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TO BEST FRIENDS EVERYWHERE, ESPECIALLY MINE




As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain; and as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality.


—Albert Einstein


And if I ever was myself, I wasn’t that night.


—Wilco




NOW




Eventually, there would be lightning.


Not the kind of lightning that’s over before you know it, that flickers briefly in the space between two tall buildings and leaves you wondering if it was ever there at all. But the kind of lightning that cracks with a vengeance. That rips through your soul and sends your heart knocking along your spine for luck. The kind that brings with it a courageous, unpredictable magic, a feeling that time—and certainly the present—no longer matters.


The kind that keeps you up all night.


This isn’t a story about superheroes, even though that’s how we felt sometimes. It’s not about extraordinary creatures. It’s just about us, and the extraordinary things that happened to us when we were least expecting them.


We were smart kids. We were friends once, but the four of us hadn’t been friends for a long time. Now, we knew of one another. We saw one another in the halls. We heard one another speak in class. One of us had been in the school play that the rest of us had been forced to go see. One of us had written something for the literary magazine. The byline read “Anonymous.” We’d wondered who had written it.


But sometimes to be super—to be more than ordinary, greater than the sum of our parts—it takes doing something you didn’t think you had in you.


If we hadn’t gone to that party, none of this would have happened in the first place. We never would have found one another again.


We never would have been struck by lightning.




FRIDAY NIGHT


8:00 P.M.


(12 HOURS LEFT)


IF IT WAS THE END OF THE WORLD, WOULD YOU STAY AT HOME?




Tiny stood in front of the bathroom mirror. She opened her eyes.


Still there.


She tried to see herself as someone else might see her.


Her hair was a nothing brown.


Her eyes were a nothing brown.


Her skin was pale and freckled. Her cheeks were a little too squishable. Her nose unremarkable. Her lips totally unkissable.


It was amazing anyone saw her at all.


The box of hair dye on the sink promised to give her multifaceted blond hair. If the model on the front was any indication, it would also give her a great complexion and a carefree attitude toward life.


That would be nice.


She was going for something cool and fun, something that would get Josh Herrera’s attention. She and Lu had it all planned out.


Tiny and Josh would lock eyes on the bus the next morning. And instead of ignoring her like he always did, this time he would smile. He would say hi. He would brush his hair out of his face and ask her if she wanted to go to a reading sometime at Housing Works Café. They’d sit together, sharing one of those giant chocolate chip cookies, and every so often their knees would bump into each other. They’d sit there even after the reading was over, talking about their favorite authors and how they wished the school English curriculum let them read better books. They’d sit there for hours. Outside, the rain would come down and they would sit there until it had stopped enough for them to run to the subway.


That’s where they would kiss for the first time.


But so far Tiny hadn’t even worked up the nerve to open the box.


She hadn’t always been like this. But things had changed.


Sometimes she was afraid she was the kind of person who would always be stuck, holding the box of hair dye, wondering if she even wanted to open it.


  *  *  *  


One subway stop downtown from where Tiny was staring into her bathroom mirror, Lu was procrastinating.


She drummed her fingers restlessly against the scenes she was supposed to memorize for that fall’s drama department production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, even though a voice—a small one in the back of her mind—was urging her to study for the SATs instead. One of the reasons Lu loved acting was the complete and glorious feeling of pretending to be someone else. Getting to escape into a character’s life. She could say anything she wanted, do anything she wanted, and there were no consequences. It was the best feeling in the world.


If her mom weren’t out teaching a class for her psychology postdoctoral students, she would say it was Lu’s choice whether she wanted to study or not. Her mom was all about choices. She respected Lu’s sense of agency. Her mom had said to call her cell if she needed anything. But she hadn’t come home when the news reports had gotten worse. Some parental figure. Her dad would never have let that happen. Even when he was sick, Lu was the one to remind her mom to make the doctor’s appointments and the pill charts and the organic recipes. Maybe if her mom weren’t always doing stupid, flighty stuff like this, her dad wouldn’t have left them for the nurse at the hospital as soon as he got better.


Outside the windows of the small apartment Lu now shared with just her mom, the wind was kicking up, howling through the slats of the creaking rusty fire escape, and she could hear thunder rumbling up from the depths of the earth. All people were talking about online was how the news had predicted that what was supposed to be just your typical, run-of-the-mill thunderstorm was actually part of a larger storm pattern rolling up from Florida, where it had left a trail of flooding and devastation in its wake. The city was suspending bus service and said it might suspend subway service if the storm got bad enough. They were urging people to stay indoors.


By four o’clock the Duane Reade on her corner was completely out of bottled water, granola bars, and D batteries, which Lu knew because she’d popped in for a pack of gum and a magazine on her way home from school. Staring at the surge of people stockpiling for the apocalypse, she wondered if they would cancel the SATs, but she didn’t get her hopes up. They never canceled stuff like that. Her school had only had one snow day in her entire life, when she was eight. School hadn’t closed for any reason since, including the 3.0 earthquake she’d thought was just the coffee grinders at Starbucks on full blast.


She couldn’t imagine some rain was going to stop the SATs.


Lu smiled.


If there was one thing she’d always loved, it was a good thunderstorm. She couldn’t wait for the rain to start. How could she possibly be expected to study on a night like this? It was too dark and stormy to do anything practical.


Lu turned up the moody indie rock wafting out of her computer speakers, and pulled her knees into her chest.


When her phone buzzed on the desk in front of her, her first thought was that it was her mom, texting to say she’d changed her mind and was coming home after all, or her dad, coming out of months of hiding to say he would never leave her all alone when the sky looked like it was about to fall and smoosh them all and the biggest test of her life was the next morning.


But it was not her mother and definitely not her dad. It was Owen.


HEY, WE SHOULD TALK.


The thunder outside seemed to rattle her bones. Nothing good ever started with those words.


CAN YOU COME TO THE SHOW TONIGHT? HURRICANEFEST. CENTRAL PARK. MIDNIGHT.


A weird feeling stirred in her chest. Something restless and uncomfortable was beginning to build. The sensation was physical. It grabbed at her heart and squeezed.


He was about to break up with her. The night before the SATs!


I’LL BE THERE.


Lu wrote. And she meant it. Like hell she was about to let that happen. Lu didn’t like whatever this was that she was currently experiencing—this feeling of being raw and cracked open. Vulnerable. Screw the SATs. Screw the storm. She’d get to that show in Central Park if she had to swim there. Getting dumped was for the weak of spirit. She’d never been dumped, and she wasn’t about to start now. She imagined a force field surrounding her. Fortress walls that no mere mortal could penetrate.


She texted Tiny.


WE’RE GOING OUT.


  *  *  *  


At that same moment, across Central Park, Will Kingfield had just gotten off the phone with his parents, who were stuck in an airport in Spain. Flights in and out of all New York–area airports were canceled. It hadn’t started raining yet, but pressure systems were intense, the wind was wild, and visibility was low.


“We’re trying to get on the next flight we can,” his dad said. “Just stay put, okay, my man? Study. Watch a movie. Call your grandma. Do not go out in the storm.”


“Whatever.” Will rolled his eyes. He didn’t plan on it.


His phone pinged with a message from Jon Heller, his soccer co-captain.


LET’S GO OUT. STORMPOCALYPSE!!


NAH, DUDE, Will wrote back. STORM + STUDYING = STATIONARY


LAME.


IF YOU WANT TO GET RAINED ON, Will wrote, BE MY GUEST.


IF IT WAS THE END OF THE WORLD, WOULD YOU STAY AT HOME?


IT’S NOT THE END OF THE WORLD. IT’S JUST A BIG THUNDERSTORM.


The little ellipses at the bottom of the conversation stopped and then started again. Will watched them like a Magic 8 Ball.


YOU NEVER KNOW WHEN A BIG THUNDERSTORM WILL TURN INTO THE END OF THE WORLD.


More ellipses.


LIVE IT UP WHILE YOU CAN.


Will didn’t write back. He threw the phone onto the bed. Jon didn’t need to worry about the SATs because his mom was a legacy at Cornell. Will’s parents were rich like Jon’s, but unluckily for him they hadn’t gone to college anywhere his guidance counselor thought he should go. So he actually had to work.


But it wasn’t like he was about to sob on about being nervous for the big test or anything. He’d get Nathaniel to come over and help. Will grabbed his phone and called him.


“Dude,” Will said. Nathaniel was such a nerd. They’d had that in common once. They’d gone to nursery school, elementary school, and middle school together before high school. They’d gone to math camp together every summer. At least, they had until freshman year, when Will joined the soccer team and Nathaniel started spending all his time in the science lab after school like he was working on a cure for cancer or something. Now they only hung out when it was convenient, like when there was a test the next day, or there was no one else around to see.


If Will knew Nathaniel, he was probably studying away in his bedroom, the door closed to keep his parents from barging in to check on him every five minutes, and a lifetime supply of Cheez-Its to snack on. Maybe he was doing that thing where he took the hardest test first and then worked his way backward to the easiest one. Will idly picked a Nerf basketball up off the carpet in his room and tossed it at the mini hoop above his closet door.


“If you come study with me for like, two hours, I’ll play you in Playstation Golf as a reward for being exceptional and focused on our futures.” He held his breath. Will still always felt vaguely guilty when he suggested they study together, like it was a business transaction or something. He got the feeling Nathaniel didn’t love it either.


The Nerf ball circled the rim.


“Yeah,” Nathaniel said after a pause. “Sure.”


Swish. Will hung up. “Whattup?” he said to no one.


Will took a few more shots (swish, swish, swish), then opened a practice test book and chewed on his pencil eraser. It tasted salty and kind of satisfying. He didn’t stop chewing right away.


His phone pinged again.


PARTY was all Jon said this time. YOUR PLACE.


Will chewed on the eraser some more. If he said no, the whole team would be mad at him.


JUST THE GUYS? Will wrote back.


TOTALLY. AN INTIMATE PRE-STANDARDIZED-TEST AFFAIR.


OKAY, SCREW IT. LET’S HAVE A PARTY.


PARTY!!!!!!!


Will took a deep breath. He was doing this.


PARTY!


He wrote back.


Will chucked the phone back onto his bed and rubbed his face.


He changed out of his Daybrook Athletics sweats and tried not to think about how much he’d changed since he and Nathaniel had been friends. Real friends.


And how different he was now. Unrecognizable, even.


He barely knew who he was anymore.


  *  *  *  


Nathaniel hung up the phone and looked down at his bed. His practice books were all laid out the way he’d arranged them half an hour before, in an arc from hardest to easiest so he’d end the night on a note of confidence. His box of Cheez-Its was waiting for him on the desk.


But he hadn’t looked at any of the books since he’d finished arranging them. Instead he kept folding and unfolding the Anders Almquist Earth Science Scholarship application.


For the past three years Nathaniel’s dream in life was to follow in his brother’s footsteps and win the Anders Almquist and get into MIT’s EAPS program—Earth, Atmospheric and Planetary Sciences—to study geophysics. As far as Nathaniel was concerned, space got all the credit for being mysterious. Like, do wormholes exist? Are there other universes besides our own? What happens if you get sucked through a black hole? But if Tobias taught him anything, it was that there were enough mysteries within the Earth itself to occupy the rest of his life. The shifting of tectonic plates, electromagnetic currents crashing together in clouds, the kinetic energy of falling objects, the inescapable gravitational pull of the Earth’s core. And how each of those mysterious forces conspired to control our lives. The spin of the Earth might cause a car to crash, for instance, or a bicycle to spin out of control on a humid late-summer night.


Tobias taught him that everything was connected.


The application for the Anders Almquist Earth Science Scholarship had been due on his adviser’s desk no later than eight a.m. that morning.


Nathaniel had stayed up until three, working on it. His parents had warned him not to save it all for the last minute. But they were so used to Tobias, perfect Tobias, who never saved anything till the last minute. And, of course, Nathaniel had lied. Every time they checked in, he said he was fine. He was almost done. So they went to bed, and before he knew it, he stopped hearing cars on the street below and started hearing the clanking of predawn garbage trucks, and then the next thing he knew he was starting awake and it was 8:05 and the sun was streaming in through his window and there was a puddle of drool on his computer keyboard. On the screen, the cursor was blinking in the middle of an unfinished sentence.


He made it to school, disheveled and disoriented, the printed-out unfinished application clutched in his hand.


But he was too late.


Tobias would never have let something like that happen. He would have finished it early and he would have gone to bed early and not slept through his alarm and he would have made it to school in time to hand it in and he would have done it all without breaking a sweat.


Nathaniel had been sweating.


He unfolded the application again and smoothed it out on top of the first test book (the hardest one). It had four distinct lines creased into it, from being folded into quarters in his pocket all day.


Because he knew, deep down, that he would never be up there onstage presenting his paper like his brother once had. Not now and not ever. He would never be as good as Tobias. His brother was, like, a superhero. And Nathaniel was just so . . . not.


The creases were really ugly. He folded the application up again and stuffed it into his back pocket in disgust. That was one dream he could give up on. He shoved the books on his bed into his backpack, knocked his cell phone off the desk, and into the front pocket, and crashed out the door.


As he left, his backpack hit the desk chair, sending Cheez-Its cascading across the carpet.


  *  *  *  


Tiny slid to the floor, leaning her head back against the cool tile.


She opened the box. Did the tube in her hand have life-changing properties? Would she look cool? Would she look stupid? Would anyone notice? Was it worth the risk to find out?


She twisted off the cap. Some of the hair dye dripped into a puddle of water on the tiled floor, making crazy patterns before turning the entire puddle a muddied brown. Tiny stared at it. She wished she could be a drop of dye swirling in water, twisting and unfurling in clouds and billows and patterns like there was no stopping her.


  *  *  *  


Lu sat at her computer, repeating Hermia’s lines over and over, resolved that it didn’t matter one zillionth of an ounce what she got on the SATs if she wasn’t going to college. In the middle of shouting “What, can you do me greater harm than hate?” Will Kingfield popped up in her news feed.


STORMPOCALYPSE PARTY! COME OVER IF YOU DARE.


Lu suddenly got quiet.


Josh Herrera would be at that party.


She and Tiny didn’t go out a lot together these days. Tiny would want to play it safe and stay home. Lu would need a great reason to convince her to leave the apartment during a storm like this, especially with the SATs the next day. And now she had one. Kissing Josh.


That, and Lu always accepted a dare.


  *  *  *  


The party wasn’t Will’s fault, really. Or that’s what he was telling himself.


It wasn’t his fault that he had trouble concentrating. It wasn’t his fault that he could never say no to his teammates. It wasn’t his fault that Nathaniel took his sweet time getting there. It wasn’t his fault that Jon Heller, standing over his shoulder while Will typed, pushed post and made the most epic status update ever official.


By the time Nathaniel got there, the guys were already in the den playing Golf on the Playstation, drinking Will’s dad’s Bud Lights, and texting the girls to come over.


“SATs!” they shouted every time they swung.


Nathaniel stood in the doorway and looked from the TV to the guys to Will.


Will didn’t want to be taken on a guilt trip.


“Dude.” He smiled, knowing Nathaniel wouldn’t argue. “Early study break?”


  *  *  *  


There were so many things Nathaniel should have been doing instead. He should have been studying. He should have been sleeping. He should have been relaxing and letting his brain rest the night before the biggest test of his life, as his parents had advised him to do. The voice in his head was telling him to go home. But he couldn’t go home. Now that he was no longer working toward the Anders Almquist Earth Science Scholarship, Nathaniel didn’t know where he was supposed to go anymore.


  *  *  *  


The first flash of lightning lit up the sky outside Tiny’s window. Her mind filled with images she couldn’t control and couldn’t stop: the churning black water of the East River, the shimmer of heat lightning above the skyline, the sound of crunching metal and shattering glass.


The memory of her first kiss and everything that came after.


All she wanted was to forget. But lightning would always make her remember.


  *  *  *  


Come over if you dare. Lu picked up her cell phone and speed-dialed Tiny’s number. Whatever—there was no one home to stop her.


  *  *  *  


Will took the six-pack and cracked open a beer. He tossed one across the room to Nathaniel.


  *  *  *  


Nathaniel looked at the blue can in his hand and then back at Will. He thought about the books in his backpack on the floor by the foot of the stairs.


  *  *  *  


Tiny’s phone rang in the bedroom. Without another thought, she pulled the curtain closed and went to get it.


  *  *  *  


It’s not like my mom would even notice if I tanked, Lu thought.


  *  *  *  


“Here’s to tonight!” Will boomed, raising his can. “Carpe fucking diem!”


  *  *  *  


“Here, here!” Nathaniel heard himself shout.


  *  *  *  


There comes a time in your life, Tiny realized as she answered the phone, when you just have to say—


  *  *  *  


At a certain point, Lu thought as she heard Tiny pick up—


  *  *  *  


“Because sometimes,” Will said to the group, “everyone knows you gotta just—”


  *  *  *  


“What the hell?” Nathaniel said, taking a sip.


“Fuck it.”




THEN




THE LAST DAY OF SUMMER BEFORE HIGH SCHOOL


THREE YEARS AGO


8:00 A.M.


CUMULONIMBUS CLOUDS




Tiny


There were some things you just couldn’t put into words.


“Tell me again how you got your nickname,” Luella said through a mouthful of Lego candy.


It was the last day of summer, and Tiny and Luella were sitting outside the Guggenheim Museum, contemplating their futures. They wore shorts and flip-flops and tank tops, and still felt overdressed. It was the hottest day of the year by far, and the entire city was engulfed in a sticky, thick, edible humidity. The heat was a tangible, visible, moving thing, rising up off the sidewalk as if it were alive.


Tiny just hoped they could get everything on their Last Day of Summer Itinerary done before the skies opened up on them. It was eight in the morning. They had the whole day in front of them, and there was a lot they still had to accomplish. Traditions were important. They gave your life purpose and structure and meaning. When the world got crazy and nothing felt permanent anymore, they helped tether you to the ground. They helped you remember who you were.


Tiny felt like she’d hardly seen Luella at all this summer, which is why today’s traditions were extra important.


Tiny and Luella—Tlu, as they called themselves often, or Talulah when they didn’t feel like abbreviating, or Tine or Tine-O or Loozles when they referred to each other individually—met at eight in the morning on the first and last day of every summer. They walked through Central Park to the Guggenheim, by far the coolest building in New York, and sat on the wall out front, watching the tourists. Luella would eat candy. Tiny would eat normal breakfast foods. It was always the same. It was comforting. Some things between you and your best friend should never have to change.


Other traditions on the last day of summer were:


Meeting Will and Nathaniel for a picnic lunch at the Alice in Wonderland statue by the boat basin.


Getting gelato that night, and everyone had to pick the weirdest flavor possible.


Doing one thing you’ve never done before.


The last one was Tiny’s favorite. She looked forward to it every summer. She made lists throughout the year, saved up all of her firsts for that one special day, to keep the tradition intact.


“Tell me again how you can eat candy for breakfast?”


“It’s just one of my many lovable quirks.” Luella grinned. Her teeth were pink with melted candy. “Now tell me.”


“You know how I got my nickname,” Tiny said.


“Yes, but it’s hot and I’m bored and I want you to tell me.”


Tiny put her notebook down.


“Once upon a time, there was a girl named Emma. She lived in New York City, the biggest, craziest, best city in the world. She wanted nothing more than to grow up into a strong, well-respected cultural icon. But one day, she angered a vengeful troll. And so he cursed her. With tininess. In perpetuity.” She picked her pen up and started writing again.


“Hm,” said Luella. “That’s not how I remember it.”


“I took some storytelling liberties.”


“Good job, Sister Grimm.” Luella squirmed, trying to see over her shoulder. “What are you writing?”


“A poem.”


“What’s it about?”


Tiny flipped the notebook closed. “I can’t tell you.” It was a love poem, kind of. Luella would make so much fun of her if she found out.


  *  *  *  


As always, the real story of how Tiny got her nickname was less epic than the fairy tale she’d made up about it.


It all started when Tiny was little, in nursery school, or maybe kindergarten. Nathaniel had made up a game called Science Club. The four of them—Tiny, Nathaniel, Lu, and Will—used to huddle over Nathaniel’s kitchen table after school, pouring different ingredients into glass jars and documenting the results.


Salt + Water = Salty Water


Vinegar + Baking Soda = Frothy Bubbles


That was back when Tiny went by the name Emma. Because that was the name her parents had given her, and no one had ever called her anything different. Even at five, Luella was always the dramatic one, and Nathaniel was the smart one, and Will was the funny one. Emma was just . . . Emma. The quiet one.


Until the day everything changed.


It was the day Tobias walked into the kitchen, carrying a robotic hand made of balsa wood. Four years older, Tobias was the real scientist. He won the science fair every year and always had the coolest project in the class. He had curly dark-brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses, and was wearing a T-shirt with Han Solo and Chewbacca drawn in the style of Calvin and Hobbes.


“Greetings, earthlings,” Tobias said. He pulled a rubber band at the base of the hand, and the fingers contracted in a wave. “Nathaniel. William. Luella.” Luella snickered. Tobias stopped on Tiny. The hand reached over and patted her on the head. “Tiny,” he said. She was at least two feet shorter than he was.


“Am not,” Tiny said.


“Are too.”


Tiny felt her cheeks turn pink.


“Am. Not.”


Tobias laughed. “Bye, Tiny!”


“Shut up, Tobias!” Nathaniel called after him.


But it was too late. Her head wasn’t the only thing Tobias had held in his robotic hand. He had plucked her from obscurity. He had noticed something special about her—even something as dumb and insignificant as not growing as fast as the others—and he had shone a light on her.


He was now holding her heart, too.


  *  *  *  


“Are you going to submit it to the lit mag?” Luella was still trying to read the poem over Tiny’s shoulder.


“I don’t know. Probably not.” Tiny blinked. It was amazing how much of your life could be defined by one singular memory. Ever since that day, she had been Tiny.


“You totally should. How cool would it be to write this amazing poem and have everyone know it’s yours?”


“This one’s private. The only way I’d submit this is if I did it anonymously.”


“If you say so,” said Luella. “I love being the center of attention. I’d want all that glory.” Luella smiled to herself and hummed under her breath.


“Luella,” Tiny said. “What’s up with you today? You are acting like you do when you have a secret.”


“I don’t have a secret,” Luella said, and kept humming.


“Uh, yes, you totally do!”


“Do not.” Luella stuffed a piece of candy into her mouth and crunched down audibly.


“Okay, weirdo.” Tiny nudged her with her elbow. “You always hum when you have a secret.” They sat in silence for a minute or two. Well, silence, except for Luella’s crunching and the sound of heat thunder rumbling in the distance.


“Hey,” Tiny said, swinging her feet out. “How are you and your mom doing? With the move-out and everything?”


“Fine,” Luella said absently.


“Fine?”


“Just trying not to think about it.”


“Oh,” Tiny said. “Yeah. Okay.” She struggled to think of something else to say. Luella was clearly done with the subject. “So, I have an idea about tonight. It combines two of our traditions: meeting up for gelato, and the thing I’ve never done before.”


“Oooh.” That got Luella’s attention. “Tell me.”


“Well, okay. Tobias leaves for Boston tomorrow and has to get some final data to submit with his interdisciplinary course proposal for EAPS. Something about climate change and cities and electrical energy. Nathaniel asked if we wanted to go with him to the Brooklyn Bridge and watch. It’ll be very Benjamin Franklin.”


Luella looked skeptical.


“Yeah, okay. Maybe.”


“Luella! You mean no, don’t you?”


“I mean maybe. But, Tiny, here’s the thing. We start high school tomorrow. Tobias is going to college. Isn’t it time to get over him? Put him behind you and start the year fresh?”


Tiny frowned. “I’m fine. I don’t need to put him behind me.”


Luella grabbed the notebook. “What’s this? I see his name! In your di-a-ry.” Tiny grabbed the notebook back.


“It’s not a diary. It’s a poetry journal.”


“Whatever. Well, then maybe just bite the bullet and tell him you like him already and want to have ten thousand of his little genius babies.” Luella bit down on a piece of candy. Hard. It broke in half.


“Er. Maybe,” Tiny said, meaning no. But Luella was getting excited.


“Yes! That’s the thing you’ve never done before! I’ll go tonight if you do that!”


“I’m not going to do that.”


“Then my answer is still maybe.”


Tiny eyed her. “Why are you being so mysterious? Do you have other big plans tonight that you’re not telling me about?”


“No.”


“Is that why you’re acting all weird?”


“No.”


“Because we have to check off all of our traditions! If we don’t, life will have no meaning!”


Luella snorted. “I thought I was supposed to be the drama queen.”


“Luella, pleeease. It’s the last night of summer. Tomorrow is high school. It’s not going to be like this forever. Tonight is, like, pivotal. I need you! Promise!”


“God, Tiny, yeah, I promise.”


Maybe Tiny would tell him tonight. Maybe it was her last chance before he went away to college and she started high school and everything in her life changed.




Luella


Luella walked back across the park, thinking about what Tiny said. Tomorrow is high school. It’s not going to be like this forever.


If you took away traditions, did life really have no meaning? Were things supposed to stay the same, always? Was she supposed to want them to? Tiny clearly did, but Luella wasn’t so sure. She was excited about making way for the new. She was ready to let go of some things from the past.


Suddenly, the way one memory will sometimes flash at you while you’re trying to remember something else, a scene from finals week popped into Luella’s head.


She and Tiny had been sitting cross-legged in the fifth-floor hallway, their backs up against the lockers, working through some geometry study sheets.


“I don’t get this,” Tiny muttered, frustrated.


“Oh, hey,” Luella said. “So, my dad is leaving.”


Tiny didn’t look up. “Where’s he going?” she asked, erasing something and then blowing away the eraser shavings. “Somewhere on business? Anywhere cool? You should get him to take you.”


“Actually,” Luella said, “he’s just leaving.” Tiny stopped scribbling and looked at Luella. Luella nibbled on her lip but didn’t look up from her homework. “He’s leaving us.”


“Like, moving out?” Tiny said quietly.


“Yeah.”


“Oh my god, Luella.” She put her arm around Luella’s skinny shoulders, but Luella pulled away.


“No, whatever, it’s cool,” she said. “It’s fine. He’s probably taking all the dude stuff, so Mom and I are, like, excited to redecorate, and—”


“Luella,” Tiny interrupted. “How could it be cool?”


“It just is,” Luella said, looking past Tiny’s shoulder down the hall, as if someone more interesting were walking up.


“Luella, how can it be? Your dad’s leaving. It’s, like, anything but!”


“Tiny,” Luella said sharply, suddenly, turning back and focusing her green eyes on Tiny. “It just is.”


“But—”


“Because if it weren’t, things would be so, so, so the opposite of cool. So it has to be cool. Okay? It has to be.” Tiny was looking at her like she wanted to say more, so Luella cut her off before she could. “Geometry is so fucked up,” she said. “How is this going to be remotely useful in my life? Why don’t they teach us anything useful here! What about some real-life skills for a change!” She threw her notebook across the hall, where it slammed into the row of lockers, and a few people turned to look at the noise. Then Luella got up, picked up the notebook, shoved it into her backpack, and stalked off down the hall without saying good-bye.


  *  *  *  


Luella didn’t know why she was thinking about it now, as she walked back across the park on this last day of summer. A lot had already been changing this summer for Luella. Things had been happening that she didn’t tell Tiny about. It’s not that she didn’t trust her best friend. It’s more that she didn’t know how to put them into words. Tiny was a words person. She valued strong communications skills.


Luella was not especially strong at communicating. Or so her mother told her all the time.


She’d lied to Tiny. She did have a secret.


She kept it inside of her for now.


It had started like this.


Back at the beginning of the summer, Luella had been standing outside the Kaye Playhouse at Hunter College trying to get cell reception on her phone after her summer acting class, when some boys in glasses walked past her.


“Keebler?” She looked up, then immediately kicked herself for responding to that stupid nickname. Will had peeled off from the group and was walking toward her, grinning.


“Hey, Will.”


“I knew that name would catch on,” he said. “How could it not?”


“Beats me,” said Luella. “It’s so flattering and complimentary.”


“Whatcha doing? Are you done pretending to be someone else for the day?”


“Hmm? Oh yeah. Acting class just finished. I gotta go somewhere and memorize these.” She held up a stack of pages. “I’m auditioning for the summer play.”


“What play?”


“Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. You know it?”


“No.”


“Oh.”


Will shuffled his feet.


“Do you, like, play the cat?”


Luella squinted at him. “No.”


“Oh.”


There was a pause that lasted a few seconds too long. Will pushed his glasses up on his nose.


“Hey,” he said. “I have some homework and stuff too. Want to join forces and do our work together? I know somewhere quiet.”


Luella didn’t say anything right away. She and Will had been friends since they were kids, but they usually hung out in a group with Tiny and Nathaniel. They had never hung out one-on-one before. Will blinked, waiting for an answer.


“Look, if you don’t—I mean, if you’re busy, it’s—”


“Okay,” Luella said. She slipped her phone into the pocket of her bag.


“Really?” Will beamed.


“You don’t have to throw a parade or anything. It’s just homework.”


“Surly,” Will said, then turned and began walking. Luella stepped out into the glaring sun and walked quickly to catch up to him. She held her arm in front of her eyes.


“Here.” Will handed her a pair of knockoff Ray-Ban Wayfarers.


“Did you get these at Rachel’s Rockin’ Eighties Bat Mitzvah?” Luella said dubiously, looking at the writing on the sides.


“You should know,” Will said. “You were there, remember? Look, is the sun in your eyes or what? Just put them on, you vampire.”


Luella put them on. “They’re huge on me.”


“They’re fine.”


“I feel stupid.”


“You look cute.” Luella stopped in her tracks, but Will kept walking on ahead. “Come on, Keebler! Time waits for no man. Or elf.” She felt her cheeks turn pink, and hoped the sunglasses were big enough to hide it. She hurried to catch up, muttering under her breath.


“You know,” said Will, “maybe if you got more vitamin D, you wouldn’t be so mean.”


“If I were being mean, you’d know it.”


“Fine, then maybe you’d have a boyfriend.”


“Ew, that is a totally sexist thing to say. Like having a boyfriend is the pinnacle of accomplishment? The bar to which we all must strive? Listen, Kingfield. I’m going to win an Oscar one day. And a Golden Globe. And the goddamn Nobel Prize for drama. And you”—Luella paused to breathe—“will be begging to accompany me down the red carpet.” Will held up his hands in surrender and kept walking.


They took the bus across the park at Sixty-Sixth Street, and then walked up Central Park West. Luella had to admit that it helped to have the sunglasses, but she wasn’t about to say anything. Will was wearing cargo shorts and a baggy T-shirt with a linocut of some guy’s face on the front.


“Weird shirt,” said Luella. “Who is that?”


“Who is that? Do you seriously not know who Bill Murray is?” Will looked aghast.


Luella shrugged. “No.”


“Oh my god,” Will said, slapping his forehead. “Oh my god. Saturday Night Live? Groundhog Day? Ghostbusters?” Luella shook her head. “Just . . . watch Caddyshack, please. Please just watch it. It is one of the greatest films of all time.”


“Wait,” Luella said. “Was he the old guy in Lost in Translation? I love that movie.”


“I’m going to cry,” said Will. “You are such a girl.” Luella stopped and stared at him, her mouth gaping.


“That’s not an insult, Will!”


“Catch up, Keebler,” he said, smiling. “We’re here.”


Luella looked up and realized they were standing in front of the Museum of Natural History.


“The museum?” Luella asked.


“It’s my secret study place. Come on.”


They sat in a corner of the Milstein Hall of Ocean Life. Growing up, Luella had always been secretly afraid of this room. There was a humongous to-scale model of a blue whale suspended from the ceiling, and she was always afraid that if she walked under it, the giant thing would fall and crush her. Usually, she had never gotten farther than the fake firefly display outside. It was a favorite spot for her and her dad, but even her dad knew never to try to force Luella into the whale room.


But she didn’t mention any of this to Will. He looked so sure of himself as he breezed past the fireflies and into the massive hall. She closed her eyes when she saw the whale, but she didn’t want Will to think she was some kind of wimp. She insisted they walk about the edges of the room instead, so that they didn’t have to walk directly underneath it.


They made their way past the life-size dioramas of dolphins and sea lions, manatees and jellyfish and octopi, suspended in fake time in the fake ocean, until they found a dark corner of the room where the whale probably wouldn’t fall on them. They sat down.


“This should appeal to your vampire nature,” said Will. “Nice and dark. You can give the glasses back now.”


“Shut up.” But she handed them over.


They sat in silence, except for the sounds of Will typing away on his calculator, and Luella muttering words out loud every now and then.


Will looked up.


“Is there even a cat in that play at all?”


Luella rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you ever heard of a metaphor?”


“I think they should call it something else. That title is so misleading.”


“I’ll e-mail Tennessee Williams and tell him you think so.”


“What kind of a name is Tennessee?”


“What is your obsession with names?”


Will seemed to consider this. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Maybe because Will is so boring?”


Luella reached into her bag. “Here,” she said, shoving something into his chest. “You need to read more books. Broaden your mind. Try this one.”


“Hedda Gabler? What the hell kind of a—”


Luella clamped her hand over his mouth.


“No,” she said. “Do not make fun of Hedda. Hedda is a brilliant feminist play that was way ahead of its time.”


“Yay,” said Will. “Sounds fun.”


“Just read it.”


He read the back cover, then looked at her. “I think I’ll just get back to my problem set.”


“Wuss.”


“Unless you want to switch?”


“What’s wrong with the name Will?” Luella said suddenly. “Don’t you like it?”


“Is it a big deal if I don’t?”


“Well, yeah,” Luella said. “It’s yours.”


“So? Do you like your name?”


“Luella? I don’t know. It doesn’t feel very me. I think I sound like a debutante.”


“It’s unique. Let’s look up what it means.” Will pulled up a name meanings website on his phone. “Oh. No. Way.”


“What?” Luella cried. “Let me see!”


“No.” Will held the phone away from her.


“Why not? Let me see!”


“I’ll never hear the end of it.”


Luella pounced on him and tickled him.


“Stop. That’s not nice.”


“Let me see what my name means!”


“Fine. Fine. Stop tickling me!”


Luella grabbed the phone from him. She smiled.


“Renowned warrior.”


“I told you.” Will snatched his phone back.


“That is the most badass name ever!” Luella put her hands on her hips. “Renowned warrior.”


“I had a feeling you would like it,” Will said, rolling his eyes.


Luella was floored. She always thought Luella was some family name she didn’t really feel any connection to. Her grandma was Luella—not her. But renowned warrior. Luella liked the sound of that.


She was. She would be. She’d get through this stuff with her parents. She had to.


“Will,” she said, “there are maybe a handful of things in this world that are truly yours, and your name is one of them. You have to, like, own it. Besides, you should feel comfortable being yourself.”


“Do you feel comfortable being yourself?”


“That’s not the point.”


“Well, I think that’s bullshit advice,” Will said, picking Hedda Gabler back up and paging through it. “Who wants to be themselves? No one I know.”


  *  *  *  


Luella was smiling just thinking about it.


On the west side of the park, she passed two kids, a guy and a girl who were both kind of hipster and did theater at her school, as they performed a scene on the street from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. On her corner, she stopped to get a dark roast French press from her favorite coffee shop. (She’d gotten into dark roast French press last year, and loved how mature and sophisticated it made her feel to drink coffee out of a white paper to-go cup while walking down the street in sunglasses, like an actress in Us Weekly.)
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