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For my mother,

Patricia Anne Chastain ,

who is nothing like Veronica



Thursday, August 10

I’m not going to have sex with Grady. I’m dying to. But I won’t. I won’t. I won’t.

Maybe if I write it down in my diary enough times, I’ll stick to my guns.


Friday, August 11

I can’t believe I’m even in this situation. Last summer I considered Grady the annoying younger brother I never wanted. When Mrs. Franco scheduled us to work together, we’d spend the whole shift bickering in the concession stand. Whenever Grady bumped into me—which was constantly, since our work space was about the size of a large shoe box—I’d shriek in irritation. We used to push each other into the pool, and not in a flirty way. And now look at me! I’m obsessed with the kid. I can’t understand why I ever thought he was annoying. He’s a brilliant artist. He’s funny. He’s interesting. He’s a lifeguard now, and he looks so freaking hot in his orange trunks. When we’re together, I stare at his cheekbones. When we’re apart, I scroll through pictures of him and reread our text messages, analyzing them for proof that he’s into me (or, if I’m in a worried mood, looking for signs that he’s not into me). We keep sneaking back into the pool after closing it down and messing around for four hours in a row. My chin is red and actually bleeding in some spots from rubbing against his stubble for so long. I like him so much it hurts (my heart, and also my face).


Saturday, August 12

Reasons I shouldn’t have sex with Grady:

1. I’m only 16 (but isn’t that old enough?).

2. He won’t even be 16 until September 14.

3. TEEN MOM

4. SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES AND INFECTIONS

5. We haven’t said “I love you” yet . . .

6. . . . because we started going out on July 31. That’s less than two weeks ago.

7. You can’t lose your virginity after two weeks. You just can’t.

8. Even though I haven’t said it out loud, I’m desperately in love with him, and what if DOING IT makes me fall even more in love with him, and I get clingy and pathetic, and he’s disgusted by this new post-sex version of me and dumps me?

9. And what if he doesn’t even love me? Why WOULD he love me? See #6. Normal people don’t love other people they’ve been dating for 13 days.

10. Reese would find out somehow, using her Popular Girl powers of intuition. It’s bad enough that I’m going out with her ex-boyfriend. If she knew we were having sex, she’d . . . I don’t even know what she’d do. Tie me to a cafeteria table and tattoo “SLUT” across my forehead while livestreaming the whole thing, probably.

11. Wait. Did Reese and Grady have sex????? Oh God.


Sunday, August 13

I forced Tristan and Hannah to come over first thing in the morning. My dad was out somewhere, probably having a romantic brunch with Miss Murphy.

“What’s the big emergency?” Tris said. He still had a pillow mark on his cheek.

“It has to do with Grady,” I said.

Hannah groaned and picked up her bike helmet. “I’m leaving. If I miss church now, I’ll have to go to late Mass.”

“Wait!” I said. “I’ll make it quick. Do you think Grady and Reese had sex?”

“Hmm,” Tris said. He looked thoughtful.

“What’s ‘hmm’?” I said in a panic. “If you know something, tell me fast. Put me out of my misery.”

“I’m thinking!” Tris said. “That was a ‘hmm’ of contemplation.”

Hannah cleared her throat. “Well, I really should get going. Bye.”

I wheeled around to look at her. I could tell from her voice that she had the answer. She’s been my best friend since kindergarten. She can’t fool me.

“Hannah,” I said.

“She told me in confidence!” she said. “I shouldn’t talk to you about this.”

“That was before she stole your boyfriend and stopped being friends with you!” I said.

Hannah fiddled with the clasp of her helmet. “Those things are unrelated to your question,” she said.

“Blink twice if they had sex,” Tris said.

“Both of you, stop it,” Hannah said.

“I have to assume they did,” I said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t look so nervous.”

“They didn’t, OK?” she said. “He wanted to, but she wouldn’t.”

As soon as she’d spilled the beans, I felt terrible for forcing her to.

“I’m sorry, Hannah,” I said.

“I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t even know if there’s confession after church today,” she said angrily.

After she left, Tris and I made wincing faces at each other.

“Was that really bad?” I asked him.

“Kind of,” he said. “But are you relieved about Grady?”

I was relieved. And scared. So he wants to have sex . . . and I want to have sex. What’s going to stop us from having sex?!


Monday, August 14

Grady wasn’t lifeguarding today, but he came to work anyway, to keep me company. We can’t make out when the pool’s open, but we can lightly run our fingers across each other’s thighs under the concession stand counter until we’re both hallucinating. And we can talk.

Reese was there. Her strategy so far has been to broadcast how happy she is for us and how much she adores Zach. He picks her up every single day, and she leaps into his arms like he’s a combat veteran walking off a plane. I should be grateful she’s not turning Grady against me, or trying to win him back, or making up rumors about us, and I am grateful. It’s just that I don’t trust her not to do any of those things if her whim changes.

Today she sat across the pool from us, periodically blowing us kisses. I smiled and waved at her. It’s important to stay on her good side. You don’t want to make an enemy of the class queen.


Tuesday, August 15

Grady was babysitting Bear, and I wasn’t working, so I rode my bike over to Noelle’s and sat in the bathroom with her while she dyed her roots.

“I have to cut it all off soon,” she said. She was squeezing gel onto her head from an applicator bottle. “The bleach is making it brittle.”

“Should you be smoking right now?” I said. “Won’t the chemicals catch on fire and blow us up?”

“Calm down,” she said. “The window’s wide open.”

“Doesn’t your mom yell at you when she smells cigarettes?”

“Yes, she’s always on my ass, just like someone else I could mention.”

“Fine.” I put my face next to the window screen, to get as close to the fresh air as I could.

“How’s it going with Grady?” she said. Her eyes flicked over to me in the mirror, then went back to her scalp.

“Good.”

“Still into him?”

“Yeah.”

“You can tell me stuff. I won’t go running back to Reese.”

“I know.”

But I don’t. This is never going to work. I can’t be friends with Reese’s best friend. It’s like swimming in piranha-infested waters and hoping you won’t lose a toe.


Wednesday, August 16

Grady came over during adult swim to talk to me and have a snack.

“I was reading this article,” he said, and bit into his Spider-Man ice cream bar. “It was about whether the world’s getting better or worse.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I said. “Our democracy is crumbling before our eyes.”

“But worldwide, literacy rates are way up, fewer people are living in poverty, and basically health and happiness are on the rise year after year.”

“It doesn’t feel like that.”

He ate Spider-Man’s left eye. “Because it’s more exciting for reporters to write about horrible events that are actually outliers.”

“You’ll be singing a different tune when we’re doing nuclear war drills in the cafeteria in a few weeks.”

“Our grandparents felt exactly like this in the ’50s. Worse!”

“Our grandparents didn’t have to do tick checks every half hour. Did you notice we basically didn’t have a winter last year? Soon there won’t be any cooling season and we’ll all die of Lyme disease, if the droughts don’t get us first.”

We kept arguing about it. I believed what I was saying, but at the same time my own pessimism felt slightly ridiculous, because there I was, wearing a bikini, eating caramel M&M’s, watching the sun throw light on the water, listening to “Three Little Birds” on a phone thanks to the Wi-Fi I take for granted to such an extent that I actually have the nerve to get irritated when it goes down, and most of all, hovering above myself, reveling in having an interesting discussion with my interesting boyfriend.


Thursday, August 17

Grady and I closed down the pool last night, texted our parents we were going to our friends’ houses (me to Hannah’s, Grady to Elliott’s), and then let ourselves back in and messed around on the grass for hours. He makes noise sometimes, and it’s not embarrassing. He sounds like he’s eating a delicious ice cream sundae. I’m ice cream!

When we needed a break, we got in the pool and talked quietly. “Bear’s freaking out about pre-K,” he said. “Last night at dinner he was like, ‘I can’t do it. I’ll be all alone,’ and started crying. I feel so bad for the kid.”

“Oh, Bear,” I said. “God, school is the worst. It never gets better. Don’t tell him that.”

He raised his legs so his toes poked through the surface of the water. “You stop having a panic attack every time your mom drops you off at school, though.”

“Yeah, but you start worrying about popularity and all that stuff.”

“Not me,” said Grady, flicking a dead bug onto the pool deck.

“Really!”

“Nope. I don’t care about popularity. I just mind my own business and think about what will look good on my college applications.”

“So you float above it all, like a cloud?”

“Basically.”

“Well, aren’t you special!”

“Really special,” he said. “And really handsome.”

“You forgot to mention well endowed.”

He held his hands about a foot apart. “I mean, minimum.” He moved them a foot farther apart. “That’s more like it, right?”

Then we splashed each other for a while, and he dunked me, and I whacked him on the side of the head with my pool noodle. Then we whisper-screamed, “SHUT UP!” “NO, YOU SHUT UP!” “THE NEIGHBORS ARE GOING TO CALL MRS. FRANCO!” and then we started hooking up, of course.


Friday, August 18

I GAVE GRADY A BLOW JOB! AND IT WAS WONDERFUL!

It happened in the lifeguard shack two hours ago. We’d been fooling around forever, and all the grinding and pressing didn’t feel like enough. I pushed him against the table and pulled down his suit and he put his hands in my hair and came in, like, two minutes!

I had recently read an article online about how to give a BJ. It’s terrible to live in a world where you can do that, I guess, but at the same time, it was full of helpful tips that made me feel like I knew what I was doing.

Additional things I learned from real-world experience:

1. It doesn’t seem like there’s enough room in your mouth for a penis, and there kind of isn’t.

2. Spit gets everywhere, but that’s OK and even useful.

3. You feel powerful doing it, because you’re making a boy you like (/love) moan and shake.

4. Cum tastes like salty soup!

After I finished, I stood up and smiled at Grady. We put our hands on each other’s shoulders and grinned and grinned.

“Holy shit,” he said.

“Holy shit!” I agreed.

Am I supposed to feel like a big slut now, according to society? Well, screw you, society! I don’t! I feel so happy!


Saturday, August 19

Went to the beach with my dad and Miss Murphy and was in agony the whole time. All I wanted to do was drive home, find Grady, and take his pants off. I lay on the towel thinking fast. What if I pretended to be sick? They’d have to take me home. But no. Then they’d expect me to lie in bed, not go to the pool. Could I somehow WALK back and explain later? No, absurd. Walking would take hours.

Finally Dad suggested heading home. In the car, Miss Murphy tried to talk to me about summer reading, her struggle to settle on a musical, etc. She might as well have been speaking French. Her words could not penetrate the dense mental atmosphere of Grady.

As soon as we got back, I raced over and caught him at the end of his shift. It turned out he’d agreed to babysit Bear in the evening, so we couldn’t hook up. Instead we stood in the shallow end, chatting.

“How was your beach day with Murph?” he asked.

“Good. Weird. I don’t know.”

“Do she and your dad, like, snuggle in front of you?”

“No! Do your mom and stepdad?”

“Yes, constantly. It’s disgusting.”

“If you liked him, you’d think it was cute.”

He snorted. “That’s a big if.”

I bent my knees and lowered myself until my chin touched the surface of the water. “My parents used to snuggle when they weren’t yelling at each other.”

“Did you think it was cute?”

“God, no!”

“There you go, then.”

He ducked under the water and did a headstand, like he was putting an exclamation point on his logical victory. While he was submerged, I thought about my parents kissing in the kitchen after they’d had a huge fight. It used to enrage me, seeing them being lovey-dovey when I was still petrified and jangly from their screaming. Was my mom brawling with Javi somewhere? Had she broken up with him? What was she doing right this minute, while I stared at my boyfriend’s upside-down shins?

“You have to admit my form is amazing,” Grady said when he’d come up.

“Do you think my mom’s dead?” I said.

He didn’t bat an eyelash. “Seems unlikely.”

“It’s not like I care what she’s doing, but it’s weird not to know.”

He nodded. He knows what it’s like. I mean, he doesn’t, because no one I’ve met can understand how it feels when your mother leaves you to move to Mexico. But he has a stepfather he can’t stand and a father he never sees. Close enough.


Sunday, August 20

Holy cats. Grady went down on me. I was worried about it, because what if I was too noisy, or not noisy enough, or what if my bathing suit area smelled weird? And even though he was the one kneeling in front of me in the lifeguard shack this time, I felt less in control than when I was the one kneeling. But then a few minutes passed, and I forgot all that stuff and my mind emptied out, and then it filled back up again with the most vivid image of a black sky churning like an ocean. Grady makes me dream while I’m awake.

I don’t think I had an orgasm. Or maybe I did. I’m not 100% clear on what an orgasm is, and searching online for clarification mostly yields Pornhub results.


Monday, August 21

I chip off my nail polish, or pull my hair into a ponytail, or watch the breeze ruffling the summer leaves, or clip Snickers’s leash onto his collar, and it all makes me think about SEX SEX SEX. I feel like a maniac.


Tuesday, August 22

I need to calm down and approach this rationally. I’m only 16. I have plenty of time to lose my virginity. I don’t want to do something I’ll regret. And I want the first time to be special, not rushed and awkward.


Wednesday, August 23

WHEEEEEEE GRADY AND I HAD SEX AHHHH AHAHAHAHA


Thursday, August 24

I don’t care about this diary! I don’t care about anything! I never want to go to college or get a job! All I want to do is have as much sex with Grady as I can between now and whenever I die!


Friday, August 25

What happened on Wednesday was, we snuck back into the pool, as usual. We swam for a while (quietly, without splashing, so no one passing by would hear us) and then sat on the deck with our feet in the water, whispering. It was getting dark by that time, and the crickets were chirping. I could smell the chlorine on us, and the sunscreen. Grady’s hand was next to mine on the concrete. Long tanned fingers, big square palms. Beads of water on his wrist. I was wondering how long I could go without touching him when he put his arm around me and started kissing me.

After a while he pulled me to my feet and we walked over to his towel on the grass. It’s striped in blue and white, and we’ve been making out on it all summer long. I want to put it under glass, or burn it and wear the ashes in a locket around my neck.

We’d been grinding against each other like we were actually trying to rip holes in our bathing suits when I pushed his hips up and said, “I don’t think we should have sex yet.”

“That’s fine,” he said. He was panting.

“I mean, I want to,” I said.

“Me too.” He smiled at me.

“No, but I really want to,” I said.

“I have a condom,” he said.

“Go get it!”

So he did, and he knew how to put it on, which should have looked like a sex-ed class come to life but which actually looked really hot, because he was kneeling above me, looking down with a serious, excited look on his face, and then we HAD SEX on his blue-and-white striped towel, and it DID NOT HURT, but instead felt REALLY AMAZING, which they never mention in sex ed! All you hear about is HPV and AIDS and genital warts, and all of those things are terrible and important, but what about the fact that sex is the most fun thing I’ve ever done in my entire life?!?! Grady’s body was inside my body! I’ve never smelled him or tasted him or felt him that much, and I still wanted more, and I still do right now, and I think I always will. Grady, Grady, Grady Grady Grady Grady Grady Grady GRADY!


Saturday, August 26

Every magazine article and confessional blog post warns you that the first time you have sex, you might bleed, it’ll probably hurt a ton, and at the very least it’ll be awkward. None of that was true for me, which means either (a) I’m a phenom, (b) Grady’s a phenom, (c) we got lucky, or (d) all that dry humping we did (and, uhhh, I did with Mac) was actually good practice. Probably mostly (c) and a little dash of (d).

We kind of WERE bumbling around that first time, which I now understand because we’ve had sex every day since Wednesday, and we’re getting better as we go. Last night we were lying on our backs on the towel looking up at the stars, and Grady said, “Does your dad think you’re at Hannah’s?”

“Yep. Same lie every night. He’s never questioned it. Why, is your mom getting suspicious?”

“No. Elliott and I used to hang out all the time, so it’s a good cover story.”

“Is Elliott mad that you never see him anymore?” I asked.

“Probably.”

We laughed, I think because we were being such dicks to our friends, and because there was no way we could stop ourselves from continuing to neglect them. Had I even seen Hannah since the day she came over and I interrogated her about Grady and Reese?

I reached for Grady’s hand. “You didn’t have sex with Reese, right?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “Did you have sex with Mac?”

“No.”

“Not that it would bother me if you had.”

“Right, no, me neither.”

“Really?” he said.

“Well, no,” I said. “I think I would have felt jealous and insecure.”

“OK, good,” he said. “Me too.”

“I don’t think we’re supposed to feel that way.”

“According to what?”

“I don’t know. The internet?”

He made a psshh sound. “We can feel however we want.”

“Do you feel different,” I said, “not being a virgin anymore?”

“Not really,” he said. “I’m happier than usual. But I still feel like myself. Do you feel different?”

“No,” I said. “I feel happier too, but otherwise I feel exactly the same.”

I really do. I’m not suddenly more vulnerable, and I don’t feel even a little bit guilty.


Sunday, August 27

I woke up this morning to Tris and Hannah standing above my bed, staring down at me. Even in my sleepy confusion, I knew why they were there.

“Hi,” I said.

“Well, at least we know you’re alive,” Tris said.

I sat up and started picking at the sleep boogers in my eyes. “Don’t be melodramatic,” I said. “I’ve been texting you.”

“Random emojis!” Tris said. “I ask you if you can hang out and you text me the creepy moon. I thought something bad had happened.”

I frowned up at him. “What bad thing could possibly happen that would lead to me texting you the creepy moon?”

“It could be code for something,” Hannah said solemnly.

“Like, ‘can’t talk, I’ve been kidnapped by an astronomer’?” I said.

Tris sat down on my bed. “You can’t disappear every time you get a boyfriend,” he said. “It’s not OK.” Hannah was nodding.

“I know,” I said. “I know. I know. You’re right.”

“And Grady’s doing the same thing to Elliott,” Tris said. “Elliott is very hurt.”

“How are you and Elliott, anyway?” I asked Tris.

“Don’t try to distract me,” he said.

“Listen,” I started, and then I said, “Wait,” and ran to the bathroom. I couldn’t tell them this momentous news without peeing and brushing my teeth. When I got back, they were both sitting on my bed. I stood in front of them in my underpants and FEMINIST AF T-shirt and said, “Grady and I are having sex.”

Tris screamed and Hannah gasped. Tris said, “I knew it!” and Hannah said, “Please tell me you’re being safe.” Then Tris asked for all the details and even though Hannah wanted to pretend like it was none of her business, she listened to everything I said, especially the gross parts. She’s a great audience for X-rated stories, because she looks like she’s about to faint. The best is when she shakes her head in shocked disapproval. In terms of messing around, she’s done everything I have and probably way more, but she hates to talk about it. She’s modest, I guess.


Monday, August 28

When Grady keeps me company in the concession stand, the afternoons feel so long. All those syrupy hours. Taking damp singles from the kids who run up soaking wet to buy ice cream. Chatting. Putting on and taking off baseball caps and sunglasses as the sun moves through the sky. Eating Tootsie Pop after Tootsie Pop. Singing along to the radio. It seems like the day will never end. But the pool’s closing this Thursday, and summer will be over. I don’t know how it raced by so fast. It feels like I’ll always be 16, sitting on Grady’s lap and feeling his hard-on against my butt. But I won’t. It’s an awful thought.


Tuesday, August 29

I fell asleep at the pool with Grady last night and totally got caught oh God oh God oh God


Wednesday, August 30

Miss Murphy betrayed me. I can’t believe it.

It was so hot on Monday night. Really, the weather’s to blame. Grady and I messed around until we were too hungry to keep going, and then we ordered a pizza and ate it sitting on the steps in the shallow end while discussing one of the other lifeguards, Quentin, and whether he refuses to smile or make facial expressions of any kind because he’s odd (Grady’s argument) or rude and jerky (my argument). After we finished eating, we lay down on the blue-and-white striped towel and kept talking and talking. I never run out of things to say to him. We spend all day together and then text each other most of the night from home, and in the morning I get ready as fast as I can so I can come back to the pool and keep talking to him. He has opinions, and he wants to hear my opinions. He doesn’t make fun of any of my thoughts, even the odd ones. He’s interested in people and in the world. God, I love him so much.

The point is, we passed out talking. I kept thinking I should get up, but we were holding hands, and the heat was making me so sleepy, and the next thing I knew, I was sitting up fast, heart pounding, looking at the dark sky above me and at Grady sleeping next to me and then at my phone and it was 3:04 a.m. and there were four texts from Miss Murphy!

MM: Chloe, are you OK?

MM: Your dad fell asleep, but I’m awake and concerned.

MM: Please call me as soon as you can.

MM: Chloe, this is not good.

I texted her back as fast as I could.

Chloe: Fell asleep at Hannah’s so sorry please don’t tell my dad it’ll make him worry for no reason coming home now

I woke Grady up, and when he saw me, he smiled and pulled me toward him to make out, even though he was still half asleep, and there’s something wrong with me, because I did make out with him for kind of a long time even though I knew I was in huge trouble and he might be too, but finally I stopped and said, “We fell asleep. It’s three o’clock in the morning.” We both jumped up and started pulling our clothes on and cramming our stuff into our backpacks. After we’d hopped the fence, he gave me a big hug and said, “Good luck,” and then we MADE OUT AGAIN for a long time and I’m not kidding, we almost had sex right there in the parking lot! I must have a death wish. By the time I got home, it was after four o’clock, and I thought Miss Murphy had probably gone to bed, since she knew I was OK and she didn’t have to stay up worrying about me. I turned my key in the lock as quietly as I could, so that I wouldn’t wake up her or my dad, and crept through the front door like a cat burglar, but then immediately I could tell that the kitchen light was on. My heart sank.

She was sitting at the island, wearing a T-shirt and a pair of Dad’s boxers, frowning down at her phone. When I came in, she looked at me, then turned off her screen and stood up.

“I’m off to bed,” she said.

“Are you mad?” I said.

“It’s not really my place to be mad,” she said.

For a second I felt relieved. Then she said, “But Chloe, I have to mention this to your dad.”

“What? No, you don’t!”

“I wish I could cover for you, but I’m not comfortable keeping this from him.”

“But nothing bad happened! Please, I promise I’ll never do it again.”

“I’m sorry.”

She did sound sorry, but what did that matter? I sat in the kitchen fuming for a while, and then went upstairs and got into bed without brushing my teeth. Grady texted me that he’d snuck into his house without anyone noticing. I texted back the thumbs-up emoji, because I didn’t want to get into it, then put my phone down and fell asleep. After what felt like only a few minutes, I jerked awake to the sound of Dad standing in my doorway, saying my name sternly. He asked me to please get up and join him in the kitchen.

I threw on my bathrobe. When I got downstairs, Dad was waiting for me. Just waiting, not even loading the dishwasher or putting his laptop in his briefcase. “I’d like to know where you were last night,” he said in a voice that was supposed to sound pleasant. He was wearing a gray suit and a navy-blue tie. He smelled like aftershave. I felt stunned from lack of sleep.

“Hannah’s,” I said.

“So if I call Mrs. Egan right now, she’ll tell me you were there?” he said.

I nodded. My throat felt dry.

Dad looked at me like I might be a lobster or a bar of soap. A random object masquerading as his daughter. “If you were at Hannah’s, why didn’t you stay there instead of coming home in the middle of the night?”

I squeezed at the floor with my toes. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I was barely awake.”

“I don’t appreciate being lied to,” Dad said. My heart seized up. I said nothing.

Dad picked up his briefcase. “In my family, teenage rebellion was not allowed. It wasn’t even a thought. You’re not living in a movie, Chloe. I expect you to tell me the truth. I expect you to get good grades. I expect you to stay away from alcohol and drugs. Is that clear?”

I nodded, looking at the floor.

“Is that clear?” he said again.

“Yes,” I said.

After he left, I got dressed, called to Snickers, and went out for a walk, crying behind my sunglasses. I DO get good grades. I DON’T drink or do drugs. I mean, I’ve gotten drunk a few times, but that hardly qualifies as “drinking.” And, OK, I lie to Dad occasionally, but only to stop him from worrying about me, or to avoid a big pointless fight about something I know isn’t a big deal, but that he would consider a huge deal. Such as accidentally falling asleep in the grass next to my boyfriend.

He talked to me like I’m a bad kid. Like he thinks I was out late popping painkillers and burning my PSAT prep books. Does he even realize how much worse he could have it? I’m a living angel compared to half of the cheaters and addicts at school. I mean, I’m using condoms, every single time! Not that I could ever tell him that.

I made Snickers stop so I could give him a hug, which he tolerated patiently. His cluelessness made me cry more. He doesn’t understand what’s wrong. He loves me no matter what I do.

And Miss Murphy! I thought she was my friend. She didn’t have to tell him. She really didn’t. I came home in one piece. What does she care? She’s not my mother. She does all these nice things for me, like teaching me how to drive and asking my opinion about whatever book I’m reading, but when it comes down to it, she’s not on my side.


Thursday, August 31

Last day of work. Hot and bright. Everyone was there—kids, nannies, moms, staff, even Mrs. Franco. We organized games of Sharks and Minnows and made blue and turquoise friendship bracelets with the kids. Grady couldn’t talk much, because he was lifeguarding and the pool was swarmed, but he grinned at me from across the water. Reese hugged everyone. Nadia, who I work with sometimes and who is nervous about being a freshman, made me swear that I’ll wave to her in the halls.

The pool closed late, so I avoided another awkward dinner with Dad and Miss Murphy. I know it’s immature, but I can’t help going silent and sullen when I’m mad, and the longer I do it, the more impossible it seems to stop doing it. Like, what, will I come downstairs one day and chirp, “Mmm, something smells delicious!” after a week of grunting non-responses at them? And I know that as soon as I thaw out, they’ll give each other meaningful looks over their wine, and as they’re sitting around after dinner while I do the dishes, they’ll murmur, “It seems like she’s doing better,” or something equally infuriating.

Grady and I snuck back in after we closed down, obviously. We’ve gotten so good at hopping the fence. It takes us mere seconds and we never scrape our legs anymore.

We were lying on the towel facing each other, noses millimeters apart.

“I can’t stay too late,” I said. “I keep catching my dad squinting at me. Like, studying me.”

“For signs of lying?”

I nodded. “I told him I was going to a thing for pool staff tonight. Which is true.”

He laughed.

“Can we keep sneaking back in here even though today’s the last day of the season?” I said.

“Of course. We can sneak in here when there’s two feet of snow on the ground if you want.”

I brought his hand to my lips and kissed his fingers. “It’s not going to change when we go back to school, is it?” I said.

“What, this? Us?” We were whispering, I don’t know why. It felt like we were in church, lying under the big navy dome of stars, so close to each other. “It won’t change,” he said.

It probably will, a little. I can’t think about it. Too scary.



Friday, September 1

Snickers threw up after eating a bunch of grass, and that broke the ice with my dad, because neither of us could stop ourselves from saying “Gah!” and “Not on the rug!” in our authentic voices, not the stiff, polite ones we’ve been using for days. Thank you, Snickers.

I do understand that Dad didn’t say anything so terribly terrible to me. Of course he wants me to be a good kid, and he’s right that I shouldn’t lie to him.

But I’m still mad at Miss Murphy. She insisted on taking me out driving today. She was being her usual nonchalant self. Singing along to ’90s R & B, looking out at the trees flashing by. She asked me if I have a boyfriend.

“No,” I said immediately. It wasn’t an intentional lie. It popped out.

“Oh,” she said. “I thought maybe you were out late with a guy last week.”

“Nope.”

I got on the rotary a little too fast, and the tires squealed. She didn’t mention it.

“If you’re angry, I understand,” she said. “I’m trying not to overstep my bounds here. Giving you a pass on staying out all night—that’s something only your biological parent should do. I don’t want you to think I’m trying to replace your mother.”

“OK,” I said. I could tell she was waiting for me to say more, but I couldn’t. Replace my mother? It hadn’t occurred to me that she’d try. I mean, I detest my mother. She’s a deluded horror show who probably misses Snickers more than she misses me. But she’s my mother. No one else could be. And Miss Murphy would only say something like that if she and Dad were serious. Which I know they are! I’ve been telling myself for months that they might get married if Mom ever crawls back from Mexico and agrees to get divorced. So why is the idea so upsetting to me now that it seems more real?


Saturday, September 2

Dear Mom,

Just wanted to say hello. How’s Mexico? Hope all is well with you. Take care,

Chloe

Banged that out and fired it off without letting myself think twice. Instantly I regretted it. She never writes back, and now I’ll have to spend weeks wondering if I offended her somehow, or if she thinks I’ve forgiven her for all of her parenting crimes, or if she actually is dead. Then, as I was staring at my inbox without seeing it, a bold black sender’s name appeared: Veronica Snow.

Dearest Chloe,

So lovely to hear from you! I’m well and am currently on the move. Please pardon the mystery I’m creating, but I can’t say too much. How I miss our former closeness, and how I adore you.

WTF. I thought she was supposed to be furious at me for refusing to move to Mexico and be a yoga studio greeter, or whatever she wanted me to do there. She’s bananas. I should be sending her to spam, not emailing her just because Miss Murphy irritated me.


Sunday, September 3

Grady’s away with his family for the long weekend, which meant that when I hung out with Tris and Hannah today, I wasn’t distracted for a change, because I wasn’t counting down the minutes until I could leave and have sex.

We talked about guys, of course. Hannah’s still claiming she doesn’t want to date anyone else until she gets to college. Tristan says everything’s fine with Elliott.

“Fine?” I said.

“You know, fine, good, whatever,” he said.

“You’re not texting with Roy, are you?”

“God no,” he said. “It’s weird. When Roy dumped me, I thought I wanted my next boyfriend to be his opposite. Nice to me, into me, not playing games. Now I have that, and it’s boring. Sometimes I try to make Elliott mad, because I think if he stopped loving me so much, I’d like him more. Is that sick?”

“How do you make him mad?” Hannah asked.

“Um, I just snap at him and criticize him,” Tris said.

Poor Elliott, with his cute glasses and skinny arms and worried expression.

“Don’t be mean to him,” I said.

“I know I shouldn’t be,” Tris said.

It’s hard to do the right thing. For example, I know I’m a bad friend, and also privileged, self-absorbed, etc., etc., but I can’t seem to fix it.


Monday, September 4

Last day of summer vacation. I spent it organizing my backpack, trying on possible outfits for tomorrow, feeling nervous, and staring at my phone, hoping Grady would get back early. Instead he got back at 8 p.m., like he said he would. I told my dad and Miss Murphy I was going for a walk, and met him at the pool. He’d already hopped the fence, and he ran over to help me down. Oh, to see him after three days of not seeing him! There he was, smiling up at me, giving me his hand! He looked more vivid than life.

“God, I MISSED you,” I said. He was already unbuttoning my shorts. We did it on the lifeguard chair, which was a first. Afterward we sat there next to each other, looking out at the water.

“Do you ever worry about the condom breaking?” he said.

“It hasn’t so far,” I said.

“I was Googling birth control,” he said.

“What?? You don’t want to have a baby with me?” I said.

“Don’t even joke,” he said, and knocked on the chair. It kind of hurt my feelings, which is ridiculous, because getting pregnant would be a tremendous disaster.

“I should go on the pill, I guess,” I said. “But I don’t know who could take me to the doctor. I guess I could ask my father.” The thought made me want to barf.

“Miss Murphy?” he said.

I shook my head no. “We’re not getting along right now.”

Grady squeezed my hand.

Summer’s over. We have to go back to our warped high school society. It’ll get too cold to bone at the pool. I have to look up Planned Parenthood and bike there in secret, or something. Darkness is coming.


Tuesday, September 5

School was fine. By which I mean school was terrible, exactly as I predicted. As soon as I arrived in the morning, I saw Reese and her friends sitting on their throne: the top step of the wide stairs by the entrance, the step people feel weird even putting their feet on, because it’s universally regarded as the squad’s property. There they were, smiling down at their phones, shrieking at each other, making tiny adjustments to their hair and clothes, and pretending they didn’t notice any non-squaddies’ existence. Why do we all let them make us so miserable? Why do we sneak admiring, interested looks at them, instead of ignoring them the way they ignore us?

In other depressing news, it turns out the nearest Planned Parenthood is 2 hours and 20 minutes away by bike.

I have my road test scheduled for November 22. I have to pass. And I have to prevent myself from getting pregnant until then. Maybe Grady and I should stop having sex for a while.


Wednesday, September 6

I suggested the no-sex plan to Grady at the pool tonight, and he said he thought it was a good idea. To avoid actually doing it, I gave him head in the girls’ bathroom, and then he went down on me, but unfortunately it wasn’t enough and we wound up having sex once in the bathroom and then again on the grass. :(, but really :D :D :D


Thursday, September 7

Tris found me after school and said, “Something strange just happened.”

“Go on,” I said, and slammed my locker shut.

“So I’m talking to Elliott outside my math class, and this sophomore named Jay comes up and asks Elliott if he knows what the homework is for English. Elliott tells him, and then Jay’s like, ‘Have you ever noticed Mr. Isaac sniffs the dry-erase markers when he thinks no one’s looking?’ and Elliott’s like, ‘TOTALLY!’ and they start freaking out together.”

“Is huffing dry-erase markers a thing?” I said.

“The point is, Jay never once made eye contact with me, and Elliott didn’t introduce him. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

“It’s definitely rude.”

“You don’t think something’s going on with them, do you?”

“With Elliott and—what did you say, Jay? No!”

Tris stared into space, probably imagining Elliott and Jay making out. He’s been scarred for life by stupid cheating Roy.


Friday, September 8

Tris was right! Jay asked Elliott out. Full-on invited him to a movie. Elliott told him he has a boyfriend, and Jay claimed he’d had no idea, but come on. You can’t help knowing everyone’s precise relationship status around here. This school is a freaking panopticon.


Saturday, September 9

I’m sorry Tris had to suffer through 48 hours of stress, but not THAT sorry, because I’ve never seen him and Elliott so happy. They came over to my house with Hannah tonight, and Tris was all over Elliott. Holding his hand, stroking his hair, jumping up to get him a drink, laughing at his jokes. Elliott was basking in the attention. I feel like writing Jay a thank-you note.


Sunday, September 10

Dad and Miss Murphy went apple picking. They kept asking me to come, but I insisted I had way too much homework to leave the house. Meanwhile, I was texting Grady. As soon as they left, I threw on my helmet and biked as hard as I could to the bagel place halfway between Grady’s house and mine. He showed up five minutes after I arrived.

“When do you get your license again?” he asked.

“November 22,” I said.

“That’s a long way away.” He was panting and the hair by his temples was damp with sweat. His skin flushes red when he exercises. It’s so cute, I want to drop out of school and have a baby with him.

“Ask your mom if you can move closer to civilization,” I said.

“But then my stepdad would have to relocate his precious archery range,” he said.

“What, like bows and arrows?” I asked.

“He keeps talking about going big-game hunting. He’s an ass,” Grady said.

We both got raisin bagels with cream cheese.

“I think I could make it to your house in an hour if I rode really fast,” I said. “But then it would take an hour to get back, and when are our parents ever gone for three hours at a time?”

“So you’re calculating we need an hour alone?” Grady said. “How many times did you want to—”

“SHHHH,” I said, and put my hand over his mouth. He licked my fingers and got cream cheese all over them.

“Grady, gross!” I said.

“You started it!”

I noticed the woman behind the counter looking at us fondly, which made me feel simultaneously proud to be young and in love and embarrassed to be young and in love.


Monday, September 11

It wasn’t really hot enough to go swimming, but we did anyway. We’d gone to all the trouble of sneaking in, and the pool was there, turning dark turquoise as the sun set. Grady bet me his last stick of gum he could swim underwater for longer than I could, so we slipped in (diving is too noisy). After he’d beaten me, he gave me his gum anyway, and we floated around the deep end draped over two pool noodles, whispering to each other.


Tuesday, September 12

Grady’s birthday is on Thursday, and instead of doing homework, I’ve been Googling “cute presents for boyfriends” and “birthday presents guys unique fun thoughtful.” The internet is suggesting things like a sweet and salty food basket or a personalized Rubik’s Cube. Thanks for nothing, internet.

Would it be lame to decorate his locker? I don’t want to embarrass him, but I want him to feel special.


Wednesday, September 13

Hannah and Tris and Elliott are being very patient, but really, you can only text so many questions about turquoise streamers versus blue streamers before even the saintliest friends get irritated.


Thursday, September 14

I went with the blue streamers for the outside of his locker and filled the inside (I know the combination) with turquoise balloons. After school, sitting in the courtyard, I gave him his present: a print of a painting showing a girl in a red bikini floating underwater in a pool. It reminded me of his art, and of the summer, and of myself, I guess. I also gave him a homemade card, which I’d covered in puffy stickers, and a 16-paragraph love letter written in tiny print that I’d worried he might consider deranged (16 paragraphs?) but that he seemed to love. Inside the card I’d stuck a gift certificate entitling the bearer to 10 free blow jobs. We’re going to meet at the pool tomorrow night so he can start redeeming it.


Friday, September 15

Well, we’ve been cast out of Eden.

Grady and I met up as soon as it got dark enough. We were sitting on the chair fully dressed, talking, when we heard a key in the gate lock and then saw the big wooden door opening. It didn’t happen very fast. We probably had time to jump up and hide in the lifeguard shack. But we didn’t do anything. We didn’t even speak. We both sat motionless, staring at the opening door as if it were a portal to another dimension appearing before our eyes.

Mrs. Franco walked in, looking down at her phone. Then she turned on the floodlight, saw us, and shrieked.

“Jesus!” She had her hand over her heart.

“We weren’t doing anything,” Grady said. He’d gotten up and was walking toward her slowly, like he didn’t want to scare her.

“I thought I could trust you two. Do you realize what kind of legal jeopardy you’re putting us in here? God forbid either of you drowned. Chloe, tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

“It’s a fancy lemonade,” I said, lifting the bottle so she could see.

“Please don’t call my mom,” Grady said. “My stepdad will lose his mind.”

She stood looking at us. She was wearing leggings with cutouts, sneakers, and a stretchy long-sleeved shirt. “Were you two planning on working here next summer?”

“Yes,” we both said. My heart clenched. I imagined having to get a job serving pizza or making coffee. Trapped inside on the hot days I love so much. Kept away from Grady. Coming home smelling like grease instead of sunscreen.

“Then don’t let me catch you here again,” she said.

“Thankyouthankyouthankyou,” we said.

We grabbed our stuff and scuttled away. I didn’t make eye contact with Mrs. Franco, although I smiled meekly in her general direction as I walked to the door.

We didn’t speak until we were on our bikes, pedaling slowly, going nowhere in particular.

“Do you think she’ll tell?” I said.

“Nah.”

I braked for a squirrel. “It could have been way worse.”

“If she’d walked in 20 minutes later . . .”

“I know.”

We looked down the road, imagining what she could have seen.

“Why was she even there?” I said. “Do you think she was trying to catch us?”

“I doubt it,” Grady said. “She was probably doing some pool-closing prep thing.”

“Isn’t the pool already closed?”

“They have to get it ready for the cold weather. Balance the water, add algae-killer, put the winter cover on, all that stuff.”

I glanced over at him and raised my eyebrows. “I like your sexy lifeguard expertise,” I said.

He was smiling at me when some middle-aged guy wearing ’80s wraparound sunglasses and a sleeveless T-shirt raced past us in his Nissan Pathfinder, blaring hip-hop and looking at his phone. We had to ride into the grass to avoid getting smashed.

“GET OFF FACEBOOK, DAD!” I screamed. He didn’t slow down, but he did jerk his head over to me, so at least I know he heard me taunting him.

Grady climbed off his bike and put his arms around me.

“Where can we go?” I said into his shoulder.

We considered and rejected the quarry (too sharp), the framed-out house being built two streets away (too dangerous), and the arboretum (too popular—that place is teeming with kids from our school who sneak in to get drunk under some crab apple trees).

In the end we rode our bikes around for an hour, chatting. It was great, but we didn’t get to do it, and I feel like I was about to eat a big chocolate bar and someone snatched it out of my hands.


Saturday, September 16

What are we going to do? We need to have sex, but where? We can’t go to Grady’s place, because his stepfather is a contractor and stops at home at unpredictable times. Plus, Bear’s usually there with his babysitter. My house might work, though. We live an hour apart from each other by bike, but it only takes me 10 minutes to ride home from school. If Grady came over right after classes ended, he could stay until five and make it home for dinner. There’s a chance we’d get caught, because Miss Murphy comes home early from work occasionally, but usually she’s out until six, so we’d probably be OK. If she dropped in unexpectedly, I could . . . I don’t know. I could stuff Grady in my closet or push him underneath my bed.

I just read over that last paragraph and it sounds unhinged. I feel like a scarily intense FBI agent running all over my living room, connecting index cards with color-coded string.


Sunday, September 17

Proposed my plan to Grady over text. He gave it a thumbs-up. We’re going to try it tomorrow. I’m probably nervous, but I can’t even tell, because my overwhelming excitement about getting laid is drowning out all other sensations, including hunger, thirst, and fear of the fact that I haven’t even started my homework and it’s already 11 p.m.


Monday, September 18

It worked!!! Why was I so scared to bring him over? Aside from the terror of getting caught, I think I was worried that if I brought him into my regular old house, it would drain the magic out of him. Like even he would turn ordinary if he had to stand near the blue Dawn and the ice dispenser. But I hardly even knew where we were. All I could see was Grady’s face, Grady’s hands, Grady’s T-shirt. We dropped our backpacks on the front hall floor and ran up the stairs. As soon as we got to my room, I reached for his jeans and unbuttoned them, so he pulled my T-shirt over my head, so I pushed down his boxer briefs, and at first we were laughing, but then it got very serious and quiet.

When we were done, we lay there panting and staring at the ceiling for a while. Then he got up and wandered around my room, examining my knickknacks and books. “Harry Styles, huh?” he said, picking up a framed picture.

“Hannah got me that as a joke,” I said.

“Sure. What are these dolls that look like sex workers?”

“Excuse me, those were my favorite toys when I was five years old! They’re fashion-forward, not slutty. Not that being slutty’s even a thing.”

“I wasn’t judging them. Five years old? Jesus.” He held up Jade and gave her a squeaky voice. “I’m cold! I need pants!”

After we got dressed, we went downstairs and ate PB&Js, and then he biked home. By the time Miss Murphy got back from work, I’d finished my homework and was getting dinner ready while singing “I Don’t Need Anything but You.”

“This is a pleasant scene,” she said, thumping her bag onto a chair. “What are you making?”

“Smoky white bean shakshuka,” I said.

“Well, fantastic,” she said. She looked like she was about to ask me something, but then she poured herself a glass of white wine instead.
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