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Walk bravely.




Tilt


Should the sun beat

summer too fiercely

through your afternoon

window, you can

slant

the blinds to temper

heat and scatter light,

sifting shadows this way

and that with a

lean

of slats. And if candor

strikes too forcefully,

step back, draw careful

breath and consider the

angle

your words must take

before you open

your mouth, let them leak

out. Because once you

tilt the truth,

it becomes a lie.





Mikayla

My World Tilted

Completely off its axis the night

I hooked up with Dylan Douglas.

It was New Year’s Eve—five

months ago—so maybe part of that

earth-sway had something to do with

the downers, weed and cheap beer,

a dizzying combo on an empty stomach.

What I know for sure is, when he came

slinking up like a cougar—all tawny

and temperamental—something inside

me shifted. Something elemental.

I, probably the oldest prude in my whole

junior class, transformed into vamp.

When he smiled at me—me!—I knew

I had to make him mine. I would

have done anything. Turned out, all

I had to do was smile back. Just like

that, we belonged to each other.



Love at First Smile


That’s what it was. He says so,

and I agree. What kind of girlfriend

would I be if I argued about something

like that? Not only that, but we

fell in love as a new year began.

Symbolism there. And I didn’t need

a resolution when a result had

just occurred. All the hurt of

losing my last boyfriend—who was

at the same party, slobbering

all over my ex–good friend,

Tricia—dissolved, shaved ice in

a cup of hot tea. Dylan is a hundred

times the guy Josiah is. Thank

God I didn’t give my virginity

to him. I didn’t give it to Dylan

right away, either. Unlike Josiah,

he never pressured me to. But after

a couple of months, love spoke

louder than fear. One night

we were mostly naked and

all knotted up in each other’s

arms. And the time just seemed

right to say, “I want to. Please.”

Dylan was just so cute. Are you

sure? He said it right before

I stripped off my panties. And

he confirmed, You’re positive?

just as I pushed him inside me.

I think I wanted it more than he did.

And all that hype about awful

pain? Well, that may be true

for some people. But, except for

a couple of seconds of intense

pressure, it didn’t hurt at all.

But it made our connection steel.



Loving Someone


That much—so much he means

more to you than anything—changes

things. You lose friends, because

you’d rather be with him than with them.

I’ve always been popular. Cheerleader.

Junior class president. Homecoming

princess. All the girls wanted to hang

with me. One was even a stalker.

Now, they still smile and say hello,

but the only ones who I’m really close

to are Audrey and Emily. Both of them

have sleepover boyfriends, at least when

their parents aren’t home. That’s another

thing love changes—your relationship

with your parental units. It becomes

them versus you, as if they’re afraid

of losing you. Jealous of the person

who can make that happen. News flash,

Mom and Dad. I’ll be eighteen in a few

months. You’ve already lost me.



Now It’s Summer Vacation


Definition: sleeping in. Lazy days

at Tahoe. Parties. And that leads me to

deception. Because here’s the thing

about parents. Mostly, they don’t want

their kids to have fun, at least not

if it involves underage drinking,

illegal substances and the possibility

of sex. This is the first party of

the summer. I plan on an all-nighter.

Which means I can’t say I’m going

out with Dylan. So I invented a sleep-

over at Emily’s. “Hey, Mom,” I call

toward her bedroom. “I’m leaving

now.” I grab my backpack and keys,

start toward the door. I’m almost there

when my brother comes out of the kitchen,

yacking down a sandwich. Emily’s,

huh? Trace checks out my shorts,

the scoop of my tank. God, man,

you look like a Fourth Street hooker.

“When were you on Fourth Street?

Anyway, know what they call a guy

who looks at his sister’s attributes

like that? Pervert.” His face turns

the color of ripe watermelon flesh.

Ka-ching! Got him. Trace is fifteen

and never been kissed. At least, I’m pretty

sure he hasn’t been. It’s not like I follow him

around, and it’s not like he’d go

bragging about it if he had. Trace is

the so-quiet-you-have-to-wonder-what-

he’s-hiding type. Except, that is, when

it comes to ragging on me. “Tell

Mom I said bye, okay?” I escape into

the gentle warmth of late afternoon

June. The party won’t start until after

dark. But I don’t have to wait that long

to see Dylan. He’s picking me up at

Em’s. I see it as a French vanilla lie.

Not totally white. But close enough.



Emily’s Parents Aren’t Home


So I don’t bother with the doorbell. “Hello?”

No response but a meow from Monster Cat.

Ah, now I hear giggling behind her bedroom

door. She’s either on the phone or not alone.

I probably shouldn’t barge in. Tyler’s probably

in there, too. Instead, I text Dylan. HEY, BABY.

COME GET ME. Just as he says he’s on his way,

Emily comes out of her room, adjusting clothes,

hair mussed and makeup smeared. Good call.

“I take it Ty’s here?” They’ve been going

out for almost a year. Serious love.

Uh, no, actually. It’s not Tyler. It’s Clay.

The look she gives me is half challenge,

half plea. Last time I looked, Clay happened

to be going out with our mutual friend,

Audrey. “Hey, I won’t tell.” But I can’t

believe she’d cheat on Tyler. “Did you and

Ty have a fight or something?”

She smiles. Nothing like that. I just

wanted to try something different is all.



Something Different?


God, I’m glad Dylan is everything

I need. Two horn blasts tell me he’s outside,

waiting. “Are you coming to the party later?”

I don’t ask, “Are you coming with Tyler or Clay?”

Probably. She grins. Depending.

Whatever. All I really care about

right now is Dylan. My pulse picks

up speed as I hurry down the walk

to his shiny green Jeep. He always

keeps the Wrangler spotless. When

he sees me, he gets out and waits,

and his perfect smile spreads across

his incredible face. God, he’s amazing—

bronze skin beneath too-long blond

hair that makes him look like a little boy.

Well, except for the fact that he’s six

foot two and buff as hell. He opens

his arms. I give a little jump, and

he’s holding me and we’re kissing.

His lips are smooth and he tastes like

peppermint. And I never want to stop.

But he does. And he says, I love you.



Three Words


And everything bad in my life

melts away. I look into the turquoise

deep of his eyes. “I love you, too.”

I tangle my hands into his hair,

pull his face into mine for another

kiss, this one hotter than the last.

A passing car beeps going by.

Dylan draws back, laughing.

Maybe we should get a room?

“Maybe.” We could probably

get one inside. But then Dylan

would find out about Clay.

He and Tyler are friends.

“Let’s get something to eat.

Not good to drink on an empty

stomach.” Experience has

taught me that. Dylan agrees.

But before he detaches himself

totally from me, he slips a hand

down the scoop of my tank.

Can’t wait to kiss these, too.



Dylan

Can’t Wait

To get her all alone,

pull her nakedness into

me, silk skin slick against

my own, eliciting

the proper reaction.

She

smells like summer

wildflowers, as if

they were woven into

her hair and crushed

by the weight of our love.

Tastes

like strawberry pie,

thick drizzles of whipped

cream melting down over

luscious ripe fruit.

I could lick her all day.

Of

all the girls to inhabit

my dreams, she is the one

I want to stay there,

a shimmer of winter

beneath the heat of

summer.





Shane

Thank God It’s Summer

I thought I’d never drag myself

through the last few weeks of school.

It wasn’t the work or the struggle

to pull exceptional grades.

It wasn’t even the gay-bashing.

I got used to that in grade school,

before I even knew for sure I was

gay. Somehow, a few other people

sensed it, like coyotes sniffing out

a pack misfit. Something weak.

Something that needs culling.

Coyotes hunt in packs, and so do

assholes. There’s safety in numbers,

especially when attacking prey

that’s bigger. I’m pretty big, and

one-on-one I can hold my own,

queer or no. But facing down

a posse of pricks requires charisma.

Intelligence. The ability to redirect

negative energy toward something

more deserving—the fast approach

of a teacher, or a cheerleader’s barely-

there skirt. I am an expert bad mojo

shifter. But that has nothing to do

with why I’m glad it’s summer.



What’s Got My Tightie Whities


All bunched up is my sixteenth birthday

in two weeks. Give me a car, everything

about my life will move into the plus column.

I’m sick of bumming rides with my own pack

of losers and freaks. Not that I mind the perks—

a regular supply of weed and the occasional snort.

But I need a reliable way out of this house,

which reeks of rubbing alcohol and dirty diapers.

The stink permeates everything, despite the incense

I keep burning behind my bedroom door. Cherry.

Vanilla. Sandalwood. A thick combination. None

of it can disguise the smell of Shelby. My sister

is four, and though her doctor says it’s a miracle

a kid with Type I SMA has lived this long, I don’t

see it that way. She will never walk. Never even

sit up on her own. Her muscles are wasting away.

And the most vicious thing of all about spinal

muscular atrophy is the disease lets her think.

Lets her feel. Lets her attempt communication,

though the best she can manage is pigeonlike coos.

Trapped inside that useless body is a beautiful spirit,

one that deserves to fly, untethered. Instead,

it is earthbound, jailed by flesh. Fed by tubes.

Lungs pumped free of snot. Miracle? In hell,

maybe. Then again, this house is a lot like hell.

My parents despise each other, but don’t dare

divorce. I mean, what would the neighbors think?

Mom is so hung up on caring for Shelby

that she has lost all her friends. No one calls.

No one comes over, not even Aunt Andrea.

Dad spends all his time at work. And when

he actually has to come home, he makes sure

to get in very late and sleep in the guest room.

He hardly ever talks to Mom. And when he

wastes a few words on me, it’s almost always

some snarky remark about queers. Dad hates

me, too. At least Mom accepts who I am,

or claims to. I don’t know if she’s really that

open-minded, or just can’t stand the thought

of losing her other kid. Shelby doesn’t have

a lot more time here. Despite its omnipresent

proximity, her death will devastate Mom.



And So


My desire for regular escape.

My best friend, Tara, usually

provides it. But her parents

are touring Europe. Without her.

So she’s spending the summer

with her aunt Dee in San Francisco.

Tara and I have been friends since

before I outed, and she was the first

person I told. Well, duh, was what

she said. I’ve known that forever.

“Really? How come you still hang

out with me? I don’t embarrass you?”

It’s who you are. And I love who

you are. Just the way you are.

Tara is a big reason I am proud

of who I am. She’s smart. Pretty.

If she can love me, other people

can, too. Exactly the way I am.



I Actually Met Tara


In Sunday school. When I was a kid,

Dad was a decent Christian. I’d say

it’s funny his name is Christian, except

his parents were hard-core Methodists,

who named him that for a reason.

Tara and I were drawn to each other

right away, like we knew we were

destined to be friends, even though

we were only eight. That was B.S.,

of course—Before Shelby. Mom

was all about having a little girl,

something I didn’t understand. All

women want daughters, Tara counseled,

as if she could know that in second grade.

Don’t be jealous. You’ll always have me.

Except for today. And there are things

I want to tell her. Developments.

I text her: INTERESTING STUFF GOING

ON. CALL ME WHEN YOU GET UP, OKAY?

I don’t say I think I’ve met someone great.



I Want Her Opinion


And I really want out of here.

Later, I’ll call someone for a ride.

Somewhere. Anywhere. For now,

I’ll distract myself with some

fine medicinal green and a little

porn of the guy-on-guy variety.

You can get anything you

want online. It’s crazy, really.

All you have to do is lie and say

you’re eighteen. Well, you need

a credit card, but I borrowed one

of Dad’s once when he passed

out, totally drunk, before lunch.

That’s not a rare occurrence.

This time, I managed to store

the numbers from one of his Visa

cards on my computer. Pretty

sure it wasn’t one of his company

expense account cards, or I’d

have heard about it by now.

Then again, maybe Dad has

a porn allowance. Don’t most

mega-corporation vice presidents?

Whatever. So far, I’ve had no

problem at all satisfying

my sleaze curiosity. These

guys have freaking amazing

bodies, especially Mr. Top. God!

If I ever have that kind of sex,

I hope it’s with someone like him.

Okay, kind of unrealistic, but

still. So far, I haven’t had any

kind of sex, with any kind of guy.

Nothing but fantasy boinking.

I’m saving myself for true love.

And that’s never easy to find.



Till Cupid Comes Calling


I’ll make do with this. I finish

off a fat blunt and am almost ready

to finish myself off when I hear

footsteps come down the hallway.

Clip-clip. Clip-clip. They pause

at my door. Shit. Not now, Mom.

My window is cracked, but it reeks

in here and I really don’t need grief.

Shane! A fist volley tests the wood.

Open up right this minute! I stay quiet.

I’m not leaving until you open the door.

Quiet. I know how to unlock it, you know.

What the hell. If she insists on

being privy to my every move,

fine. I don’t even turn off the movie.

“Yes, Mother? What can I do for you?”

She blows through the door, stomps

to my desk, double-takes the roach,

still leaking a thin stream of stink.

What, exactly, do you think you’re doing?

It’s comical how she stands there,

hands on hips, pretending to be

tough. I try to hold the laughter

back, but it snorts from my mouth.

“I would think that’s obvious, Mom.

I’m smoking weed and checking out

a little guy-on-guy action.” She never

even noticed! Her eyes go wide at

Mr. Top drilling Mr. Bottom. God,

Shane! She clicks the mouse and

the screensaver pops up as she launches

a rant about how am I paying for porn

and pot and now she’s onto Grandma’s

good china, which I remind her she

never uses anyway. But when I joke

about hooking her up with my connection,

she rails about not smoking in the house

and asks if I want to kill my sister.

“No, Mom. I don’t want to kill her.”

Deep breath. “But I wish God would.”



Too Far


I pushed too far. Mom’s face goes

white and she folds up into herself.

I know you don’t mean that

is all she says, before leaving

me listing in a wake of sadness.

I wish I didn’t mean it. But I do.

I love my sister. Wish her inner

light could somehow make her whole.

But her only chance at perfection

is on the far side of death. And until

that door opens for her, those of us left

on this side can’t get on with living again.

Instead, we stumble through our days,

barely connecting, and when we do,

it’s often with misplaced anger.

Happiness seems just out of view.

I won’t find it here. But that doesn’t

stop me from searching elsewhere.



Lately I’ve Been Searching Online


It’s not like I can reasonably look

for a boyfriend at school. Same-sex

hand-holding is frowned upon at Reno

High. And while I don’t exactly

hide my queerness, I don’t flaunt

it, either. Anyway, if heteros can

find love on the web, I don’t

know why I can’t, too. I’ve cyber-

met several, weeded out the total

pervs and ding-your-warning-

bell creepsters. That left a few

possibilities, which I’ve narrowed

down to one incredible boy.

Alex is seventeen, smart as hell,

and his webcam shows him Goth-hot.

I hope when we meet in person

that he likes me as much for real

as he seems to like me online.



Alex

When We Finally Meet

How much do I confess?

Our bond is tenuous.

Frail as a drift of moon-

light on open sea.

Would

the truth crash us

apart? Some secrets

can’t be kept too long.

No matter how hard

you

try to hide them, sooner

or later, they scurry out

from your cupboards,

cockroaches on the

run.

No way to grow closer

with deceit wedged

between us. Should I tell?

Or should I hide it

away?





Harley

I Hide Hurt

Behind a fake smile. I wear

it all the time. Everyone says how

I always look so cheerful.

Shows what they know, I guess.

Not that things are so bad.

When I think of little kids starving

in Africa, or old people freezing

to death, my life seems pretty good.

Mom’s got a decent job at DMV.

There’s plenty of food in the fridge.

I wear semi-nice clothes, and I’ve got

stuff—a cell, an iPod, a laptop.

School is okay, at least up till

now. I start high school end of

August. I have good friends,

including my excellent BFF, Bri.

Which leaves one thing missing.

My dad. I hardly ever get to see

him, even though he only lives

fifty miles away in stupid Fallon.



So This Weekend Visit


Was a surprise. When Dad called,

I swear I went all fan girl. (Can you

go fan girl over your father? Dumb.)

Hey there, Sugar, he said. I sure

have missed you. Want to come

out to the sticks for a couple of days?

My heart started hammering and,

for once, my smile turned real.

After I said, “Sure,” I added, “Daddy.”

I like to try and guilt-trip him that way,

not that it works. As far as I can tell,

he’s totally guilt free. The highway from

Carson to Fallon is flat and plain.

“I wish you didn’t live so far away

so I could see you more often.”

Dad keeps both hands on the steering

wheel and his eyes on the road. Glad

you said that. Looks like I’m moving

back to Reno. Cass . . . uh . . . my new

girl has a house there. And I landed

a job at Terrible’s. So I’ll be closer.

I’m all jumbled up. Happy, because

he’s going to live closer. A little scared,

because I don’t know what that means.

And a lot jealous. Dad has a girlfriend,

and this time it sounds serious. “You’re

moving in with her? How long have

you been seeing each other?” I ask, even

though it doesn’t matter at all. I stare out

the window as the power poles zip by

and try not to scrunch my nose at

Dad’s obnoxious cigarette-and-sweat

smell. I guess it’s been about six months

now. We met just before Christmas.

You’ll like her. She’s funny and sweet

and really cute. Not as cute as you, though.



Usually


I like when people say I’m cute.

But not when it feels tacked on.

And not when comparing me

to someone else. And especially

not when the someone doing

the comparing is my dad,

stacking my cuteness against

his new, serious girlfriend’s.

Anyway, cute is okay. But I’d

rather be pretty. Beautiful.

Hot. (Okay, not in my father’s

opinion. That’s just gross.)

I want boys to look at me like

they look at Brianna. It’s hard

having a best friend who draws

everyone’s attention when you

never do. I keep hoping some

of Bri will rub off on me, but

so far, no. Mom says I’m a late

bloomer. But it’s summer already.



Well, Officially


Summer is still two weeks away.

Maybe I’ll bloom by then.

Dad turns off the highway, zigs and

then zags and we pull onto a cracked

cement driveway. He doesn’t live

like a king, that’s for sure. The house

is a prefab, and an old one. The beige

siding is chipped and brown paint

peels from the eaves like scabs

leaving skin. Eww. Disgusting.

Bent chain link surrounds a yard

that looks like it once had grass.

A few green patches remain midst

the crusty brown stuff. “You should

water the lawn once in a while.”

But Dad is already out of the car

and headed toward the house.

He turns long enough to say,

Grab your stuff and come on.

Cassie is anxious to meet you.



She Stands in the Doorway


Tall and too thin and melon-boobed,

with long wavy hair the color

of fall scarlet maples. She

isn’t cute. She’s pretty.

She reaches for Dad

and they’re kissing

like people do in

the movies. I

can see their

tongues

moving

from here.

That part

grosses me

out. What’s

worse is how it

looks like they’re in

love. It’s not fair. How

can he love someone else

when he can’t find enough love

for me to keep me solidly in his life?

Mom’s right. He is one selfish bastard.



I Stuff All That Inside


Find my phony grin and go to meet

Dad’s new girl. As I get out of the car,

they stop the tongue dance. Thank goodness.

At least I don’t have to see it up close.

Hi! (Her voice is all breathy.) You must

be Harley. (Duh.) I’m Cassie. Well,

really Cassandra, but Cassie for short.

(Double duh.) She does have a nice

smile, though. What do I say that

she hasn’t already said? “Uh . . . hey.”

Cassie pokes Dad’s shoulder. You

didn’t tell me how gorgeous Harley is.

Gorgeous. A bit over the top, but I

have to admit it thaws me a little.

Come on inside and meet my son.

(Great. She probably wants me to babysit.)

Cassie holds out her hand and I don’t

know what else to do but take it. Her skin

is softer than I expected and when her

hair moves it smells like cinnamon over

tobacco. She tugs me gently across

the threshold. The place looks like a tornado

blew through, depositing clothes and

fast-food wrappers everywhere.

Sorry about the mess. Your dad isn’t

so good about picking up after himself.

That will have to change when he moves

in with me. Chad! Come say hi to Harley.

It takes a few seconds, but eventually

footsteps clomp down the hall. Heavy

footsteps. Either he’s a really big little kid

or Cassie is older than I thought. OMG!

Chad is maybe sixteen, tall like his mom,

and amazing, with hair the color of a shiny

new penny and superdark eyes that check

me out and make me feel all hot and weird.



They Also Make Me Feel


Not good enough. Like they’re

measuring me and I’m sure to

come up short, the way I always do.

I struggle to find my best real

smile and hiss an awkward, “H-hi.”

Cassie notices my stupid stammer

and crazy embarrassing blush.

She slides her arm around my

shoulder. Harley says she really

wants to learn how to ace World

of War. I told her you’re the best

gamer I know. You’ll teach her, right?

Now Chad smiles back at me.

Why not? That little bedroom

was getting claustrophobic.

He goes to turn on the PlayStation

and TV. Cassie winks and nudges

me toward the sofa. The gaming begins.



Chad

Gaming

Master the controller,

conquer the rules and

perhaps for the very first

time in your life, you savor

power. The learning curve

teaches

the value of patience.

Practice. Self-restraint,

when external discipline

has too often forced

you

down on your knees.

Virtual killing is safe passage

to the pleasure of revenge

when you don’t know

how to

get it any other way.

And when you too often

hear people shouting,

“You’re a loser,” kicking

cyber-butt convinces you

that you can

win.





Mikayla

No-Win Situation

That’s pretty much where you find

yourself when your uncle is the cop

who busts you at a party, stoned

out of your head. Okay, in a way

you win, because he hauls your butt

home instead of taking you to juvie.

But in lieu of institutionalized

lockup, you end up jailed at home.

I should be at Tahoe with Dylan

today. But, no. Dad grounded me

with no set release date. I’m not

even allowed to use my computer

or cell phone. Cut off completely

from the outside world, exiled to

my stupid house, what am I supposed

to do for entertainment? School

would be better than this. I could

pick a fight with Trace, but all that

would do is irritate Mom, who I’m

pretty sure has a hangover. Mom

is my only ally here. She acted all

put out about the party, but I could

tell it was mostly for Dad’s benefit.

She gave me a one-question quiz

about my drug use (deny, deny, deny).

Accepted my lame answer (win, win,

win). And the only thing she said

about my crooked clothes, smeared

makeup and obvious sex perfume

was to take a shower. Okay, she said

it twice. So I’m pretty sure she knew.

We’ve never had that mother-daughter

heart-to-heart you imagine is coming.

I guess, since they start teaching sex

stuff in, like, fourth grade, she figures

she doesn’t need to worry about details.

Of course, Mom is so wrapped up in

herself lately (not to mention pretty

buzzed when she walked in on the scene),

maybe she didn’t notice anything at all.



God, I Miss Dylan


Okay, it’s only been a couple

of days, but it feels like forever.

He’s everything, and all I can think

about right now is how we made love

that night. We had messed around

lots of times before, but it had never

seemed quite like this—much more

about making each other feel good, less

about just having sex. Maybe it was

the Southern Comfort, or the weed

(green and so stony!), or the two

together. But when we took off our clothes

in the back of his Wrangler, skin

raked by cool claws of moonlight,

insane, hot need grabbed hold

of me. All I wanted was his mouth

and tongue kissing me all over

my body. I was wild for it, really.

And that was very new. I think

it kind of scared him, although

he liked the things it made me do.

Things you don’t learn. Things

you just intuit, like you’re born

to do them. Threads in the silk

of womanhood. I feel like a woman

now. It’s weird, because when you

read about sex, or see it in movies,

they work so hard to make it seem

great that it sort of feels like fiction.

But this was not playacting or words

lifted off a page. This was real,

and when we reached that ultimate

peak, it was nothing I’d ever

experienced before. We seriously

both went, “Wow,” in unison.

And then we both laughed. Together.

Afterward, I wasn’t in a hurry to

get dressed. Which explains why,

when the cops showed up, I think

Uncle Stan caught a glimpse of my boobs.



If I Keep Reliving


That night, I’m going to go apeshit.

I’d watch TV, but Brianna has got

some god-awful baseball game on.

What kind of thirteen-year-old girl

is in love with the San Francisco Giants?

When they won the World Series,

after all those dreadful years, I swear

I thought she’d totally cry. She’s

cheering now, so they must have scored.

I guess I could read, but I don’t have

a book I’m currently interested in.

Looks like it’s solitaire or . . .

My eyes settle on a magazine, lying

on the kitchen table. On the cover

is a collage of pictures—kids, adults. Families.

The caption says: Technological Tools

for Birth Family Searches. I flip to

the article, which is all about how social

networking is reuniting adoptees

with their birth parents. Mom is adopted,

and over the years, she has made half-

hearted attempts to connect with

the people who created her. Each

time, she has come away disappointed.

But I’m betting she never tried Facebook.

As I read, she shuffles into the kitchen.

Usually by now she’s run five miles

and showered, which is why I’m thinking

she had a little too much to drink last

night. Whatever. Everyone needs to party

once in a while. “Have you ever thought

about trying this?” I hold out the magazine.

“I mean, c’mon, Mom. No-brainer.”

She skims the article. Shakes her head.

I barely know how to update my status.

I’d have no idea how to start.

“You want to know where you came

from, right?” She shrugs. Looks kind

of confused. “I’ll help, Mom.” At least

I won’t croak from boredom. “Tell me

what you know about your birth parents.

No names, right?” She shakes her head.

Your grandma told me they were from

Elko and my mother got pregnant

in high school. Grandma, meaning

Mom’s adopted mother, who kind of

defined the word bitch. “So you were

born in . . .” Some quick calculations

net a scary fact. “God, Mom, you’re

going to be forty.” In less than two

months, my mother will officially be

over the hill, no matter how good

she looks for her age. Don’t remind me.

I can almost see the Grim Reaper.



So Not Funny!


“Mom! Don’t say that!” The idea gives

me goose bumps. “You are not allowed

to die. Ever!” She reminds me of

a lioness, with tawny skin and golden

eyes. I wish I looked more like her

and less like Dad, though I’m pretty

sure I don’t have to worry about

going bald and he definitely does.

“Okay, I think I know what to do

first. . . .” Mom lets me use my laptop

to start my research. I’m looking

for Elko High’s Facebook page when

Dad barrels through the door, all pissy

about one of his clients. Oh, shit. He sees

me. Goes off. What the hell are you

doing online? Shut that down.



Mom Jumps to My Defense


Which only makes him madder still.

Now he’s yelling about how stupid

Mom is to take a chance on hurting

herself with another pointless search,

and how she doesn’t need anyone

but us to love her, anyway. I can see

her struggle not to turn this into

a major fight. Why should it be

an argument at all? Mom defuses

his anger a little, but as he stalks off,

griping about his day, she tells me to log

off. No use irritating your father more.

“Fine! But it’s so not fair. Why does

he have to be such a jerk?” Her eyes

go all sympathetic, so I ask, “Can I call

Dylan? Just to say hello?” She almost

says no, but when I prod her with

a question about remembering love,

she capitulates. I’m feeling smug.

Until I notice my brother eavesdropping.



Trace

Smug

That’s the expression stamped

into my sister’s face. But

here’s the thing about

feeling

like you’ve got the world by

the tail. Grab hold and tug,

sometimes you get bitten. A

superior

intellect than my sister’s

is at work here—my own.

The information I’ve just learned

might

offer me some advantage

in the future. Or, play the cards

much differently, it could

result in

a shitload of current fun.

Choosing the “now” might

very well bring

disappointment.

But waiting for the “later”

stokes my impatience.

Decisions. Decisions.





Shane

I Hate Decisions

Especially the little ones, like what to wear

for a first date. Weird, in a way, to call it that.

But that’s what it is—a boy date. Alex and I

are finally going to meet in person. If we don’t

hate each other at initial sight, we’ll have dinner

and go to a concert. Okay, since he bought

the tickets already, we’ll probably go even if

we decide we can’t stand each other. Don’t think

that will happen, though. We’ve been Skyping,

and every conversation has been salted

with revealing factoids, peppered with laughter.

A seasoned relationship, if a fairly short one.

Ha ha. Anyway, what should I wear? He’ll be

all Goth. So I guess I’ll settle for regular jeans

and my Nirvana T-shirt. We’re going to see

Stone Temple Pilots. I should get in the mood.



I Shave


Shower, using the gingerbread-scented

soap Gram and Gramps gave me

for Christmas. Another holiday, steeped

in melancholy, with Shelby all dressed

up in green velvet and Dad passed out

drunk before dinner. Mom and I ate

prepackaged turkey slices, Stove Top

stuffing and canned corn while Shelby

hummed along with carols. Tubes feed

her. One day, I swear, I’ll host big, fancy

feasts and have ceiling-high evergreens,

decked out in colored glass ornaments,

with tons of presents swirled under

them. Everyone will be happy, and

no one will be drunk or pissed or dying.

But that won’t be this year or next,

so I dry myself off, spike my hair

and go dig up some clean underwear.



By the Time


I’ve located my folded laundry,

beneath a pile of dirty stuff,

nerves are jittering in my belly.

I know I smell great. But is how

I look good enough for someone

like Alex? What if . . . ? Ah, screw

it. This is the best I can do. Mom

has taken Shelby to swim therapy

and Dad is who-knows-where?

I leave a simple note: Gone out

with a friend. Stand by the window,

waiting for Alex to pick me up,

and as the clock approaches four,

the nerve dance has quieted some.

At least, until I see the dark-blue

Honda cruise slowly into view,

searching for the address. When

it pulls against the curb, I almost

want to puke. But that would give

me nasty breath. Instead, I go say hi.
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