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chapter 1






“It looks like an engagement ring,” I tell the spike-haired girl at the counter. Behind me on the green velvet couch, Morgan is crying her face purple. “With a blue stone, like aquamarine?”


The girl flicks her puffy-lidded eyes at the other barista, a thin guy with a shaved head. Not like they both weren’t just watching me as I scrambled under the table, lay flat on the nasty rug, and pressed my face practically against the floor trying to see Morgan’s ring under the abyss of the incense-dusty couch. Not like they hadn’t stood there, not offering to help, as I hoisted up the front end of the couch, revealing nothing but a bunch of wrappers and coffee lids. Not like they offer any reassurance when I write down Morgan’s number and ask them to call if the ring shows up.


“It’s engraved,” I say to the guy, who looks at least slightly sympathetic. “‘Our angel forever’ along the inside? It shouldn’t be hard to miss.”


“People lose stuff here all the time,” Spike Girl says, glancing over my shoulder at Morgan, who’s still crying. She could be vomiting blood, her eyeballs boiling to a liquid, and still I think this girl wouldn’t be fazed. I twist my own ring—a band of pale, multicolored stones set with an emerald-cut Swarovski crystal—on my finger. I pray simultaneously for grace, patience, luck, forgiveness, and for this barbed-wire barista to get over herself and help me help my best friend.


Enter Priah: midnight hair a swinging sheen of straightness, her tiny feet followed by tiny knees, hips, rib cage, shoulders, neck, all topped off with these gigantic violet eyes and a two-thousand-pound grin. Only now she sees Morgan hyperventilating, and her face collapses.


“Oh, sweetie,” she squeal-groans, crouching at Morgan’s knees. “What happened?”


I level my eyes back at the baristas. “Of course we’ll find it,” Priah’s canary voice insists behind me. I know Priah is crossing herself (even though none of us are Catholic), I know this girl in front of me sees it, and I know what she thinks. I don’t care. I turn my back on her. Though losing the ring wouldn’t be near (God forgive me) as awful as losing the virginity it’s symbolically protecting, to Morgan the two might as well be, well, One, and I gotta at least keep trying to help her find it.


 


The next morning I have two texts from Morgan, so I head to the hallway phone to call her back. I’m strictly forbidden to speak on my cell unless it’s to my parents, and since Mom actually finds a perverse pleasure in looking line by line through the bill for unauthorized calls, there’s no way around this, except for texting if I keep it under twenty per month and never during school.


“What are you doing up so early?” Morgan wants to know right away.


“About to go to work, duh. What about you? I thought I’d go straight to voicemail.”


I’m legitimately surprised at her chipperness, really. After finally leaving Java Monkey yesterday with no ring and only a slim chance of getting it back if it was found, Morgan was beside herself.


“Oh, it’s so exciting! I couldn’t wait to tell you! Did you get my texts? Well, last night at dinner when I told Daddy all about my ring slipping off, he just got the sweetest sheepiest puppiest look on his face.” Morgan’s own face, I can tell from her voice, currently has that rapture look she gets whenever her dad comes into the conversation. “He said that it was a sign, really, because just this week he’d started to go looking for a replacement ring for me in celebration of my sweet sixteen next month, and that my losing that old ring just meant I needed a new one right then, so he’d do the ring now, and then for my birthday go ahead and get me the Audi he’d been considering, but not sure about. Isn’t that great?”


“Of course it’s great.” I remember to add an exclamation point in there. It is great, really. But when you’re on the ninety-millionth instance of divine intervention in your best friend’s life, it’s hard to muster the same excitement as the first time.


“So this morning we’re going up to Buckhead to have a daddy-daughter brunch and then we’ll look at some new rings. Do you want to come?”


“What? To brunch? Can’t. I gotta be at the Center in, like, twenty. Remember?”


“Oh. Right. Work. Well, call me when you’re done, right?”


“Yeah. Probably around five? Mom can drop me off after, I think. We’re still on, yeah?” We’ve been planning to get ready together for tonight’s Jesus-Generation Co-Christian dance since we got the Evite last weekend. We’re always excited about the JGCC events, but this one’s particularly crucial.


“Duh. Why do you think I want you to come over right now? Ooh but soon-soon-soon I’ll be able to pick you up whenever, and whisk you off wherever we want to go!”


“Presuming after tonight I want to be seen anywhere.”


“Oh, come on. The worst that can happen is he’s not there at all, right? It’s not like he’s going to publicly humiliate you or anything. Mainly because I’m not going to let you humiliate yourself. And it’s going to be fun,” she finishes lightly. “Boys or no boys.”


“Right,” I mutter, convincing neither of us. She’s referring to the fact that her own boyfriend, Cody, isn’t coming (because the JGCC group includes churches that openly support homosexuals), and also my own nail-biting hope that Jake—the cute guy I met at the freezing-cold-but-who-cares JGCC hayride in February—will be there.


When I hang up I’m still a little jittery. Tonight’s the first chance I’ve had to see Jake again, at least anywhere outside my mind. We’d gotten squooshed together in the back of one of the pickups during the Valentine’s hayride; our conversation started when he stepped on my hand, turning somehow into episodes of This American Life, whatever happened to bubble tea, and having to read I Am the Cheese, which then turned into my crush. We didn’t really get to say good-bye when everyone started piling out of the trucks and into their own carpool rides, so he never asked for my number, but nevertheless I’ve been increasingly butterflyville for the past six days.


After hanging up with Morgan, I dial Cara’s cell. It goes straight to voicemail, which doesn’t bode well for her attendance tonight, though she did say yesterday at school that she and Michael would try to be there. I leave a message saying we hope she’s still coming. Calling Priah next for last-minute wardrobe requests is a good idea, but I know her family would frown on a breakfast interruption, especially over something so “superficial.” I consider calling Naeomi and asking her again what she’s going to wear, but Naeomi’s not much of a morning person, and I already know when she meets us there she’ll be wearing her favorite baby-blue capris with “something shimmery” up on top. Since there’s no one else to call, really, it’s down to breakfast I go.


 


When I tromp down the stairs later after my post-work shower, I’m still uncertain about the four tops and jeans plus backup jeans I’ve crammed in my sleepover bag along with the two appropriate, possibly matching pairs of shoes I have, plus makeup, flat iron, and pretty much every piece of jewelry I own. I’ve also called Morgan twice to say I’m thinking of not going.




Dad is waiting for me in the den, flipping through an issue of The Week, wearing his oh-so-hip cargo sweats and yellow rubber clogs. “You ready?” he says, arching his thick eyebrows halfway up his skull.


“Where’s Mom?”


“Oh.” He puts the magazine carefully back in the chair-side rack and frowns. “Well, she suffered an attack of partial-temporary amnesium ridiculosum this morning, and vanished about an hour ago.”


In Dad-ese this means Mom’s pulling one of her famous I’m Independent Even Though I’m a Mother moments and has left me in Dad’s care so that she can shop or go have coffee or do some work at her campus office or whatever.


“Well, I just hope we don’t have to put up Lost Mom flyers again,” I say in an attempt to mask my disappointment. Dad can’t help his dorkiness, and I know he wants to be my favorite. I do love him and all, but before going off to a dance to maybe see a boy she maybe wants to see again if he’s maybe there and maybe remembers who she even is, a girl kinda wants her mom around.


 


In the car my throat is chalk and I think I’m sweating every drop of moisture in my body out through my palms, so I keep tapping them on my thighs in weak efforts to dry them off. He is probably not going to be there. Probably not. So this is stupid. But thinking that isn’t doing much in the hyper-perspiration department.


“What band is playing again?” Dad asks when we turn onto Morgan’s street.




“Not a band, Dad. A DJ. You know, like at a regular club? Gospel choirs are still reserved for worship only.”


Dad chuckles. “Chaperones going to be there?”


“Yes, Dad.”


“Cell phone charged?”


“Yes, Dad, but I promise to use it only if there’s an emergency.”


“And Mr. and Mrs. Kent know where you’re going to be at all times.”


“Yes, Dad. Gah!”


His eyes are twinkling and I’m only half as exasperated as I’m acting, but when the car stops I’ve got one hand on the door handle and the other undoing my seat belt.


“Okay, okay. I’ll stop.” He leans over to squeeze me around the shoulders and I quick-squeeze him back. “Have a good time and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


“Come on, Dad.” I hold up my left hand and wiggle my ring at him—a routine he loves. “You already know I won’t.”















chapter 2






Mrs. Kent answers the door, and I turn to wave at Dad, who’s idling there in front of the house just in case, for some reason, the Kents decided to take off for Mexico at the last minute and all their phones were dead so Morgan couldn’t call to let me know. He salutes and pulls away, and Mrs. Kent reaches around my shoulders to give me a perfumey hug. “Taa-bitha. Come on in. Don’t you look nice. Morgan’s in her room. You need a fruit spritzer before you go up?” She gestures toward the kitchen with grace that is half Miss America, half flight attendant.


“Oh, no thank you, ma’am.” I remember to smile in spite of my nervousness and head upstairs, hoping she doesn’t think I’m wearing this to the dance.


In her room, Morgan’s sprawled on the bed talking on her cell. She smiles and waves and makes space for me. “Uh-huh,” she says, rolling her eyes for my sake. I look around at the piles of clothing possibilities discarded on her floor and the eyelet-covered armchair, then pick through the closest one to see what she won’t wear that I might. “Uh-huh,” Morgan says again, making a “wrap this up” signal with her freshly unpolished fingers.


“Priah wants to know did you bring your red tank top?” This to me.


“Oh. Uh”—I mentally check the contents of my bag—“um, no. Why?”


She talks back into the phone: “Tab says no. Yeah, she’s here. But, sorry.” She listens a little while longer, looking at me and making hand gestures I’m supposed to understand but don’t quite. “Listen, Priah, just come over and we’ll sort it out.” Another pause. “Well, whenever your brother or whatever can bring you, just come. It’s okay.” Pause. “Yes, I promise we’ll wait, okay? And yes, I’ll tell her. But I’ve got to go.


“Gah!” she sighs to me when she’s hung up. “Sorry about that. Priah doesn’t know what to wear and we didn’t find anything at Lenox this afternoon and she was hoping you’d bring that red tank top you have but we knew you were working and couldn’t call you, so, what can you do?”


“Priah went shopping with you?”


“After brunch and after the jewelry store was a bust. Can you believe they’d never even heard of purity rings? Can you imagine? Daddy got so agitated that he asked for the manager. When he came out, Daddy said he was sorry to hear that such a well-reputed establishment wasn’t familiar with a moral revolution that was sweeping the nation, and he’d been prepared to come and spend a significant amount of money there but now knew better, since they obviously didn’t support vows of abstinence and chastity among teenage men and women. It was so impressive. And they, like, were totally stunned and had nothing to say and we walked out, both of us disappointed. So we went and got Frappuccinos, and then Priah called and her mom had to do something nearby so she dropped Pree off and Daddy let us shop the rest of the afternoon. She had to go home to eat with her family, but she’s coming around seven.”


Looking around at the Land of Unwanted Outfits, I can’t help but marvel at Morgan’s unquenchable need to go shopping for more, but I can’t really complain since over half my wardrobe is a result of her shopping sprees: castoffs she’s worn about four times and gotten tired of.


“Well, what’re you going to do?” I ask.


Morgan shrugs and turns toward her vanity mirror, pulling her long blond hair up off her face, considering. “Loan her something of mine, I guess. We totally would have called, you know, but—”


“No, no. I get that. I mean about your ring.”


She plops down on the dressing-table stool and frowns at her fingernails. “I don’t know. Keep looking, I guess. Daddy won’t let me just get one online because he wants to be able to talk to the salesman and ensure the quality and all that.”


“Why don’t you go back to where he got your first one?”


“Yeah. We might.” She shrugs again. “I just, you know…wanted something special, you know? Something new.”


Her blue eyes are swimming at me and I do know. It is important. We made these vows when we were only twelve that we wouldn’t have sex until we got married. I hadn’t even gotten my period. And now we’re in high school and almost old enough to drive and it does feel like reclaiming that statement should be even more spectacular somehow.


“It just means you haven’t found the right one yet.”


She smiles, but it’s only a sliver. “You’re probably right. It’s just…so weird not to have it on. It’s like, I feel I could get violated at any time, like in some way it was protecting me, you know?”


I go to hug her. Sometimes it’s annoying how Morgan is so special to (read: spoiled by) her parents, but when she’s worried like this she just has this utter sweet softness that you really do want to do everything you can to protect.


“Well, you’ve got me,” I say. “I’ll look out for you in the meantime. Like, right now I’m standing up for those unpolished fingertips—let’s get you painted and primed!”


“Ah, my hero,” she gasps, fake swooning onto the plush cream carpet where we both dive for her pink cosmetics crate. We choose colors and sit, feet in each other’s laps, pushing toe separators between each other’s tootsies and getting ready to get serious.


 


By the time Priah’s older brother drops her off, Morgan and I have done each other’s nails (we both decided on French manicures instead of anything too loud), have tried on six outfits (all failures, except for the two punk costumes we knew were jokes anyway), and have eaten our new favorite—Thai brown rice bowls—in front of some old Project Runway episodes on DVD.


Priah, as always, is polite and smiling in front of Mr. and Mrs. Kent, but when we get into the down-pillowed haven of Morgan’s room she collapses, moaning. “Oh my Gah, my parents! I had to swear—swear!—that there will be chaperones there, that I’d keep my cell phone on and would answer whenever they happened to call, no matter what, and besides that, I have nothing to wear because I can never buy anything I want because they always—always!—think anything decent is ‘much too matoor for a guhl of my age and oopbringing.’” Here she does one of her perfect imitations of Mrs. Degali, and it would be funny if it weren’t so true. Priah and her family used to live in this really close-knit Indian neighborhood up in Allegany, New York, before moving to Atlanta two years ago, and they all totally think Priah’s going to be corrupted every moment.


“Well, I’ve already rescued one maiden today,” I say, standing up and bowing deeply, “so let me see if I can help you.” Priah claps and bats her eyes and I go for my overnight bag, since it’s been determined I’m not wearing anything out of it except my favorite jeans and red Mary Janes.


“Oh but Tabitha, we should really concentrate on you tonight, right?” Priah shifts on Morgan’s giant bed so that she can sit cross-legged. I totally blush.


“Well, he probably isn’t even going to be there,” I manage a semi-nonchalant voice. “So I’m not worried about it. I just want to have fun with you guys. It’s silly to get worked up over somebody you met once, like, a month ago.” Even if you have been listening to his favorite radio show obsessively so you have cleverly informed comments prepared, just in case.


“Give me a break! He’s probably been dying since the Evite, knowing he’ll get to see Cinderella again. You’ve got to be hot! Look, I clipped this for you—did Morgan say?” Priah rummages in her bag and pulls out a picture she tore from one of the five hundred magazines she reads. “Here, I can totally do it. Your hair is the perfect length for this.”


The picture shows a girl with what looks like five different tiny French braids along her scalp, with the ends tucked under and tied with a thin red ribbon. It’s glamorously cool, but definitely not something I’d normally do. Most of the time I just pull a brush through my hair or do a ponytail. The fanciest I get is twisting the whole wavy mass up into a messy knot held up with chopsticks. If Priah can pull it off, though, I’ll look completely fabulous. Different, but fabulous.


I hold up the picture for Morgan, who comes out of her closet wearing a paisley-print wrap dress. She tilts her head like a curious pigeon, squinting. “It’s good you’re wearing jeans,” Morgan decides. “With killer hair and killer shoes, you’ll really only need some kind of cute but not-too-crazy top. I mean, you want to look good but not like you’re trying.” She goes back into her closet and comes out with a couple of different tank tops—one in navy silk that catches my eye.


I visualize myself as looking funky in a fun, not freaky way, and do a quick prayer to make my hair behave. “Okay, Pree. Do your magic.” I turn around so my back is against her knees. She squeals and grabs her smoothing spray and my brush.


 


“Ladies, you look lovely,” Mr. Kent says when we go down to the ivory-and-mahogany living room. We twirl for him before posing in front of the fireplace for a photo. Morgan and I’ve had about six hundred similar shots taken since fourth grade when she moved from Texas right into the seat next to me.


Mrs. Kent comes in to admire us, smiling like she’s showing us how to. When Mr. Kent shows our picture to her, she smiles even bigger; when we crowd over we see why. Morgan’s in the middle, her hair softly waved around her shoulders and peachy-glow face. On her left Priah is sharp and stunning, with a sparkling white grin. I’m smiling over on Morgan’s right, and thanks to Priah’s successful machinations, I don’t even look too out of place.


“All right.” Mr. Kent claps his hands. “Let’s get these girls off to their shindig, shall we?”


Since it’s dark, Morgan’s not allowed to drive, even though she’s been practicing almost every day since she got her permit last April. We chatter in the back instead, Priah betting us both a Soycream pint that Cara’s not coming. Though I’m hoping she’s wrong I don’t take the bet—Dad taught me only to gamble if you know you’ll win. Mainly, listening to them, I’m just drifting between hoping Jake’ll be there and praying he won’t.















chapter 3






When we get to the Midtown YMCA the music’s already slamming, and it’s crowded. Twenty yards inside the main doors are throngs of people we both know and don’t: kids from youth groups across the metro-Atlanta area, including a lot from Decatur, where we live, plus some who were bussed in from way outside the perimeter, just for this. You can feel everyone’s glee to be here, which is what makes JGCC dances way better than ones at school, where everyone’s too cool to do anything. The DJ is onstage with his mixing board: some prematurely balding college kid with perfectly broken-in Cons and rainbow suspenders; a guy who likely thinks DJ-ing for a bunch of Christian kids is some kind of ironic alterna-cool, though the joke’s on him ’cause everybody’s digging his groove so much, he’s genuinely getting into it.


Right away, we see Wedge, one of the youth ministers at Morgan’s church, standing close to the stage, nodding his head to the beat. There’s this ten-yard radius of emptiness surrounding him, like everyone knows about his “Save Britney” website.




Regardless, Morgan bounces over to him, chattering like mad. The music’s too loud to tell what she actually says, so Priah and I don’t even try to pretend to follow the conversation. We scan the crowd instead: a mass of shirts and faces, people dancing, an arm going up—a head flung back. Out there on the back edge is Cameron, the Methodist poster child for gayness, surrounded by his savior angels: girls from his church and our school who are determined to love Cameron despite his refusal to See the Light (i.e., Convert to the Straight Side). More faces, more folks I don’t know—I’m looking for Naeomi’s face somewhere out there—and then, omigah, there he is.


“Come on,” Priah says, just as the DJ starts a remix of some old Madonna, “I love this song.” Pree’s knack for timely diversions is so keen it’s almost spooky, but I don’t dwell on it as she pulls me into the crowd and we start to dance. I concentrate on the music, on Priah’s big smile, instead of wondering whether Jake saw me, if he saw me see him, if he didn’t want to see me, blah blah blah. Instead, I’m just dancing. Or trying to. This really is a good song, even if it is kind of old, and Priah’s fun to dance with, because she’s so good, though not the kind of good that makes you feel bad dancing next to her. I smile back, only occasionally looking over her head, telling myself I’m looking for Cara, and am not, in fact, trying to spot Jake again.


Morgan butts into us then, yammering excitedly, but we just swing our hips and jerk our knees and fling our arms, too happy to listen. She gets it and moves with us too, and soon we are all sweaty and grooving. Some girl from the Unitarian church near my house—the first one my parents took me to in their Tour of Houses of Worship back when I was seven and they thought I should at least be exposed to some religion, the one I think they’d attend if they still cared about church—bangs into us and we all smile and wave and do a little dip-you-dip together as a foursome, and the DJ takes us to another hip-hop level, and the whole gym seems to be smiling and…just…dancing.


 


About twenty minutes later Naeomi has arrived. We open our circle to include some kids from we-don’t-know-where, who have this kind of tribal-edge vibe to them (shaved parts of heads, black cargo shorts, chains, “native” tatts on their forearms), and who occasionally bust into this awesome break dancing thing with each other. This DJ has a penchant for the old school, but it’s okay because the music is good and my friends are here and everyone is into it. Even Naeomi seems in a good mood. When I scream to her “Where’s Cara?” in the middle of the next song, she simply shrugs and smiles and lets this tall Rasta dude grab her hands and pull her into a cute swing-shuffle. I figure if Cara’s best friend can take it, I’d better chin up over her absence too.


After another good forty-five minutes, it gets hot—really hot—and Morgan says, “I need to sit.” Without protest we all grab hands and follow her to the back of the gym. We sit on the bleachers together about halfway up. Next to me Priah sweeps her hair off her neck. I give my own braids a little pat to make sure they’re still holding, and am glad to find they are. Naeomi fans herself and then Priah, and Morgan leans back on her elbows, watching the crowd before us. Her face is even and cool, but when she catches me staring, she twists her mouth into this goofy grimace, stretching her lips in different directions, her eyes rolling back. We crack up.


The DJ starts a slow set then. The chaperones all take a few steps forward as couples immediately form and lean in together. I’m glad we’re already sitting, so we don’t look like we got driven off the dance floor just because we don’t have slow-dance partners, like most of the masses now swarming to the bleachers around us. I’ve done a pretty good job so far of not really thinking about Disappearing Jake, but now I can’t help it. I wonder where in the crowd he might be, if he’s out there already somewhere, leaning on some other girl.


Ugh. Awful thought. So I watch Cameron twirl a chubby girl in purple tights and a scraggy tulle skirt around instead. A few other people start twirling too. We are all watching, not wanting to be. I look at Morgan and wonder if she wishes Cody were here, or is glad that he’s not. She’s been either quiet or exasperated whenever he’s come up lately, which means, based on her track record, that a breakup is imminent, though I still haven’t figured out if it’ll come from him or her.


My eyes move to Priah. Of all of us, she’s the one who wants a boyfriend most, and this makes her a prime candidate for getting wistful and sobby during the slow dances. There was this boy she had a “relationship” with back in Allegany, and even though they only kissed that one time, they kept up pretty well during our freshman year. After school started again in September, though, he stopped writing her back (Morgan and I figure he found someone actually in his own town, but whatever), and Priah got pretty melodramatic, especially since that was when Cara and Michael started getting serious for real. Priah’s better now, but tonight I want to make sure she is still holding on to our shining happy dancing moments, instead of sinking into sad sighing. I want to catch her eye, to thank her for my fantastic hair, but as I’m trying I have to look away real fast because about ten feet beyond her is him. Jake. Jake Harper. Jake from Old United and Seymour High. Jake from Valentine’s weekend. That Jake. Him.


Morgan sees him at the same time and pokes me. “I know, I know,” I say, staring forward, trying to be cool, but my throat is doing a funny and I can’t feel my hands. Or my butt on the hard bleacher seat, really. Still, I know exactly where he’s sitting: to my right and down a bleacher.


He gets up. My head automatically turns toward his movement. I see him come over but it’s like I’m not seeing it. He stands there, says, “Hey,” and then—right in front of my friends—he’s asking me if I want to dance. Morgan squeezes my elbow but all I can focus on is the inch or two of white hem poking out from under his gray ringer T-shirt and the gleam of his belt buckle. There is a loop, I think—one of those carpenter loops—on his jeans. I cannot fathom his shoes, his hair.


I’m standing up and I guess my friends are watching and I step around Priah and follow him down the bleachers. He stops and turns and offers his hand to help me the rest of the way down, like some kind of gentleman. And then we go into the forest of swaying couples—is this happening?—and suddenly we’re a tree too. Somewhere near my neck is his breath. My hands make two shields over his shoulder blades. I’m moving with him. We bump feet.


I can’t tell you what the song is. You’re supposed to remember but I can’t tell you the song. All I know is my funny throat and the way my hands are burning.


“I sloshed pergumber afidence,” he says near my ear.


I pull back to see his face. Oh, hazel eyes. Hazel. “What?”


“I washed your number on accident,” he says again, smiling. “So I’m really glad you were here.”


I imagine tiny bits of my phone number, my handwriting, floating around in the sudsy water with his clothes.


“But I didn’t give you my number,” I blurt. It sounds like I’m offended. “I mean—you didn’t—” Believe me, I lamented this for days.


“No, your cheerleader friend did. I asked her after. I didn’t want to—”


Morgan gave you my number and this whole time she said NOTHING to me???? But I decide I can be mad at her later. “Well, I hope it didn’t leave a stain.”


This makes him blush for some reason and I move my chin over his shoulder so he can’t see that I see it. Now it’s not just my hands that are on fire; in the center of my back, where his hands are, and my chest, where it’s against him, is lava.


We press a little closer together, but in a few sways we’re both kind of just standing still, awkward, because the music has changed into this not-slow, not-fast hyper-ballad that’s too slow for bopping and too fast for proximity. Everyone around us has stopped moving too, not sure whether to leave the floor or not, and at the same time Jake and I lean back and say, “This song is kinda hard to dance to.”


We laugh, relieved, and he jerks his head toward the gym door. I turn to give my friends an “I’ll be back” signal, but only Naeomi’s sleek dark head is turned toward me. She gives a wink and a thumbs-up. I follow Jake through the other not-quite-dancing-but-afraid-to-quit-because-there-aren’t-that-many-slow-songs couples to outside, where the air is cool and fresh even with a chaperone standing out there smoking a cigarette and trying to hide it. We walk a few yards down the sloping sidewalk and sit on the guardrail side by side. The smoker could see us if he wanted to, but he’d have to look.


“Feels good out here,” I say, to say something.


“Yeah, I hate when it gets hot too soon. The coolness is more normal.”


We look at each other and sort of quirksmile. Talking about the weather.


“I’m sure you’re glad to cool off,” he says. “Looks like you were having a pretty good time with your friends.”


Please God, let me not have looked like an epileptic giraffe.


“Oh, well, we love dancing. My friends are all on the dance team, though, so I usually look pretty dumb next to them.”


“What I saw you held your own.”


I blush. Let’s not focus on the idea of him staring. Or comparing.




“So, you guys doing anything cool in your youth group?” I ask.


“Oh, I don’t know. I mean, I guess so.”


I wait for him to clarify.


“I mean, I don’t go there,” he rushes on. “Not really. My cousin, Owen? He does. And since we fish Sundays a lot I end up going to church with him sometimes. And youth group stuff. When I don’t have lacrosse.”


“Oh, I see.”


I am trying to remember which one Owen was. I am trying to think if lacrosse is the one with the sticks or the one like football where everyone gets in a big pile to hike the ball. I am trying to decide if it matters that he doesn’t go to church.


“What?” he asks, leaning forward to look me full in the face.


“Is lacrosse the one with the sticks or the big pile of dudes?”


He laughs. “Sticks. And lots and lots of body pads. And running up and down the field. A lot.”


“Gotcha. Soccer polo. Without the horses.”


“Soccer polo. Exactly. But you don’t have to watch your step.”


We laugh but are having a hard time making eye contact. I see him see my ring and my thumb automatically goes to cover it up.


“Hey, I really like your shoes,” he says, leaning farther forward on the bar.


“Thanks. I have these green-and-brown ones too—” But his face, his mouth in particular, has come back up and is now suddenly very, very close to mine. I can see the tips of his bangs caught in his dark eyelashes. I can see his lids lowering and Oh wait I’m not ready oh help me be cool please Jesus here it comes—




My entire shoulders, neck, collarbone heat up as his mouth touches mine. My toes, I think, are honestly curling. This is nothing like Adam Dietzler and the ninth-grade beach retreat. The tingles are exploding all over the back of my skull, and when his bottom teeth click my top teeth I honestly think I’m going to faint. When he stops I keep my eyes closed just so I don’t fall over.


I feel him move away, though the warm of him is still there. “I didn’t”—he clears his throat—“want to mess things up like last time.” I am dying. “Do you think—I can see you again? You know, not at one of these group things?”


My eyes snap open. “Oh.”


“What? You have a boyfriend?” He is very clearly not looking at me now.


I can’t help laughing. “No.” My head shakes. So do my hands. “I mean. I would love to. See you. You know?” My thumb is twisting my ring around my ring finger over and over and over. Jake is nodding. Mostly I just want him to kiss me again.


“Cool.” He nods. “In the meantime I am definitely not washing your phone number again.”


I think angels could fly out of my rib cage, my back unzip and spill out daffodils.


“Better get you back to your friends.” He helps me off the railing. I cannot believe this is happening to me. Before we go back to the gym, he programs my number into his cell. “I’m gonna head,” he says, nodding toward the parking lot.


Wait. What? You’re leaving? And you have a car of your own to leave in?




“My friends scrammed pretty early and I’ve got lacrosse in the morning anyway.”


“Bye.” I wave. He tucks his hands into his pockets and lopes a few yards away before remembering and turning back, waving dumbly too. I smile. He smiles. He goes. And then it’s just me standing in the dark with my hands buzzing, feeling the shape of his shoulder blades pressed there under them.















chapter 4






I’m still a helium balloon floating through the gym until Morgan’s hand is suddenly a vise grip on my elbow and she’s hissing, “Where have you been?” in my ear. I think she’s mad at first, but she hugs me and she’s smiling, and she pulls me to where Naeomi and Priah keep dancing. I melt into the crowd and try to clear my head while the lights sweep shadows over everyone’s faces.


They’re all sneaking looks at me, but fortunately the dancing is too good and we only have half an hour left anyway. Once, when Morgan looks over, I do try to mouth “He. Kissed. Me.” But she turns away in a spin and I’m not sure she sees.


And then we can’t talk about it in the car afterward either, because Mr. Kent’s right there. I’m squooshed between Naeomi and Priah, who’s squeezing my hand and grinning, while Morgan tries to goad Naeomi into saying something about Cara’s not being there. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I wish Cara had been there too, and I’m half waiting for Naeomi’s sharp judgment next to me. But thinking of Cara makes me think of what I have to tell her now, and then Jake’s face swims up and everything else just goes warm all over.


 


Once we get into our pajamas and are settled around Morgan’s room, though, Priah’s all over me: “Oh. My. Gah. Tabs! He is so cute! I didn’t know he was so cute! You are so lucky!” she shrieks. Pree wasn’t allowed to go to the Valentine hayride, but as soon as she heard about him, she was trying to find him on Facebook. Of course, like all of us and everyone else in the universe, he has a profile (though he doesn’t log in much), but the info he posted was generically basic, and his pic is a still from an old YouTube cartoon.


“You were sure talking awhile,” Morgan says, handing me the can of Pringles.


“I don’t think they were doing much talking,” Naeomi butts in, an inky eyebrow arched high.


Priah leans in to grab my hands. “Aaaahh, I’m so happy for you!” she squeals. “He is so cute!” And though Priah’s overenthusiasm about pretty much anything that happens to me or Morgan is sometimes borderline annoying, right now it’s actually kind of nice. “So, did you kiss?” she wants to know.


Morgan’s focused on rubbing cuticle oil in her nails, so she doesn’t see the outrageously telling blush I feel crawling over my face. There is more bubbling from Priah, and Naeomi goes “Uhoh” in her half joking, half preaching tone.


“What church does he go to again?” Morgan cuts in.


I clear my throat. “Well, he doesn’t really. Except with his cousin sometimes. Owen? They hang out a lot and he occasionally goes with him. You know.” She’s looking at me like she already knows all this, which makes it harder to answer. “Like Priah goes with you. Like I used to.”


She shrugs and moves down to the floor.


“Well, so…,” Naeomi asks, smiling wickedly enough for me to see the little gap between her two front teeth.


I can’t help it: “Oh. My. Gosh. You guys. I had no idea that kissing was like this. I swear. Total volcano or something!”


“Aaaaah!” Priah half screams again, grabbing me around the neck. “Tabs! This is so great. You deserve this, like, more than anybody I know.” I can’t help but squeeze her back, though I notice Morgan’s just staring at her toenails. She’s so disinterested, I almost challenge her with a shove and a “What?” but I don’t want to make too big a deal of anything in front of Naeomi and Priah. Admittedly I was looking forward to a whole play-by-play super-scrutiny with my best friend, going over all the highs and lows of my first real kiss—like we do with all of her kisses, at least until the boys want more and she dumps them—but instead I feel more like we’re in PE, and Morgan hasn’t picked me to be on her team.


“So are you going to go out?” Naeomi wants to know.


“I don’t know. He asked me. But I don’t know what my parents are going to say.” Naeomi nods in approval. “He drives”—screech from Priah again—“so that makes it kind of…different.” I feel myself getting flustered, wanting to stay happy but not being able to. “I don’t know,” I finish. “I guess we’ll see.”


Morgan keeps up the toe-studying routine, as though I’m Priah going on about her mother, like I’m an annoying idiot. Say something, I think. Can’t you be happy for me?


Instead I just mumble about how he might not even call. Naeomi nods again and for the first time I wonder what her talks with Cara were really like in the early days of Michael, how she knows so much about boys anyway, seeing as she’s so Ring Dedicated she’s never even gone to the movies with anyone but us.


“He will totally call you,” Priah says, squeezing her knees closer to her chest. Maybe it’s just because Morgan’s being weird, but I feel another What Do You Know About It twinge.


It makes me miss Cara. More than I just normally would, the four of us having so much fun without her. I know Michael thinks the ring is really important, and I know they keep everything safe and tame—strictly clothes-on and nothing below the waist since things got a little heavy and scary at New Year’s—but she’d understand more than anyone else the burning sensation I still feel in my hands and along the back of my neck. She’d at least give me a big knowing grin, some understanding nods, unlike my own best friend, who’s acting more like I’ve contracted a disease.


Morgan dismisses all of it with one exhausted sigh. “Church tomorrow. Let’s at least get horizontal if we’re going to keep talking.” With the conversation cut short, we busy ourselves with the air mattress, the passing and extra-fluffing of Morgan’s two hundred pillows, the unfurling of fuzzy peach blankets, the good nights.


After the lights are out and Morgan and I are lying side-by-side-silent in the giant sweep of her bed, I try to pray: Pray a big thank-you for Jake even being there let alone kissing me; pray for Morgan to be back to normal in the morning and then get the ring she wants; pray for forgiveness; pray for myself to not be a total spazz; and as always pray for my family and peace in the world.


The good thing about praying is that you really can say whatever you want to God, and you know you’ll get heard. The bad thing is He doesn’t exactly give any feedback, especially not on Jake’s kiss or Morgan’s indifference.















chapter 5






As soon as I walk into youth group the next afternoon, Evie runs up and hugs me. “How was the dance?” she wants to know. Evie is really sweet, and it’s fun to see her at church, but privately I’m glad she doesn’t go to my school. Even in our all-of-us-are-equal-in-God’s-eyes youth group, Evie can be a little, well, much, and if she’d been able to come to the dance instead of babysitting her stepbrother and sister, I know she would’ve been hanging on my elbow the entire time.


It was great, I want to say. And I got kissed by this really, really, really cute boy who I really, really, really think I like. Except Evie has never herself been kissed, and she doesn’t have a purity ring as an excuse, either.


“The DJ was good,” I tell her instead, scanning the church rec room for Cara. She’s there, sitting on one of the tables, swinging her feet and talking to Brandon, another sophomore like us. I’ve been dying to talk to her all day, but church and lunch with the Kents didn’t leave a lot of time before getting here, and her cell phone’s been on constant OFF anyhow.


Cara smiles wide when she sees me. I telegraph her with my eyes under Evie’s chatter: I have to talk to you. Her smile makes me think maybe she has to talk to me back.


Before we get a chance, though, our youth group leader Marilyn comes in with a big accordion file balanced on top of two boxes from The Copy Pot. Our other leader, Greg, lopes behind her, carrying three boxes of Rhonda’s Luncheonette doughnuts and a grocery bag with what must be milk.


“The letters printed out great,” Marilyn says. “So all we need to do tonight is sign, address, and stamp. We’ll be ready to roll tomorrow.”


She puts the boxes and the file on one of the rec room tables and we all help unpack the pens, envelopes, stamps, labels, and letters—all the stuff for the final stage of what’s been a whole month of YG concentration. It started with Madeline’s confirmation class presentation on Faithful America, a group she joined on the web. Every year, people getting confirmed make these service presentations to the congregation, and the youth group picks one of the organizations to support. Since Madeline was the only senior confirming this year, she was a total shoo-in, but we really liked the multifaith mission of Faithful America too. We decided to write a letter to every church member and recent visitor, telling them about Faithful America’s work, why we endorse them, and the different things (donations, e-mail lists, local action, etc.) that individuals can do to help. Then we spent two weeks arguing over the body of the letter, before we whittled it down from six pages to three. After tonight, the letters will go out into the world and we’ll see what happens.


It’s this exact kind of project that made me excited about joining the Senior Highs here, instead of going to youth group all the time with Morgan, which I’d been doing. The summer before ninth grade, Marilyn came into our Sunday school class (Morgan was in St. Simons with her parents, so I just happened to be at my own church), and talked to us eighth graders about the Senior High group. She told us that two seniors of the group actually sit on the church’s Session and get to help make important decisions, and about their projects like this letter campaign, and the themed discussions they have every month about youth-picked topics, like racism, global poverty, and alternative prayer. Marilyn made it sound like the Senior Highs here were really engaged, instead of basically a big social group like at Morgan’s church. Listening to her I felt my scalp prickle and my ears turn up—my heart go: I want to do that too.


I was so excited afterward that I called Morgan as soon as I got home to get her to start coming with me. We actually kind of had a little mini-fight about it, because at first she thought I was accusing her church of being too superficial, which I totally wasn’t. I still do stuff at her church plenty, but soon after that, we met Priah and the two of them started going to Blessed Trinity together, and then we met Cara, and I invited her to come to youth group with me, and now it’s all fine.


To maximize our time together tonight, Cara and I sit on the signing side, so we can write notes to each other in between things.


So what happened? Right away she scribbles.


I sign a few letters with my full name, Tabitha Gretchen Carmine McAbe, before responding: How do you know something happened?


All over your face. Was he there?


Her eyebrows rise up half the distance of her forehead when I can’t stop grinning.


Was it nice?


Again an ultrarevealing smile from me.


He as cute as you remembered?


Cuter. Though half the time my eyes were closed. ?


This makes her reach down to bang her fist on my knee and nearly shake my pen out of my hand. For a little while we just bask in the yay and spend some time signing and passing, signing and passing. Cara’s signature is scrunched up and tiny, always near the bottom right corner of the paper.


Any day-after worries? she finally scratches. I look at her boyish handwriting and feel a wash of affection; this is what I needed last night. Cara just gets how people’s brains really work. Worries? she wants to know. You mean like how my best friend still didn’t mention much about it at all, even this morning and all during lunch today, making me wonder if the whole thing really happened? Or how I’m not sure my parents will let me go in a car alone with a boy? Or that I have no idea what, if anything, to say to Jake about my ring? You mean like that?


He hasn’t called yet. I finally write. Does that count?




Next to me Aaron is signing all his letters with just a big X in the middle of the paper, so there’s a big pileup. It’s a few minutes before I see what Cara’s written:


No because he totally will.


We look at each other and smile.


 


Since youth group’s only an hour and a half, and there are a lot of letters, we have to sort of cram to get everything finished. There isn’t a whole lot more note-writing, or much time for the closing circle prayer even, but we do it anyway since it’s the most therapeutic part of youth group, not to mention a tradition.


Across from me Marilyn starts us off, but everyone’s kind of rushing to get out, so it’s my turn before I’m really ready.


“Uh—I’m thankful for…um…encountering new people and experiences this week”—here Cara squeezes my hand—“and, ah—” I don’t like to pray for specifics in circle prayer, but I do want to say something for Morgan’s sake so I wrap up with “I pray for lost things to be found again.” Another hand squeeze from Cara, whose own prayer comes out in a rush too: “Thank you Lord for the things you’ve taught me this week and please give me the strength to continue to do your will in light of them.” She doesn’t like to pray for specifics publicly either.


After prayers go the rest of the way around (“Please let me pass my chemistry test,” “Thanks for Mom and Dad going to Asheville without me,” “Be with the families and soldiers who are still fighting, and those back home now too”), Marilyn wraps up with thanks again, asking that we may go forth and do God’s will in the ways best suited to our own talents. At the end we all say “Amen” and then hug one another and disperse out into the cool blue evening to wait for our rides. Cara and I squat on the curb together, picking up little twigs and breaking them into small pieces.


“So, what about you then?” I nudge her with my tennis shoe.


She shrugs, looks out down the street. “Yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t make it.”


“Well, it was a lot of fun, but we understood.” I’m tempted to hint about Naeomi’s disappointment, about how I could’ve used another ally in the face of Morgan’s chilliness, but then her brother’s truck pulls up and Cara offers me a hand.


“You need a ride tonight?”


“You mind?”


“Never. Come on.”


We climb into the back, waving to Todd who, like always, has his ballcap on backward and is grossly spitting brown tobacco slime into a plastic Bulldogs cup. We hunker down as he drives off and the wind comes around both sides of the cab. There’s a scratchy wool blanket in the back but we know it’s disgusting with the Rawlson dogs and who knows how else Todd or one of Cara’s other brothers have been using it. Instead we scrunch together, low, squeezing our knees to our chests.


“I love when the world looks like this,” Cara says, looking up at the sky, “letting you know there are grander things out there at work than the normal day to day.”


I take a deep breath too, and try to relax next to her, soaking in the dusking color and the branches of the trees and the geometric angles of the telephone wires overhead. I try to focus on the giant reassuring calm instead of everything else. I guess I get a little hypnotized by the black-on-indigo, the soothing wind, because too soon the truck stops at the light before my street and I snap out of it.


“You still haven’t said what you and Michael did this weekend.” I shove her with my foot. “Things still being special?”


She’s so quiet, I look to make sure she’s heard. Maybe her silence means something bad happened, but then I see she’s staring down into her lap with this really pretty smile on her face.


“He’s…amazing.” She holds her hands out like she’s trying to grip the whole sky. “You know how you’re feeling, right now, about Jake? How it’s all this rush and excitement and kind of like ‘Holy cow, I can’t believe how incredible he is’?”


I nod. I’m not sure I’m a hundred percent where she means, but I nod.


“Well, that’s the thing. I’ve been with Michael a long time, but I keep…” She shakes her head in this unbelieving, happy way. “I keep discovering him.”


Her smiling is infectious, and as we pull into my driveway, we’re hugging. She jumps out quick, though, climbing into the cab where it’s warmer. Honestly, I’m kind of glad she’s in a hurry; Jake’s not calling first thing Sunday morning makes sense, but certainly by now he’s at least left a message?


“Call me later if you want,” Cara says, rolling down the window.


“Okay, I might.”




“Don’t worry.” She beams again. “It’s all going to be wonderful.”


Wonderful, I tell myself as I thank Todd for the ride, wave to Cara, and head up my porch stairs to unlock the door. Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful. Thing is, I’m not sure yet if I’ll end up feeling the same kind of wonder that makes Cara smile like that, or the kind that leaves you scratching your head, confused.
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