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I guess I kept hoping some kind of miracle would happen. It wasn’t even like I was asking for a big one. I mean, I didn’t want someone to come along and give me straight A’s or perfect hair or anything. I just didn’t want to take one lousy class. That’s not too much to ask for, right?


A perfectly polished fingernail taps my schedule.


“Told you,” Katie and her worry voice. I look up from my schedule—it still has the stupid class listed, damn it—and grin to show I’m okay.


“Lauren,” she says, totally not buying it.


I shrug and fold my schedule up real small. I can still see the W in world history, though. I sigh and jam the whole thing in my bag, and then ask, “How many classes do you have with Marcus?”


“None. I thought we might have one, but then …” As she keeps talking, I glance over at her. She looks, as always, like she stepped out of a fashion magazine. This is because she gets up at quarter to five every morning. I don’t know how she does it. Just thinking about trying to get up that early makes me sleepy.


“Mm,” I say, because it’s all that’s required. A Marcus question guarantees at least five minutes when I don’t have to do anything but nod and make vague agreeing noises. Katie’s been going out with Marcus for six months now, and he is her entire world. When we first met we used to talk endlessly about how we’d get boyfriends and what we’d do when we had them, and it was only when we actually got boyfriends that I realized without the acquiring of them to talk about, we had absolutely nothing in common.


And that sucks, because Katie’s my best friend.


I had a real honest-to-God best friend, Jane, until ninth grade, but then she moved away. At first we talked a lot, like everything was exactly the same even though it wasn’t, and then we talked less, and when we did she’d mention people I didn’t know and stuff she was doing that I wasn’t part of. I’d make up stuff in reply, and before I knew it we weren’t talking at all and the only thing I had going on was my volunteer job at the library. You have to do community service in order to graduate, and although most everyone does it at the very last minute, Jane and I had planned it all out before she left. A summer spent among books, but she left and there I was, shelving books and showing people how to use the Internet terminals. Alone.


That’s how I met Katie. I’d seen her around but had never really spoken to her—she was more popular than I was; not by a lot but enough so that me saying anything to her was out of the question—but then she started working at the library, and we were shelving books together every day, and one afternoon she just started talking to me. She said she hated the library, and I said I did too, but the truth is I loved it. I love books. I like that the moment you open one and sink into it you can escape from the world, into a story that’s way more interesting than yours will ever be. But I could tell Katie wasn’t the kind of person you said stuff like that to, so I just asked about her nail polish instead.


After that we talked a lot. She said she was sick of hooking up with guys at parties and wanted a real boyfriend. I hadn’t ever hooked up with anyone, much less been to the sort of parties Katie went to, but I wanted a boyfriend too. So we had that in common. Plus it turned out Katie’s best friend had decided Katie was a phony and had dumped her in favor of hanging out with the kids who sit around writing awful poetry and calling everyone else shallow. Katie told me that the first time she slept over at my house. I remember she blinked a lot, and I could tell she was trying not to cry, and I knew exactly how she felt. That feeling of being left behind—it sucks. I said those kids were all losers, and Katie grinned at me and asked if I wanted to skip out of work early the next day to go shopping. I didn’t really want to; the new books had just come in, and I was going to get to scan them into the system and maybe set aside a couple for myself, but I knew what would happen if I said that. So I said, “Sure, let’s go shopping,” and we’ve hung out ever since.


“So what do you think I should do about it?”


I look at Katie, who is biting her lip. “Well,” I say hesitantly, because I have no idea what she’s talking about, “maybe it’s not that big a deal.”


“Lauren, he has two classes with Clara. Two. What if she decides she wants him back? What if she—”


“He loves you,” I tell her. And it’s true. Marcus is totally crazy for her. Katie just worries because before he dated her, Marcus went out with Clara Wright, who is the goddess of Hamilton High and will never ever let anyone forget it. But Marcus and Clara weren’t together that long, and besides, Clara is dating some college guy now. Everyone acts like this is a huge deal, but the way I figure it, what kind of college student dates a high school student other than the kind of college student who can’t get anyone his own age to actually look at him? Last time I told Katie this she laughed for about ten minutes, but I don’t think it would cheer her up this time.


“I know,” she says. “I just—not one class! I bet you and Dave have a bunch of classes together, right?”


“I don’t»  know,” I say without thinking.


“You don’t know? Lauren! You mean you haven’t even seen him yet? Why didn’t you tell me?” She makes go-away motions, shooing me toward Dave’s locker. Toward Dave, who turns to smile at me as if he’s heard Katie say my name. For all I know, he probably has. I wouldn’t put it past him to have superhearing or something.


You think I’m kidding, but I’m not. Dave is—well, if you saw him you’d understand. He’s perfect. And I don’t mean that in a he’s-my-boyfriend-so-I-have-to-say-that way. He really is perfect. For starters he’s a football player, plus he plays baseball. His parents have a whole wall of shelves in their living room filled with trophies he’s won. He’s got colleges begging him to think about attending even though he’s only a junior, and not just for all the sports stuff. His grades are insanely good too.


Also, he’s gorgeous: blond hair, blue eyes, tall but not too tall, built but not totally muscle bound. He’s so going to be homecoming king when we’re seniors. Everyone has a crush on him. Everyone. Until I started dating him, I was a total nobody. But because of him, I’m somebody.


Well, almost. I’m almost somebody, I’m almost popular. And here’s the thing about that: It sucks more than being unpopular because I don’t fit in anywhere. I thought, when Dave and I first started going out, that people like Clara and those she allows to be her followers would maybe, just maybe, be friends with me. But it didn’t work out that way. I could never think of anything to say to Clara that would get her to actually notice me long enough for one of her followers to decide I could be her follower, and then Katie started dating Marcus, which Clara took very personally because not only did Marcus not wither away and die after Clara broke up with him, he actually was, you know, happy. So I can sort of hang out with the popular kids if Dave is around, in the sense that I’m in the same place they are, and once in a while one of the girls will ask me where the beer is at a party or something, but that’s it. And everyone else—well, they talk about me as if I really am popular. I once walked in on two girls doing that in the bathroom. I could tell because they stopped talking and stared at me.


I said, “Go on, I don’t mind,” and smiled, and in a movie we would have all become best friends and started braiding one another’s hair or something, but instead they just looked at me like I had eight heads. Later I heard them talking about me during lunch. They said I was a bitch and stuff like, “And then she acted like we needed her permission to talk about her!” and so that ended my attempts to be friends with anyone other than Katie.


I was really sad about it for a while. The worst kind of sad too, the kind where you know, deep down, that there’s nothing you can do even though you wish you could. I even bought a ton of books with covers that promised stories about girls who seemed to be just like me. I figured maybe there’d be something in them to make me feel better. But they were all about so-called ugly losers who were actually really smart and funny (and quirky cute or even gorgeous to boot) and how the football star or mysterious new boy everyone wants or the bestfriend-who-seems-kind-of-ugly-but-actually-really-isn’t totally falls in love with them, and they go to the big dance or whatever and learn that it’s what’s on the inside that counts and crap like that.


I felt a lot worse after reading all those books because I’m not all that smart, and I’m not funny, and I’m not quirky cute or gorgeous. I’m average. Totally average. And worse, I got the football star and look where I am. Still not popular but yet somehow popular enough to be hated, and there was nothing in the books about that, about what to do if your absolute dream came true and yet you stayed you.


That’s my problem. I’m … well, me. And yet I have a perfect boyfriend. Don’t believe me? Okay, take how we started dating. Dave came up to me in the hall right after school started last year and asked me out in front of everyone. Seriously. That’s what he did, and I just stood there, staring at him. I finally managed a nod, and I only got that out because Katie kicked me. And then we actually went out, and he did stuff like open my car door and ask if he could kiss me good night, and then e-mailed me when he got home to say he had a great time and when could he see me again? You can’t get more perfect than that.


Even his family is perfect. They eat dinner together every night and do stuff like play board games. Board games! Plus his mom and dad are—I swear I’m not kidding—high school sweethearts, and he even has the most adorable little brother in the world, John. For the first two months we went out, I kept waiting for something to happen—for Dave to turn out to be a drug addict, or to actually have like eight other girlfriends, or for him to realize he could do so much better than me—but nothing did. Dave stayed sweet and charming, and at Christmas he gave me a gorgeous locket and told me he loved me as we stood outside while snow was gently falling all around.


See? Perfect. I know I’m totally lucky to have Dave, I do, and if I didn’t, the six zillion looks I get when we walk down the halls together would remind me. Take now, for instance. When I get to his locker I can practically hear everyone around us looking and listening as Dave says, “Hey, Lauren,” in a soft warm voice and pulls me close, pressing a gentle kiss to my lips.


Totally perfect. Except that, since we’ve been dating, the farthest we’ve ever gone happened two months after we started dating. We were at a party and I kept looking at him, wondering what he was doing with me because he could have anyone, and how and when it was all going to end. He noticed I looked worried, of course, and took me to a bedroom to talk. I waited—pretty breathlessly, in all honesty—for him to make a move, but instead he took my hands in his and said he was crazy about me. I said, “Why?” and he said, “Because the first time I noticed you, you were sitting at lunch, looking out a window, and the look on your face—I don’t know. I just wanted to hold you.” I kissed him then, feeling alive, really alive, for what felt like the first time ever. He kissed me back, and then we were touching, and it was amazing.


And then we stopped. Or rather, he did. One minute he was unhooking my bra and the next he was pushing away from me. He said he was sorry, really sorry, and looked like he was going to throw up. I can’t tell you how sexy I felt after that. I remember I buttoned my shirt, my hands shaking, and asked a question I’d been thinking about for a while, the one I was pretty sure I already knew the answer to.


“Are you gay?” I whispered.


I waited for him to say yes. I had this whole thing planned out where he would cry and I would be supportive and people at school would talk, but then they’d totally come around, and Dave and his boyfriend would walk hand in hand down the hall and Clara would be all “Lauren!” when she saw me and invite me to all of her parties, and I’d end up dating this amazingly cute and sensitive artist who’d just come to town but would stay because he’d fallen madly in love with me. But instead of saying yes, Dave said, “What?” like he’d never even heard the word gay before, and then I learned the truth.


Dave’s religious. I mean, I already knew that he went to church—it’s just about the only thing to do in Hamilton on Sunday—but that’s not unusual or anything. But it’s more than that for Dave. He looked at me for a second after he’d said, “What?” just staring at me, and then he started talking. He told me that he really wanted to live right, and that it was hard, but he thought it was worth it.


Of all the things I’d thought he’d say, that wasn’t one of them. I mean, it’s not like anyone at school goes around talking about this stuff, but you could just—you could tell he was happy to talk about it. That he needed to talk about it. So I just sat there, stunned, and listened while he told me about his church and how he’d love it if I would come with him. I listened while he told me that he’d never really talked about what he believed with anyone he’d dated before, but that he was so glad he’d told me, that he knew I was special, that he knew I would understand how important his beliefs were to him.


I listened and nodded, and thought that here I was, in a bedroom with an amazingly hot guy, and what were we doing? Talking about going to church.


If this were one of those novels I’d read that made me feel like crap, Dave would have been gay.
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Dave walks me to my first class, and we talk about our schedules. No classes together, but we do have the same lunch period. We’re holding hands, and he strokes his thumb over mine, says he wishes we had all our classes together. He says he’ll be thinking about me all morning and can’t wait to see me at lunch. I lean into him a little because his voice sounds so good, and he smells so good, and really, he is gorgeous. He turns and puts a hand on my shoulder, very gently putting some space between us.


“And don’t forget you promised to come see John’s basketball game on Wednesday night,” he says, and kisses me goodbye. I hear the freshman girls that are walking by sigh. Until me, Dave never dated a girl for more than two months. I used to be proud of the fact that people would look at us and wonder why he was still with me. I used to feel as special as Dave always says I am because I knew what mattered most to him. I was the girl he’d chosen to trust.


Now all I can think about is how every time we touch, he’s always the first to pull away.


That’s the thought that stays with me for most of the day.


My classes are all deadly boring except for music, which flies by because we’re playing this great jazz piece that has a clarinet solo. Mr. Herrity lets me play it, and I roar through it, hitting all the notes perfectly. Well, most of them.


“Not bad,” he says afterward, and I’m even happier after that because a “not bad” from Mr. Herrity is about the highest praise you can get.


I wash my hands really well after class, but when I meet Katie in the hall she hands me a tin of mints, and then pulls a tube of moisturizer that smells like strawberries from the depths of her purse. I swear, she has everything you could ever want in there.


“You know, it’s not too late to have your schedule switched and take trigonometry,” she says.


“Oh sure, because the C minus I got in geometry was a sign that I’m meant for advanced math classes.”


“We’d get to take it together. We don’t have any classes together, just lunch.”


I look over at her. She’s chewing on her lip and looking down the hallway. “You’re going to do fine. You’ve got a boyfriend who can do all your homework for you.”


“Lauren!” she says, but she’s smiling. Marcus is a total math genius. He doesn’t talk about it much, but he’s so good at it that instead of taking math here, he takes some awful-sounding class at the community college. Colleges like Stanford and MIT send him big glossy mailings. The only way I would get something from Stanford or MIT is if I were the last person of almost-college-age left on the planet.


The bell rings and I say, “Don’t forget, I’ll be done by five, okay?”


She nods. “Just meet me in the parking lot. And have fun with Axel.”


I give her the finger, and she laughs and walks down the hall.


When I get to world history the classroom is full, and I look around, hoping to see at least one face I know. No, no—wait. Yes. Over in the far corner is Gail. I’m surprised to see her. Gail’s one of those people who always gets A’s in everything, but then I remember she was in music with me last year. We’ve been in music class together for years; before I quit marching band we would sometimes sit together on the bus going to competitions and stuff. I think she plays the flute. I smile at her, and she looks around for a second, like she’s checking to see if I’m smiling at someone else or something, and then hesitantly smiles back. I start to cross the room—if I have to suffer through this damn class I might as well sit beside someone I sort of know—but then Axel comes shuffling in.


Axel looks about eighty and has for, I kid you not, at least twenty years. I saw an old yearbook in the guidance office when I was trying to get out of this stupid class, and she looked exactly like she does now, right down to the brown skirt and brown shirt she’s wearing. She teaches all the remedial history courses. How she manages to do this, I’ll never know.


Actually, I guess I’ll find out.


“We’ll be sitting in alphabetical order,” she barks in a surprisingly loud voice, and points at the last desk in the room. “Young, Shawn. Williams, Cynthia.”


And then she just keeps going. At one point Jack Harris, who is repeating his junior year for at least the second time, tries to say something about how the alphabet doesn’t start with Z, but she just keeps talking. A couple of people snicker at that, and Jack scowls and starts talking again. Loudly.


This time Axel doesn’t keep talking. She just stands there, looking like a strong wind could blow her away, and listens to everything he has to say, most of which can be summed up as follows: “Fuck you.”


When he’s done, almost everyone laughs, and a couple of people start talking too. Jack looks pretty proud of himself. Then Axel says, “Well, Mr. Harris, thank you for that passionate speech. I’m only sorry it took up so much class time. I was going to give a quiz tomorrow, but now I can’t because we’re already behind. Therefore, you’ll all have to receive F’s for your first assignment, which is ten percent of your grade. If you have a problem with this, I suggest you take it up with Mr. Harris. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Vivnos, Maria.”


Jack Harris shuts up after that, probably because of the repeating seniors that are glaring at him. Axel keeps calling out names as though nothing has happened.


I end up sitting in a row of people I don’t know (lots of last names starting with S and R, the Os, Ps, and Qs—not so much) because Gail’s last name is Adams, which means she’s going to be all the way on the other side of the room. Axel is still droning on, finishing up the Ms—when I hear her say, “Kirkland, Evan.”


My pen slides across my notebook page, a startled line, and I look at the desk across from mine, at the person who is sliding into it.


Kirkland, Evan.


He’s slouched in his seat, feet stretched out in front of him. His hair is dark and longish, falling forward into his eyes, and I can see a long streak of black running up the side of one arm. At first I think it’s a tattoo, but then I realize it’s dirt or grease or something. There’s a patch of it on his jeans too. His hands, resting on the desk, are red, his knuckles scraped, raw-looking, and his fingernails have been bitten down to the quick. And then he looks up, looks at me, and I quickly look away, my stomach knotting.


I haven’t seen or thought about Evan Kirkland in years, but suddenly here he is, sitting right across from me.





My dad does real estate development. You know those big subdivisions you drive by, the ones that sell “luxury” homes? He makes them. Hamilton isn’t much of a town, but it’s near a highway that leads to Broad Falls, which is a huge town and has lots of people who move out here so they can have a really big house. Dad’s done most of the subdivisions around here, actually. He designed our house, back when he was first starting out, and one of the few memories I have of my mother is her standing in front of the bay window in the sitting room (really just a fancy name for a room at the front of the house we never use) with her hands pressed against the glass. I remember she jumped when I said, “Mom?” and when she turned around to look at me, it was as if she didn’t know who I was. I guess even then she was thinking about leaving.


She didn’t; not then, but she did when I was six. Since then it’s been me and Dad except for the times he’s had a girlfriend and we all got to pretend we’re a “family.” Dad is not good with women, and all of his girlfriends have moved in and promptly moved right back out. The last one was Robin—she was number four—when I was thirteen. That relationship lasted a year before she left to go back to graduate school (and her old boyfriend). Before her was T’eanna, whose real name was Callie, but she’d just glare at you if you called her that. She was an actress. Dad asked her to move in when I was eleven and a half. She moved in three days after the last girlfriend left, and moved out two days before Robin moved in, although the perfume she wore lingered in the house for about six months afterward. Before her was Sally, whom I hated. She called me “buttercup,” which I also hated.


And before her was Mary, whom Dad met the summer I was eight.


I’d been at camp since school let out, and I remember I was so glad to be going home. I’d been afraid something would happen to Dad or that he wouldn’t come get me, but he did and even said he had a surprise for me. “Are you ready?” he asked, and when I nodded he said, “We’re going to be a family again!”


For a second—one crazy stupid second—I thought he meant Mom had come back. That she’d decided she missed us, that she’d thought about Dad, about me, and wanted to be with us. But then Dad said, “Her name is Mary and, Lauren, you’re going to love her,” and that was the end of that.


Dad met Mary at a conference the first day I started camp. She was handing out flyers for motivational tapes. He stopped to chat, and two weeks later she moved in. He talked about her all the way home, how she understood him and how much he liked her, and then, right as we were pulling into the driveway, he told me he had another surprise. “She has a son, and he’ll be living with us too!” he said, like he’d bought me a pony, and I burst into tears just as the front door opened.


That’s when I met Evan.


He and Mary came out of the house hand in hand; Mary smiling big and bright and Evan standing solemn-faced, looking at the car. I was still crying. Dad waved at them and told me, “Come on, sweetheart, don’t cry. We’re going to be one big happy family!”


I don’t think I need to tell you that never happened. The thing about family, that my dad still hasn’t learned, is that you can’t force it. He’s tried five times, and every time it’s been a disaster.


Dad and Mary’s relationship was good for about three months. Mary cut back on her hours with the motivational tape company so she could “be around for everyone.” We did all kinds of stuff together; trips to the park, to the mall, even grocery shopping, and at first the little fights she and Dad had were just laughed off. Then they started saying in too-cheerful voices, “Well, we’ll talk about it later.” Talking about it later eventually ended in screaming matches punctuated by icy silences that lasted for days.


Evan and I avoided each other the first few weeks, only making mumbled conversation when forced to during dinner. But then one night Dad said, “Lauren, honey, will you pass the rolls to Evan? He didn’t eat one,” and Evan said, “I said I didn’t want any earlier,” at the same time I said, “He already said he didn’t want any,” and after that we got along.


By the time things with Dad and Mary got really bad, I knew that Evan’s favorite book was the same as mine, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, that he hated cola but loved cherry cola, and that his father had died in a car accident when he was four. He knew I would eat chocolate ice cream for every meal if I could, that I hated bees, and that my mother had left and hadn’t called or written or anything. Not even a card on my birthday.


We were friends. I can still remember the way he would look at me while I was talking, as if what I was saying was interesting. Not even Mary did that. Heck, not even Dad did that—and he still doesn’t. I remember how Evan cried the time we found a bird’s nest in the yard, the mother bird’s body on the ground, mangled by a cat, and he tried to save the eggs. They never hatched. And when I wrecked my bike while riding lazy loops around the driveway, listening to Dad and Mary talk tensely through an open window, he helped me inside, got bandages, and took the blame when Mary wanted to know who’d tipped their bike into the shrubs she’d just planted.


We fought too, don’t get me wrong. He hogged the computer and accused me of always picking crappy television shows to watch. I teased him about his hair—it was like a girl’s, really shiny and really soft—but I secretly wished my own was like it, that dark and that pretty. I never said that, of course. He teased me about my eyes, which are, I admit, a little strange. They’re gray; light gray, just like Mom’s were. And still are, I guess. But after every fight we had, one of us would always say sorry. Always. Dad and Mary never did that.


In the end, they didn’t last very long. After those first three months we limped through Christmas and my birthday and a disastrous Valentine’s Day when Mary sat in the kitchen waiting for Dad until two in the morning, snapping when either of us asked what was going on. Evan’s birthday was a month away, the day he and Mary left. I remember it was marked on our kitchen calendar. She’d packed up all their stuff in boxes, and Dad hollered that there’d better not be anything missing. Mary’s face turned red, and she stared at him like he’d hit her. Evan yelled, “Shut up! Don’t talk to my mom that way!” and then ran out of the room, out of the house. I looked out the window and saw him sitting in Mary’s car.


I went into the hallway, and all his things were in boxes too: the shoes my dad insisted on buying Evan the week he was trying to impress Mary with how generous he was (and to make up for getting home late every single night), the white shirt he had to wear when we all went to get a “family” picture taken.


The picture was still in the living room, waiting to be framed and hung. The yelling got even louder, and Mary was crying. I went up to my room and got the Narnia books Dad had given me for my birthday, a fancy boxed set that Evan had stared at longingly when I’d opened it. I went downstairs and stuffed it at the bottom of one of Evan’s boxes, and then ran back upstairs.


When I looked out the window again, Mary was backing her car down the driveway in a hurry, pausing only to clip the mailbox before she pulled onto the road. Her tires left black marks on the street. They were there for a long time.


In the end she had one thing in common with Mom. She couldn’t leave fast enough either.


I haven’t seen Evan since that day. I asked Dad about him once, a few months after he and Mary left, and he said, “Who?” and then, “Oh, yes. Evan. He’s fine, honey. Perfectly fine.” It wasn’t news to me that grown-ups could lie, but the fact that Dad could forget someone he claimed was family only a few months earlier made me feel awful. Scared. I didn’t ask about Evan again.


I found out what happened, though. Mary moved to Florida—I saw the postmark on a letter she sent Dad that he wouldn’t let me read but was dumb enough to throw away without shredding. That letter was how I found out about Sally, who was girlfriend number two and moved in soon after, but that’s another story and I can’t even remember it because I glance over at Evan again and he’s looking at me. He has really dark eyes. He looks like he never smiles. I push my pen across my notebook and try to listen to Axel bark about the Persians.
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I’m so relieved when class is over that I practically race out of the room and down the hall to jazz band practice, grateful to be distracted from the shock of seeing Evan again and how I felt when I looked at him. In my mind he’s always looked the way he did when he was eight, all dark, shining hair and quick smiles for Mary, for me, and sometimes even for my dad. But now—I think of his hands again, his fingernails bitten so far down that it must hurt, and the way he looked like he didn’t know what a smile was.


We play through all the songs Mr. Herrity has selected for the spring term, and toward the end he throws in the one we played in class today, saying, “Lauren, do the solo please?” I do, but my hands are clumsy, my mind still distracted, and he just nods at me when I’m done and has us all run through the first song again.


He lets us out fifteen minutes early, probably to soften the blow of making us come in for an extra practice tomorrow, and I take my time putting my clarinet away, carefully swabbing it out and then checking my reeds, making sure I have extras and that the one I’m using now is snapped snugly inside its case. Katie won’t be outside yet, so no use rushing when I’m just going to end up sitting around, waiting.
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