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“The awkwardness of awakening sexuality,
a growing preoccupation with identity, and crossing
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Marisol Guzman has deferred college for a year to accomplish two things: She will write a novel and she will fall in love. How hard could that be? She gets her very own apartment (with her high school best friend as roommate) and a waitressing job at a classic Harvard Square coffeehouse. When she enrolls in an adult education class—“How to Write Your First Novel”—there are two big surprises waiting for her: John Galardi, aka “Gio,” a fellow zine writer who fell head over heels for her last spring (despite the fact that she’s a lesbian) and her instructor, Olivia Frost, the most exquisitely beautiful woman she’s ever seen.


But as Marisol ventures into what seems to be her storybook romance with Olivia, things start to go off track. Between the ups and downs of her new relationship, her strained friendship with Lee (a newly out lesbian who is crushing big-time on Marisol), and her roommate’s new boyfriend (who is equally afraid of Marisol and their cat) moving in, Marisol starts losing sight of her goals. Is she too blinded by love to see the lies?


In this long-anticipated companion novel to the Printz Honor Book Hard Love, which critics called “A bittersweet tale of self-expression and the struggle to achieve self-love,” Ellen Wittlinger offers a novel just as emotionally honest and deeply felt.









ELLEN WITTLINGER is the critically acclaimed author of the teen novels Blind Faith, Heart on My Sleeve, Zigzag, The Long Night of Leo and Bree, Razzle, What’s in a Name, and Hard Love (an ALA Michael L. Printz Honor Book and a Lambda Literary Award winner), and the middle-grade novel Gracie’s Girl. She has a bachelor’s degree from Millikin University in Decatur, Illinois, and an MFA from the University of Iowa. A former children’s librarian, she lives with her husband in Haydenville, Massachusetts.


Jacket design by Lucy Ruth Cummins and Jeremy Wortsman
Jacket illustration and photography 
copyright © 2008 by Jeremy Wortsman


Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers
Simon & Schuster • New York







[image: halftitle Page]




ALSO BY ELLEN WITTLINGER


Parrotfish


Blind Faith


Sandpiper


Heart on My Sleeve


Zigzag


The Long Night of Leo and Bree


Razzle


What’s in a Name


Hard Love


FOR YOUNGER READERS


Gracie’s Girl




[image: Title Page]




[image: logo]


SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS • An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division • 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020 www.SimonandSchuster.com • This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. • Copyright © 2008 by Ellen Wittlinger • All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. • SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc. • Book design by Alicia Mikles • The text for this book is set in AGaramond. • Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data • Wittlinger, Ellen. • Love & lies : Marisol’s story / Ellen Wittlinger. —1st ed. • p. cm. • Sequel to: Hard love. • Summary: When Marisol, a self-confident eighteen-year-old lesbian, moves to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to work and try to write a novel, she falls under the spell of her beautiful but deceitful writing teacher, while also befriending a shy, vulnerable girl from Indiana. • ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-1623-9 • ISBN-10: 1-4169-1623-7 • [1. Lesbians—Fiction. 2. Authorship—Fiction. 3. Honesty—Fiction. • 4. Interpersonal relations—Fiction. 5. Homosexuality—Fiction. • 6. Cambridge (Mass.)—Fiction.] I. Title. II. Title: Love and lies. • PZ7.W78436Lu 2008 • [Fic]—dc22 • 2007018330 • ISBN13: 978-1-4169-6492-6 (eBook)


[image: logo]




For my nieces:
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“The truth will set you free.
But first it will piss you off.”
—Gloria Steinem
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Chapter One



I WOULD NEVER HAVE AGREED to room with Birdie for the year if I’d known he intended to pick up every stray that wandered across his path. The cat (which had shown up on the fire escape) had already shredded my favorite sweater, the puppy (from a box at the farmers’ market) was a crotch sniffer, and I had put my foot down at the first glimpse of that smelly ferret crossing the threshold. But I was too dumbfounded to come up with an appropriate response when he showed up with a lost human being.


I’d taken Noodles, the pug-poodle mutt, out to pee, so I was already late for my shift at the Mug when Birdie appeared in the doorway with a gorilla looming over his shoulder.


“Oh, great, you’re still here!” Birdie said. “I wanted you to meet my new friend, Damon. Damon, Marisol.” He flipped his hand between us. “Damon is in the theater department at Emerson too!” Birdie exclaimed, as if it were miraculous that he’d met someone from his own program. “Don’t let Marisol fool you,” he continued. “She’s small, but she bites.”


Damon smiled nervously and extended a large paw in my direction, but when I clasped it, there didn’t seem to be much life in it.


“Damon is brilliant,” Birdie continued. “Oh my God, every word out of his mouth!”


There didn’t seem to be all that many words in his mouth, but he was cute in a blushing, bearish sort of way, so I assumed “is brilliant” was Birdie’s euphemism for “turns me on.” Whatever.


“Listen, I’m late,” I said. “I already peed the dog, but both animals need to be fed. I should be back around nine tonight.”


“Okay,” Birdie said. “We’ll be here!”


We? I gave him a questioning look; he knew what I meant.


“You know, Marisol, living in a dorm is so hideous. We are really lucky we found this apartment in Somerville.”


“Your mother found the apartment,” I reminded him.


“You just don’t know!” he continued. “I mean, you could get anybody for a roommate—it could be an absolute abomination.”


I waited impatiently.


“Poor Damon here lost the lottery. I mean lost it. He has been put into a room with a creature from the hellmouth; I am not kidding. You can smell him before you open the door.”


Damon nodded, then actually spoke. “He’s a pig. He threw up in my shoes last night.”


“That’s too bad, Damon,” I said. “I guess you’ll have to put your shoes in the closet from now on.”


“Well, the thing is,” Birdie said, smiling at his new buddy, “I thought Damon could just move in here. And be my roommate!”


“I’m your roommate,” I reminded him.


“There’s plenty of room for three of us. Damon has a futon, and you’re out half the time at your job anyway, and we’ll be in classes . . .”


I glanced at Damon, whose eyes now seemed slightly watery. Birdie sure could pick ’em.


“Damon, why don’t you go make yourself some tea?” I suggested. “The kitchen is right through there, and the kettle is on the stove.”


He nodded and left the room, hunching his shoulders just a little to fit through the kitchen doorway.


“I can tell you didn’t meet this one at the gym,” I whispered.


“Abs are not the only thing I look for in a man,” he said, running a hand fondly over his own clothed six-pack.


“No? Pecs too? Biceps?”


“Marisol—”


“Birdie, if I wanted a bunch of roommates, I’d be in a dorm. Do you remember why I deferred college?”


“I know, you want to write, but—”


“I want to write in this apartment. Which is nice and quiet because there are only two of us in it. Which means, if you’re not talking to me, nobody is.”


He shook his head vigorously. “Damon is very quiet.”


“How do you know? You just met him!”


“He hardly even speaks! Besides, he’ll be in my room, not yours.”


“Birdie, I can just barely stand having you and your two neurotic pets as roommates. Now you want to bring in some weird guy you hardly know?”


“He’s not weird; he’s just shy.”


I peeked into the kitchen at Damon. He was backed up against the refrigerator, staring in terror at Peaches, the pussycat, who was sniffing his flip-flops and fat toes.


“Who ever heard of a shy actor?” I said.


“He’s not an actor. He’s a director.”


“I suppose he’s gay and you like him?”


He tipped his head so his blond forelock fell into his eyes, and he grinned. “I’m not sure yet—of either thing. But I find him intriguing, don’t you?”


“No, Birdie, I find him large and odd. And I don’t want another roommate! This is a very small apartment. You should have asked me before you offered him sanctuary!”


Birdie wrinkled up his face in that stupid pout that has worked on his mother for the past eighteen years. But I am not his mother.


“I’ll be back at nine o’clock. He better be gone,” I said.


There were times I wasn’t sure I’d made the right decision: taking this year off before going to college, moving in with Birdie, trying to write a novel between my tours of duty at the Mug and at my parents’ house, reassuring them that deferring college for a year was not the first step toward receiving my bag lady certification. My high school friends had left for carefully chosen schools all across the country, but I felt like I needed this year off. Stanford University would still be there next year.


I’d gotten the idea when I went down to New York City after graduation to stay with June and her friends for a week. I’d met them in the spring at a zine convention in Provincetown on Cape Cod, that I’d gone to with my friend Gio. I liked June and Sarah and B. J., so when they invited me to go back to New York with them, I didn’t hesitate. I was also trying to prove a point to Gio, which must have been successful, because I hadn’t seen or heard from him in the four months since. I stayed in New York for a week and then went back for another week later in the summer. But it was a little problematic, because I knew June had a crush on me, and I didn’t feel that way about her. By the end of the second week I figured I should just leave for good.


In the meantime, though, I’d met some of their New York friends, one of whom was Katherine, an editor for a large publishing house. June had showed her copies of my zines, and she seemed to actually like them. She gave me her card and said, “If you ever write a novel, send it to me.”


A novel? Just like that the idea lodged in my brain and wouldn’t go away. Suddenly the idea of starting college and taking Freshman Composition, Literature in Translation, and Existential Philosophy seemed like the most stultifying way I could imagine to spend the next year. It’s not as if Katherine had made me any promises or anything. I wasn’t doing it because I thought I’d get published. It just became the thing I most wanted to do. Just to be able to say, “I’m writing a novel.” I’m writing a novel! Oh, my God. I wanted to be able to say that! I wanted to do it!


So I deferred my entrance to Stanford and moved from my parents’ house into an apartment with Birdie. My father said that if I wanted to stand on my own two feet, I should see what that really meant, so I got a job pouring coffee and hustling cheeseburgers at the Mug in Harvard Square. As it turned out, waitressing at the Mug only allowed me to stand on one of my two feet, since rents in the whole Boston-Cambridge metropolitan area are higher than the Hubble Telescope. My mother, always a pushover, helped me to remain upright by stealthily contributing an extra couple hundred bucks a month to my survival fund.


And then it was September, and all the schools and colleges started up again. The Square was full of students buying books and meeting new friends. Actually, the whole city was full of students buying books and meeting new friends. Even Birdie wasn’t immune to the excitement of it. I, however, was living with my best friend since sixth grade, twenty minutes away from the home I grew up in; I wasn’t feeling the thrill.


Not that I didn’t want to meet new people. In fact what I wanted more than anything—though I wouldn’t have admitted it to anybody—was to meet a woman I could fall in love with. I’d been out and proud for almost two years, and the only love interest I’d had (if you don’t count Gio, and I don’t) was a girl who kissed me for a couple of weeks and then took off with the first guy who gave her a second look. That did a job on me—I got scared about trusting people, letting anybody know I liked them.


But I knew I had to get over that if I was ever going to have a girlfriend. My mother had this line about how “you have to kiss a lot of frogs before you find your prince.” Or princess, in my case. I was eighteen years old, for God’s sake. I had to put myself out there and start kissing frogs unless I wanted to be alone for the rest of my life.


So, I had two goals for the year: fall in love and write a novel. How hard could that be?





Chapter Two



HEY, YOU’RE LATE, MISS MARY-SOUL,” Doug, the manager, said when I hurried in the door of the Mug. “I’m bussing tables here instead of counting up my morning receipts.”


Or jawing with the customers. “Sorry,” I said, grabbing a clean black apron from under the counter.


“I guess it took longer than you thought to put on all that makeup, huh?” I don’t wear makeup. He chuckled at his own stupid joke.


“Roommate troubles,” I said.


He held out his hand like a crossing guard. “Don’t tell me about it.”


“I wasn’t going to.”


“Everybody tells me their sob stories.”


“Not me, Doug. I couldn’t bear to see you sob.”


“My roommate this, my landlord that, my husband, my wife—everybody’s got a story.” Doug shook his head.


“Yeah,” I said, sticking change in my apron pocket. “People with lives are so inconsiderate.”


Doug guffawed. “You kill me, kid; you kill me.” Which was why I’d gotten the job. He appreciated somebody who could take his guff and give it right back.


The Mug was a Harvard Square institution, and Doug had been managing it since sometime soon after the Revolutionary War. It was apparently owned by a guy named Gus who was too old to even come in and drink coffee in a back booth anymore like he used to. It was a tiny place, only eight booths and half a dozen counter seats in all, but during peak hours there were often people standing in line in the doorway. Different kinds of people, but you knew they all had two things in common—you knew because they told you, over and over. They all missed the old Harvard Square, the way it used to be before the big record stores and clothing chains took it over, when there were lots of funky little places like the Mug. And they all loved Sophie Schifferdecker’s pies.


Sophie had also worked at the Mug for a few centuries now, turning out hamburgers and tuna melts by the bucketload. In fact, as Doug liked to tell me, I was the first employee to be hired in the new millennium, even though we were now well into it.


“I don’t hire young people anymore,” Doug had said during my interview. “Too flighty. They work a few weeks, it’s not as much fun as it looks like, and they take off on me.”


Not as much fun as it looks like? That was really bad news.


“I promise to work for you for one year,” I told him. “But then I’m going to college. And not around here.”


“What’s wrong with around here?” Doug had eyed me suspiciously.


“My parents live around here,” I said. That was the first time I’d killed him.


Since the colleges had just started up again, the Square was even busier than usual. Students weren’t behind in their classes yet, so they had plenty of time to sit around and drink coffee while they got to know their new pals. One of the Harvard guidebooks mentioned the Mug as “the place T. S. Eliot probably spent his afternoons writing poetry and warming his hands on a hot cup of Earl Grey tea.” Which you would think anyone would know was a load of crap, but every once in a while a few freshmen would come in, all wide-eyed, and order Earl Grey and grilled cheese sandwiches, and I knew from the way they looked reverently at the peeling wallpaper that they were impressed to have their hindquarters plopped in a booth where Great Literature may just possibly have been born.


Anyway, I ran back and forth between the kitchen and the booths for about two hours until the lunch rush was over. There was a short lull after I topped off everybody’s coffee, rang up a few bills, and stuffed the tips in my pocket. I poured myself a cup of coffee and tried to decide whether to ask Sophie for a turkey sandwich or just go for a piece of pie. I was cutting myself a nice wedge of apple-blueberry when the bell over the door tinkled again.


I was not surprised, when I looked up, to see that it was her. A Harvard student—that was my guess—who’d come in alone every afternoon that week and burrowed into the corner booth, ordering tea and barely looking up from her book. Day after day she wore jeans and a plain white T-shirt, as if that were her uniform. She looked like she’d been raised in a convent, and not just because of her porcelain-pale skin either. There was also something so innocent about her, so born-yesterday, it made me feel like I shouldn’t look at her too closely. As if she wasn’t fully formed yet, a chick just out of the egg, still damp and wobbly.


Except for ordering the tea, she didn’t speak, which offended me slightly. The Mug was the kind of place where people yakked at you constantly, and even though that got on my nerves, this girl’s I-am-so-smart-I-can’t-be-bothered attitude was annoying me too. Where did she think she was? Au Bon Pain? I picked up my order pad and stalked over to her booth. If I had to put down my coffee, I was going to make it worth my while.


“So,” I said, “you want some T. S. tea, and what else?”


She looked startled, her pale blue eyes open wide. “TST?” she asked. I guess she thought I was offering her drugs.


“Tea. You want tea, don’t you?”


“Well, yes. I guess so.”


“I mean, that’s what you usually order, so I just assumed. How about a piece of pie with that?” I gave her my pushy-waitress smile.


She turned her book face down on the tabletop with a shaky hand. Grace Paley. Enormous Changes at the Last Minute. A book I’d always meant to read.


“Pie?” she whispered.


“Yeah, pie. It’s a round pastry thing with fruit in the middle.” I kept my pencil poised over the pad, waiting to write.


She blushed. “Okay, well, what kind do you have?”


“Today we have apple, blueberry, apple-blueberry, and pecan.”


“I guess I’ll have . . .” She seemed to be stumped. Obviously she needed that Harvard education badly.


“Or, I could have Sophie make you a sandwich. Turkey, tuna, salami, grilled cheese—”


“I don’t think—”


“Or maybe both, huh? Turkey sandwich? Blueberry pie?” I put the pad down on the table. She was going to order something.


“Do I—do I have to order food?” the girl asked. And when I looked at her again, her blue eyes were starting to swim.


God, I was such a bully. “No, you don’t have to. You can just have your tea,” I said, giving up.


She sat up straighter in the booth and managed to look me in the eye. “No, I would actually like a piece of pie. How much is the pecan?”


“It’s a bargain at two fifty. The others are two bucks.”


She thought it over. “Okay, I’ll have a piece of apple pie.”


I winked my smart-ass waitress wink. “Good choice. Everybody loves Sophie Schifferdecker’s apple pie.”


The girl nodded and picked up her book again. Just shy, I decided. Pitifully shy. Amazing she has the nerve to go out and sit in a restaurant by herself. I felt kind of bad about pushing her to order the pie. It occurred to me that she could be on scholarship—even at Harvard, not everybody was rich. I set the pie in front of her and decided not to get mad if she left me a crappy tip.


I sipped my coffee behind the counter and glanced at a copy of the Boston Globe that someone had left in a booth. I kept having the feeling that Pale Girl was looking at me, but I didn’t turn around to check. Then a bunch of customers came in and I forgot about her. Around four-thirty I realized she was still there.


“You want anything else?” I said, walking over to her booth. “More tea?”


She blushed. “Oh, no thanks. I guess I should leave.”


I shrugged. “The dinner rush won’t start for another hour—you can hang out, if you want to.”


“Thanks.” She ran her fingers through a headful of messy rusty curls.


“So,” I said, “you a freshman?” Waitresses at the Mug are supposed to be nosy.


“A freshman? You think I’m a freshman?” She looked at me as if I’d slapped her.


“Hey, I’m just guessing. You’re not?”


“No! I’m a senior.”


I would never have thought that. “So, your last year at Harvard, huh?”


She blinked a few times. “I don’t go to Harvard.”


“Oh, sorry. It’s just that a lot of the students who come in here do.”


A light went on behind her eyes. “Oh, you thought I was a Harvard freshman! I get it. No, I’m in high school. I go to Cambridge Rindge and Latin.”


“Really?” I sank down in the booth across from her without really realizing it. “We almost never get any high-school kids in here. They all hang out in the pit by the T station in nice weather, or at Bertucci’s if they’re hungry.”


She shrugged. “Yeah. I’m new here. I don’t know many kids.”


“You had to change schools your senior year? That’s rough. Did your parents move here for jobs or something?”


She smiled but didn’t say anything for a minute. Obviously I was prying, which I normally don’t do, but there was something kind of interesting about this girl, and I felt like I’d almost figured out the puzzle.


“My parents are still back in Indiana, where I grew up. I’m living with my older sister now. She went to Harvard, but she graduated last year. She works for an architect.”


Pale Girl picked up her teacup and pretended to sip from it, though I knew the contents had disappeared a long time ago. What was she not saying? I looked at her clipped, unvarnished fingernails, the bashful smile that vanished as quickly as it appeared, her uniform of invisibility—were these clues?


And then I knew. Of course. That’s why she’d been studying me all week. Why hadn’t I seen it sooner? Was my gaydar on the fritz?


“Did your parents make you move out?” I asked.


She blushed again, knowing I’d figured it out. “Not exactly, but they were pretty upset about the whole thing, so my sister suggested I come out here and stay with her. It seemed like a good idea.”


I nodded, hoping to keep her talking.


“I like it here pretty much—I mean the kids aren’t mean to me or anything. I just don’t know anybody very well. And Lindsay, my sister, doesn’t get home from work until after six o’clock, and I hate sitting around her apartment by myself, you know? I mean, it’s small, and it just doesn’t feel like it belongs to me yet.”


“So you decided to hang out here in the afternoon.”


“I came in on Monday, and I saw you, and it seemed like . . . well, you know, I thought maybe—”


“That I was a lesbian too,” I said.


She nodded.


“Well, I don’t hide it. My name is Marisol,” I said, sticking out my hand. “Marisol Guzman.”


“Lee O’Brien,” she said, hesitantly shaking my hand with only slightly more gusto than Damon the gorilla had a few hours before. We’d have to work on that.


“Welcome home, Lee O’Brien,” I said.


It had taken me only moments to decide to befriend Lee. Maybe it was some latent social-worker instinct I’d picked up from my mother, I wasn’t sure, but I was practically smacking my lips over the opportunity to help this baby dyke learn how to live in her new world. She needed somebody like me who was older (okay, only by a year), who’d been out longer (going on two), and was pretty much fearless about taking on the world (a trait I’d had forever, thank you very much).


It was only later, after Lee had hung around the Mug (eating a smuggled cheeseburger) until I finished work, and then followed me back to my apartment, where we’d walked in on Birdie and Damon howling over Sex and the City reruns and tossing popcorn kernels to the dog, that I wondered if picking up a stray of my own was such a good idea after all.





Chapter Three



I WAS UNCHARACTERISTICALLY NERVOUS Saturday morning. Normally, I’m a little overconfident—at least that’s what my father says. He thinks it wouldn’t hurt me to “have a little humility.” It’s not like I think I’m good at everything. It’s just that when I am good at something, I’m really good at it. So, should I pretend not to be? I don’t think so.


Anyway, I’d signed up for Writing Your First Novel, an eight-week Saturday morning course at the Cambridge Center for Adult Education, and this time I was sweating just a little bit. Could I actually write an entire novel? All I’d been able to do so far was jot down some ideas I thought might somehow hang together. Plus, I was likely to be the youngest person in the class. Usually adults took these courses, hence the name of the place, and I still didn’t quite consider myself one of those.


The class met in a room in the colonial house on Brattle Street that had been home to the Center for decades. It had been dwarfed over the years by the mega buildings that surrounded it where posh chain stores sold expensive cookware and chic furniture, but like the Mug the house was a revered leftover from another era.


I arrived early because I couldn’t sleep anyway; anger gives me insomnia. The night before, Damon had been monosyllabic as long as Lee was around (which was not long, as I was all talked out), but once she left and I went to bed, he crawled back out of his shell. He and Birdie were up half the night telling each other their entire life stories right outside my bedroom door. When I yelled at them to shut up, Birdie yelled back that he was sorry; then I heard him stage-whisper to Damon that I had PMS.


“With Marisol that means Pissy Mood Syndrome,” he said, laughing.


“No,” I shouted back. “It means Pass My Shotgun!”


But they were bonding, and nothing I said could stop them. When I got up at eight, after a few hours of restless sleep, they were passed out in the living room, Damon curled up on the ancient couch Birdie’s mother had given us and Birdie spread out on the dirty red rug he’d rescued from a Dumpster. I banged around in the kitchen while I made coffee and toasted a bagel, but unfortunately they weren’t disturbed.


The class didn’t start until ten, so I got another coffee at the Mug and sat in a corner of the kitchen reading some Elizabeth Bishop poems while Sophie rolled out pie dough, her biceps bulging like Paul Bunyan’s.


“Whatcha reading?” she asked. But when I told her I was reading poetry, she wrinkled her nose. “Too rich for my blood,” she said, shaking her head. Whatever that meant.


I was getting fidgety by nine thirty, so I walked over to the Center to wait there. I was sort of hoping the teacher might arrive early, because brownnosing comes naturally to me, and I wouldn’t have minded getting a jump on the other students. Not that I’m a grade grubber—these classes didn’t give grades anyway. I just liked standing out from the crowd, which was usually not too difficult.


The course was being taught by somebody named Edward Deakins, who was listed in the catalog thus: Edward Deakins has an MFA from Columbia University. He has three published novels: The Mermaid’s Stepson, Honk If You Love Me, and Fishing for Elephants in Tahiti.


I’d never heard of Edward Deakins or any of his books, but he’d published three novels, so I figured he must know something about how to write one.


As expected, I was the first student to arrive. There was a long rectangular table in the classroom, which made it impossible to sit in the front row, my usual ass-kissing choice. Edward Deakins might decide to sit at either end of the table, and if I chose wrong, I’d be far away from him. My only option seemed to be sitting in the middle of one of the long sides; at least that way I’d be close enough to catch his attention. I chose the side across from the doorway so I could make eye contact when he came in.


No sooner had I pulled my chair to the table than the second person arrived. I looked up, smiling (in case he looked teacherish) and ready to introduce myself. But that was not necessary, because the second person to arrive already knew me.


It was Gio, aka John Galardi, Jr., writer of the zine Bananafish. The guy who’d sought me out after reading my zine, Escape Velocity, and then asked me to his prom last spring so we could goof on it, or so I thought. The first boy (and I hoped the last) to say he loved me. Gio, whom I had not seen or spoken to in four months.


“What are you doing here?” he said, gawking at me from the doorway.


“Me? What are you doing here?” His hair was a little shorter than it had been, which made his dark eyes seem even bigger and deeper than they had before.


“I’m signed up for this class. I thought you’d be in California by now.”


Of course he did. “I decided to defer Stanford for a year. I’ve got a job and I’m, well, I’m trying to write a novel.”


He walked into the room then and took a seat across the table from me. “Really? You’re writing a novel?”


“Aren’t you? This is a novel-writing class.”


“I know, but I just signed up for it because it was the only Saturday morning writing class they offered. You know, I like to have a reason to get out of my dad’s apartment as early as possible.”


“I remember.” In truth I was really happy to see Gio again. I actually had this urge to run around the table and give him a big hug so he knew I wasn’t mad at him anymore, but I was afraid he’d misconstrue things again. The last time I’d seen him it had seemed like friendship wasn’t going to be an option, which was too bad, because we had a lot in common, Gio and me. Right down to the fact that the first person we’d each let ourselves fall in love with had hurt us badly. Unfortunately, I’d been the person who hurt Gio. So, even though it was totally not my fault, there was a tiny twinge of guilt working its way into my soul as I looked into his face.


“So, do you want me to drop the course?” he asked, his eyebrows knitting over his deep-set eyes.


“No, of course not. I mean, it’s your right to be here as much as mine.”


“I know, but if it’s going to be too weird . . .” He looked away, not finishing the sentence.


I took a deep breath and blew it out, loudly. “Listen, I’m not mad at you. I was pretty freaked out after what happened last spring, but I’m not mad. I wish we could figure out a way to be friends again, but maybe you’re still mad at me.”


“I was never mad at you, Marisol. I was, you know . . . hurt.” He looked away.


“I know, and I’m sorry about that. But you don’t have to run away whenever you see me. I mean, we can talk to each other, can’t we?”


He nodded. “I guess so. I’d like to. I miss having somebody to talk to about writing. That’s mostly why I took this class.”


I let a smile creep out. What the hell. “Me too. So, are you still writing Bananafish?”


“Oh, yeah. There’s a new issue. How about you?”


I shook my head. “Not this summer. I’ve been working at the Mug and trying to come up with an idea for a novel. Have you kept up with that zine-writer girl from the Cape? What was her name, Diana something?”


Gio stared at me, trying, I thought, to figure out what my question meant. Like maybe I hoped he had a new girlfriend or something. Well, hell, he should have one—he was a good-looking guy, tall, dark, and skinny as a rock star—and it seemed to me Diana had fallen for him the minute she laid eyes on him.


“Diana Crabtree,” he said, finally. “But she goes by Diana Tree.”


“Oh, right, Diana Tree.”


“I saw her a few times over the summer. She comes up to Boston now and then and spends the weekend with me at my dad’s. But, you know, we’re just friends.”


I nodded. “Must make your Dad happy, though.”


He laughed at that and so did I. I knew he was remembering the night we’d gone to an Ani DiFranco concert together, and then, because I’d missed the last train back to Cambridge, I’d spent the night at his dad’s apartment, me in Gio’s bed and Gio on the floor. We’d managed to have a really good conversation, and I felt close to him that night. Then the next morning his Dad assumed that I was his girlfriend and our sleepover had been something else entirely. It was pretty funny.
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