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			I thought Ani could be fixed. The pieces of her recemented so everything could be how it was. How we were. Until I saw her on her knees in front of Mr. Pinter, his fingers clenched around her ponytail. His face contorted and his head tipped back. He’d been in such a hurry, he hadn’t bothered to close all the blinds in his classroom. Or maybe he left the last one open on purpose.

			She locked eyes with me as she stood, her hand wiping her mouth, but nothing registered on her face. She tightened the belt on her dark blue winter coat and brushed away the dust it’d picked up from the floor. She smoothed down her collar with steady hands and still held my gaze.

			Disgust and anger and so much brokenness swirled together inside me, collecting in the pit of my stomach. I ­stumbled back a step. This was my Ani. My Ani as she was now.

			She blinked twice and finally turned away to grab her faded green backpack from off one of the student desks. A haze of nothingness clung to her.

			I stood shaking, my eyes adjusting their focus from the inside of the room to my own reflection in the window. The overlarge hat Ani had knitted me tilted too much to the side. I snatched it off and turned to the bushes behind me. Cold wind sliced across my face, but I didn’t feel it like I should have. I took one step and crumpled, as the image of Ani slammed back into my mind. Fingers pawing at the frozen ground, I puked until my stomach had nothing left. Until my insides mirrored Ani’s empty face.

			I lifted myself on wobbly legs and realized for the first time since I’d met her, I was never going to be able to save my girlfriend.

			Six months earlier

			It was stupid to hang out in the mostly deserted parking lot of the 7-Eleven. The cops always showed up and sent us away, threatening us with charges of loitering. But Kevin wanted a cherry Slurpee and none of us wanted to get home before curfew. I sat on the bright yellow parking bumper block, tossing pennies at a Dr Pepper bottle I’d set up and listening to the guys argue about where to buy beer without getting carded. The pennies jingled in my hand as I launched another one at the Dr Pepper. Plink.

			“Nah, man, that chick got fired last week for not carding.We can’t go to the KwikMart.”

			Plink.

			“That blows. That girl was a guarantee. Should we try the grocery store, then?”

			Plink.

			“Hell no, they’ve got video cameras at that place. And all those frickin’ ‘We Card Because We Care’ posters on the walls. We gotta go somewhere small.”

			Plink. Saturday nights sucked. The conversations never changed.

			A faded blue minivan rattled into the parking slot next to my Dr Pepper setup, and a leggy girl opened the passenger door and slid out. Too-loud zydeco music poured from the van as she leaned in to grab her wallet. Her dark blond hair was pulled into a knot on top of her head. She had on a black clingy tank top and jeans with too many holes in them. I stopped tossing pennies and slowly checked her out. Pink toes in flip-flops, curvy hips, too-skinny waist.

			“Your hair makes you look like an asshole,” she said as soon as my eyes reached her chest.

			Plink. Plink. Plink. Plink. Pennies dropped beside me. I ran my hand through the tight curls of the Mohawk I’d been sporting since the beginning of summer. She followed my movement and smirked.

			“Your mouth makes you sound like a bitch,” I answered.

			“Huh. Decent comeback.” She placed her hand on her hip and looked me over like she was assessing a car. I wanted to throw my shoulders back and puff out my chest, but I knew the guys would never let me hear the end of it. So I dropped my hands to my sides and let her look. Her gaze locked on the fly of my jeans.

			Whoa. Ballsy girl. I probably would’ve blushed if the guys weren’t watching me. Instead, I dropped my knees open and her gaze quickly shifted to the side. Ha. Thought so.

			“Do you live here?” Her focus returned to my face.

			“At the 7-Eleven?” I asked.

			She turned to the guys, who’d obviously forgotten their beer-finding mission to watch me fumble through a conversation with the hot girl none of us had ever seen before.

			They shook their heads and grinned at me. Ass munches. They loved to give me shit when it came to the opposite sex.

			“Do you live here?” she asked me again.

			“Yeah,” I finally answered.

			“Well, now so do I. I’m Annika,” she said, and grabbed a hoodie out of the open door of the van.

			I didn’t stand up. I should have, but that sort of thing would’ve sent a definite message to the guys and I wasn’t up for spending the rest of my night getting crap from them.

			“Ben . . . but most of my friends call me Beez.”

			She tapped her finger against her lips and looked me up and down again. “Of course they do. I’ll see you around . . . Ben.”

			She slipped her hoodie on and sauntered into the 7-Eleven like she had no idea five guys were checking out her ass. She looked back when she opened the door and gave me a little wink.

			“Beezus,” Kevin said, smacking me on the shoulder, “looks like you’ve found yourself a little hottie.”

			I gathered up my pennies and tried to hide the red on my cheeks. Kevin dropped to the space on the parking bumper next to me.

			Plink.

			“I don’t know about that. I don’t normally go for girls who call me an asshole the first time I meet them.”

			Kevin laughed and snatched one of the pennies from me. “Dude, you totally do.”

			Plink.
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			“You’re gonna be late. Banana bread French toast is downstairs waiting for you,” my mom called from the bottom of the stairs. The high ceilings in our front hallway made her voice echo and I winced again at the bigness of our house. We’d “relocated” to the nicer part of town after my dad got some major work promotion. Our old house was fine, but painting and redecorating projects made Mom happy.

			“Banana bread French toast? Seriously? I can’t believe you’re still doing this. It was cute when we were five. It’s sort of ridiculous now,” I answered, making my way past our wall of family photos and down the stairs two at a time. My feet barely touched each hardwood step before I hopped to the next one. I may have been a little psyched about the possibility of seeing Annika again. Eight days of hopeful drives through town and made-up errands to the 7-Eleven had me frustrated and wound up.

			Mom squeezed my cheek when I reached her and I ducked out of the way. She reached out to pat the top of my head, her only acknowledgment of the twenty minutes I’d spent in the bathroom with a razor.

			“Thanks for indulging me. This will be your last year, you know.” She gave me the weepy mom eyes and I snorted.

			My brother, Michael, was already sitting at the table, leafing through a gamer magazine. His curly hair was uncombed and he had toothpaste on his shirt. I flicked his ear.

			“I’ll give you a ride to school, shrimp, but you’re on your own afterward. I’ve got to grab some food before swim club.”

			“S’okay,” my brother mumbled. “I’ve got youth orchestra anyways.”

			I eyed the black case at Michael’s feet. It sort of sucked he wasn’t good at any sports. I worried how he was going to manage next year. It’s not a big deal playing clarinet in the fifth grade, but that shit’ll get you crucified in junior high. A large faded book of Classics for the Clarinet stuck out of his unzipped backpack.

			Michael followed my eyes to the book. He shrugged. “I’m competing for first chair.”

			“How many people are you going up against?”

			Michael grinned. “Two, but I’m pretty sure I’ll get it.”

			I nodded and dropped into the chair next to him. Michael was a really good musician. Part of me hoped he’d stick with it in spite of the beating he’d likely take for it.

			“I can pick you up after school, sweetie,” Mom said, ­ruffling Michael’s hair. He didn’t flinch. I gave my mom maybe two more years of hair ruffling before he started to duck away from her too.

			She turned toward the counter and started to dish food onto a plate.

			“So, Ben, are you excited about your senior year?” She placed a giant stack of French toast in front of me.

			“Mom. Really? We’re not going to have this conversation, are we?” I poured half the bottle of syrup on my French toast and forked it into quarters.

			“Oh, come on,” she said, setting a large glass of milk next to me. “Humor me. What’s your main goal for the year?”

			A quick image of Annika’s long legs flashed in my mind. I grinned but kept my thoughts to myself. Mom probably wouldn’t appreciate me sharing that goal. I took a large bite, barely chewing before swallowing the lump of gooey sweetness. Banana bread French toast. The most brilliant food blending since chocolate-covered pretzels.

			I gulped down half the glass of milk, then answered, “My main goal? Scholarship, Mom. You know that. I want to swim for Iowa.”

			“Don’t worry, you’ll get it,” my brother said through a mouthful of French toast. He made a strange humming noise when he ate. I shook my head. This kid was never going to get a girlfriend.

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, shrimp.” I glanced at the clock. “Now, hurry up, we need to roll so we’re not late. I hate finding parking on the first day of school.”

			I wolfed down the rest of my breakfast in two bites and stuck my tongue out to lick the plate. Mom snatched it away before I could clean it off completely.

			“Home on time, Ben,” she said, pointing to my face, then the napkin next to me. “Your dad wants to do a celebratory first-day-of-school dinner at the Marion Street Grill.”

			“Oh, Jesus, he’s leaving work early?” I glanced at the napkin and then rubbed syrup off my chin with my sleeve.

			“Yes.” Mom squinted. In a quick move, she grabbed the napkin and dipped it in Michael’s water, dabbing at the sides of my mouth. I pushed her hand away and stood up.

			“You guys need to stop reading all those parenting books. All this ‘quality time’ isn’t good for us. It’s giving us a very distorted view of the ‘average American family’ and you know we’ll just have unrealistic expectations about our future wives and ultimately end up as divorced alcoholics who spend thousands of dollars in therapy because our parents created an ‘unattainable ideal,’ ” I said, employing mom air quotes as much as I could. Michael snorted. The two of us were merciless with air quotes, but Mom still wouldn’t give them up.

			She also constantly played “how to raise healthy kids and maintain your relationship” type audiobooks in her car. I’d forgotten my iPod enough to be able to recite most of them by heart.

			“Ben,” Mom answered in a chipper voice, “that’s more words than you’ve said to us in two months. I’m delighted to see our ‘nefarious plan’ to include you in this family is working. We’ll see you at the Marion Street Grill at six.” She kissed my head and handed me my backpack.

			 •••

			The first day of school reeked of the same bullshit every year. All the teachers gave mind-numbing lectures about class expectations and the importance of turning in assignments on time, while we stared out the windows at the too-green lawn and too-blue sky, wishing summer break lasted a few more weeks. The halls filled with squealing girls talking about their vacations as if they hadn’t texted each other every day. New clothes, new hair, new couples. Same crap.

			I wandered between classes, searching the freshly painted halls for Annika. Sucky scenarios where she was homeschooled or went to Catholic school kept popping into my head, but I pushed them back. I was a senior. This was the Year of Beez. Kevin met me at the door of the cafeteria, his stocky frame bouncing from foot to foot. He wasn’t built to swim, but he could hold his breath longer than any guy on the team. He started in on me as soon as we found a table, before I could even put ketchup on my fries.

			“Dude, have you seen Annika?”

			“No.” I took a bite of fry. “Have you?” Please. Please. Please.

			“No, but I heard some of the swim guys talking about her. Fresh meat and all.”

			Anger and relief battled in my gut. She was here. But dammit, the guys already knew about her. I cringed. I didn’t want to get all possessive since she wasn’t really mine, but it bugged the crap out of me that other people were interested in her. Maybe thinking about her legs too.

			Kevin must have seen the irritation on my face. “Don’t worry, dude. I told them you’d already staked your claim.”

			“I haven’t staked my claim. I’m not a caveman.” I’d totally staked a claim, but I wasn’t about to tell Kevin.

			“Whatever you say, man. Hey, did you hear Morgan’s having a back-to-school party this weekend?”

			I grunted in response. Morgan’s house was awesome, full game room in the basement, five bedrooms upstairs, parents who spent weekends at their place in Michigan, but she was more trouble than she was worth. Always had been.

			“Come on, man. It’s not like you have to hang out with her. There’re gonna be, like, a thousand people there. Five kegs and Jack’s band is playing.” Kevin was ADD and could be like a hyper puppy when he had his mind set on something. If I didn’t shut him down, he’d mention Morgan’s party fifteen more times before lunch ended.

			“I’ll think about it.”

			Kevin smiled. “Probably Annika’ll be there.”

			I grinned back. He was totally playing me, but it didn’t matter. We’d been friends forever and he knew how to push my buttons as much as I did his.

			“I said I’d think about it.”

			He punched my arm. “You’ll be there. I know you, dude, and you won’t be able to resist.”

			The afternoon dragged on and even though I kept hoping I’d see Annika, she didn’t end up having any classes with me. Probably she was in all those AP classes with the poseurs who pretended they didn’t care about grades, but then did shit like take classes at the community college on the weekend and over the summer.

			The parking lot was a bitch to get out of after school. I usually waited fifteen minutes for everything to clear out before I ventured to my car, and even then the lot wasn’t always empty. People leaned on hoods, playing music out open windows, wanting to be seen with the cars they’d nagged their parents to buy them when they turned sixteen. Not that I could really talk, since Dad had handed over a set of keys on my last birthday, but at least his reason for doing it involved carting Michael around. And being the designated driver for my friends.

			Kevin was riding shotgun in my POS Jeep and going on about whether some junior girl I barely knew had gotten a boob job over the summer when I finally saw Annika. She had on shorts and a scoop-neck black shirt that showed off the bones of her neck. She leaned over to unzip a backpack that rested at her feet and I followed the line of her bare legs, which were even better than I imagined. I rolled my window down.

			“Annika!” I called. She looked up and a small smile tugged at her lips.

			“Where’s your Mohawk, Bumble?”

			I scrubbed my hand over my newly shaven head. “Apparently, it makes me look like an asshole. And it’s Beez.”

			“Oh, of course, that’s right. Well, I hope you didn’t shave it on my account,” she said, but I thought I saw a spark of interest in her eyes. Hoped it was a spark of interest. I switched off the car radio and hung my elbow out the window.

			“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m a swimmer.” I didn’t mention that last year I sported the Mohawk for most of the swim season and didn’t go completely bald until regionals.

			“Huh. I thought swimming was more of a white guy sport?”

			“Whoa. Did you just say that . . . out loud?”

			She tilted her head. “Yeah. Feel free to tell me I’m wrong, but I’ve seen the team pictures in the gym. And I’ve watched a lot of college sports. It’s pretty white.”

			“Well,” I said, trying to keep my eyes from zeroing in on her tan legs, “I’m half-white and I play basketball sometimes on the weekends so I don’t think I’m going to lose my NAACP card.”

			“I don’t know. They’re kinda strict about that sort of stuff,” she said, and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear.

			“Did you come from the South? ’Cause that racist shit doesn’t really fly up here.”

			She flashed me a smile and leaned over to root in her backpack for something. I shifted higher in my seat to peek down her shirt, but she put her hand over the scooped neck and blocked my view.

			“No,” she said, and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. “I earned the right to make sweeping generalizations about black people after dating the varsity center at my old school. He was six nine. And vain as hell. I practically had to beat down the entire cheerleading squad to get to him after a game. It was no small feat, believe me.”

			Kevin elbowed me and snorted. “Holy shit, I like this girl.”

			“Yeah,” I called to her, “I’m not sure you’ll be able to play that card here. Sweeping generalizations don’t really go over too well. You’re gonna have to start from ground zero. Most people are just gonna see you as a mouthy white girl.” I grinned and stared as her tongue licked her bottom lip. Crap. Did all girls know that move?

			She put the sunglasses on her head to hold her hair back. “Well, I’ll let you know if I’m interested in reinitiation. In the meantime, looks like you’re backing up traffic. You better run along.”

			I looked into my rearview mirror and saw a silver Audi idling behind me. A girl was leaning into the driver’s-side window, arms stacked beneath her boobs, probably trying to call attention to her cleavage. My guess: The driver wasn’t in that big of a hurry.

			“Where’s your new house?” I asked. Weak and obvious stalling, but I didn’t want Annika to walk away yet.

			“On Harrison, above Studio Pink.”

			“Across from Buzz Café? I know that place. Where’d you move from?” I asked. My eyes shifted to check the car behind me; the leaning girl now had her tongue in the driver’s mouth. Yeah, I had some time.

			“California. Listen, I’d love to play twenty questions with you. Really. But I’ve got someplace to be.” Her eyes darted to the blue minivan that had pulled into the opposite side of the school lot. She slung the backpack onto her shoulder.

			“Is that your mom?” I asked.

			“That’s good deductive reasoning, Ben. I’m glad the removal of all your body hair hasn’t affected your brain cell count.”

			Kevin smacked my arm and chuckled. “This girl’s gonna be a pain in your ass.”

			I shoved him and turned back to her. “Well, I didn’t actually shave my whole body, but if you’re volunteering your ­services . . .”

			“Pass,” she said, and took a step toward her mom’s car before swiveling back to me. “But if you want, I’ll be home later. My standards are pretty high, but I’m willing to give you a shot.” Then she walked the rest of the way to her mom’s van without once looking back at us.

			It took me a second to absorb what she’d said, but then I looked at Kevin with a huge grin on my face.

			“Straight shooter,” I said, and flipped the radio back on. “Nice.”

			“Yep,” Kevin agreed. “That’s your kind of chick. Although, if she’s not feeling you, let me know. I might go for her.”

			“I don’t think so. She’s got way too much personality for you, my friend. And I’d venture to guess her boobs are real.”

			Kevin laughed. “You’ll have to let me know later.”

			I shifted the Jeep into drive and wore a goofy smile all the way to the KwikMart.

			 •••

			A woman with crazy curly hair opened the door when I got to Annika’s after swim practice that day.

			She crossed her arms and looked me up and down with a small scowl on her face. I blushed and shifted from one foot to the other. Meeting parents sucks.

			“You must be Ben?”

			I nodded my head. “Nice to meet you. Is Annika here?”

			She signaled me inside and directed me to sit on a bright purple couch that smelled a little like bubble bath. The walls were painted orange and there were giant pillows in all colors thrown around the room. I’d apparently walked inside a bag of Skittles.

			“You guys unpacked pretty fast, Mrs. . . . um?”

			“Yeah, I hate boxes. And you can call me Ms. Taylor, although I prefer to be called Gayle so I’m not constantly reminded of my ex-husband. Do you go to school with Ani or did she pick up a stray at the 7-Eleven?”

			I opened my mouth to say something but was interrupted by a girlie laugh. Annika stood in the doorway; light from the living room windows haloed her, and my breath stopped for a second.

			“Mom, I don’t pick up strays. I checked him out. He’s clean. He swims. His dad works in advertising and his mom is a librarian.”

			“Really?” Her mom looked at me.

			I redirected my attention back to Gayle and nodded. I tapped my feet and slumped into the couch. Tiny beads of sweat formed on my bald head. I hated when so much attention was directed at me. But I was psyched Annika checked me out. Did she ask Kevin?

			“Yeah, and he’s up for some big swim scholarship at Iowa,” Annika said, and gave me a wink.

			“Good for you, Ben. Best of luck,” Gayle said, and her shoulders lowered a fraction.

			What the heck kind of parental small talk was this? It sort of felt like I was on a reality TV dating show and my stats were flashing beneath me. The whole thing might’ve bothered me, but I was too distracted by the way Annika’s hair fell in two braids that rested right above the black bra showing through her white shirt. Black bra. Yeah.

			Gayle must have suddenly noticed too. She shook her head. “Is that my shirt?”

			Annika shrugged. “Maybe. It was in my laundry pile.”

			“You know it’s mine. And you’re supposed to wear a camisole underneath it, not a black bra.”

			The right side of Annika’s mouth tilted up. “Huh. Really?”

			“Subtle, Ani. You’ve got two minutes to put a sweatshirt on or change into a different shirt. Jesus. Don’t make me play the overprotective mother.”

			I stared at the ceiling. Every part of my face felt like it was on fire. Were these two seriously having this conversation in front of me? My mom would go ape shit if she were in the room.

			I rubbed my hands on my knees and tried to figure out a way to diffuse the awkwardness. “Ani. Cute nickname.”

			“Yeah, unfortunately Beez was already taken as an option so I had to go with the far less clever shortening of my given name.”

			“Ani,” Gayle said, and pointed to the door, “the shirt. Now.”

			Ani smiled at the two of us and shrugged. I gaped at both of them. Weirdest mother-daughter relationship I’d ever seen. Ani adjusted her braids and stuck her tongue out at us. She flounced out of the room.

			Gayle pursed her lips. “Sorry. She’s trying to get a rise out of me. Both of us, I guess. It’s not very often she likes someone enough to invite them over.”

			I bit back a grin. So this was what zero to sixty felt like. I’d been right about Ani being direct. And she liked me. I let out a breath of relief. She liked me. Thank Christ for that. I wasn’t really interested in hooking up with a girl who was looking for a bunch of riders on her own train.

			“You like her too?” Gayle asked.

			“Yeah, I mean we just met, but she’s different.”

			Gayle laughed. “Yes. And special. And very honest. You’re lucky. Don’t mess it up.”

			How was I supposed to respond to that? I nodded and directed my gaze to the painting on the wall behind her. It had a bright blue background and showed a thin girl in front with her mouth open and tears in her eyes. From behind, half a dozen orange, green, and purple arms hugged her.

			“Did you make that?”

			“No. Ani did after her dad left. She’s a pretty talented artist.”

			Ani walked back into the room and my eyes went right to her chest. New shirt. Black, like the bra I no longer could see. Damn. She pulled on a hoodie and zipped it all the way to her chin then pulled the hood strings so we could barely see her face. She looked like one of those Teletubbies.

			“Better?” she asked her mom.

			“Better,” Gayle said. “But you two aren’t going into your bedroom. Come on. Let’s make Ben something to eat.”

			Gayle walked out of the room and Ani came to the couch and pulled me up. She unzipped the hoodie and threw it to the side. She leaned toward me and for one heart-stopping second I thought she might kiss me but instead, she sniffed.

			“Chlorine?”

			“Yeah, I was in the pool before I came over.”

			“Obviously. Next time, take a longer shower. Or put some lotion on. You’re too chemically to kiss.”

			My head spun. Kiss. She’d asked someone about me. And invited me over. And liked me. And was maybe going to kiss me. And . . . whoa.

			She took my hand and dragged me into the kitchen, where her mom was cutting up fruit and dropping it into a blender. Annika flopped onto a stool and licked her lips. The lips that almost kissed me. My mouth went dry. Crap. This girl was going to chew me up and spit me out.

			Her mom left after the smoothies were made and I shifted too much in my seat.

			“So swim team, huh?” Ani asked.

			“Yeah. Well, it’s club right now. Official swim team doesn’t start until November, but if you want to stay competitive, you do club.”

			“Huh. Sounds like you have everything worked out for you.”

			I shrugged. “I guess. And you paint?”

			“Yep. Ever since Mom started carting me around to her classes when she couldn’t find a babysitter. Sometimes I make jewelry too.” She fingered the pendant on her necklace. “This one’s mine.”

			I leaned forward and tried to keep my eyes on the pendant and not on the way her shirt cut across her collarbone and bunched out in front. “It looks like a tree.”

			“Yeah. It’s a tree of life. It’s sort of this symbol to remind me how we’re all connected. How something that one person does can change the outcome for so many people. For good or for bad.”

			“That’s deep.”

			She snorted. “Sorry. You’ve been in the pool. I don’t mean to tax your brain after all that exercise.”

			“Don’t be a smart-ass. I’m not an idiot. I even pass my classes on occasion.”

			She patted my head. “Of course you do. Don’t get huffy.” Her hand slid down to the counter between us. I wanted to take it in mine, I wanted her to touch me again, but I choked. This wasn’t how to get a girlfriend. I was supposed to flirt or compliment her or something. But she didn’t seem to be looking for any of that.

			The space between us became comfortably silent. She scraped her stool next to mine so her knees were pressed into my thigh.

			“Tree of life, huh?” I said, leaning closer to her. Not too much but enough.

			“Yep.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “Everyone’s connected.”

			

		

OEBPS/image/6366.jpg
FAULT LINE

C. DESIR

Simon Pulse

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/font/NewCaledoniaLTStd-It.otf


OEBPS/font/NeuzeitSLTStd-Book.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd-BdCn20.otf


OEBPS/font/NewCaledoniaLTStd.otf


OEBPS/font/TradeGothicLTStd.otf


OEBPS/image/cover2.jpg
€. DIESIIN

Who do you blame?





OEBPS/font/NeuzeitSLTStd-BookHeavy.otf


