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I cringed at the sound my locker made. I hadn’t meant to shut it that hard. About half the kids in the hal  were looking at me now—the exact thing I didn’t want. The time I spent putting my books away in my locker was the most vulnerable time for guys like me. Usual y I was with my friends, so any attention directed my way would be spread out over three or more people. 

Geeks tended to travel in packs since there was safety in numbers—just like gazel es. We were always the prey, and the predators were the cool kids. Not al  of them, but most of them. Usual y, it wasn’t physical threats. Our school system had grown too hip to al ow hazing or outright bul ying, so it was mainly harsh words and cruel names. 

Luckier than my friends, I had a brother who was popular. He was friends with just about everyone on the planet, so I slipped under the radar quite a bit. I stil  had my share of run-ins with the cool kids who didn’t like, or were jealous of, my brother, Aaron. 

My friend, Casey, made his way over to me and I instantly breathed a sigh of relief. Never liking to navigate the hal ways alone, I was thankful for the company. 

“Oh my God, Adam, have you seen Hannah today? She’s wearing that purple shirt thing. I just . . .” Casey kept going, but I stopped listening. 

He’s been in love with Hannah Newsome for five years. 

The “purple shirt thing” he was talking about was this little wrap-around fabric that tied at the neck and lower back. I didn’t know how she got away with wearing it since it was total y outside of dress code for showing al  of her back. When she wore it, there was no way of ignoring the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. 

I agreed with Casey—the girl was hot, but there was no reason to keep obsessing over every little thing she wore. Besides, Aaron had gone out with her last year. It wasn’t like we were tight or anything, but I’d spent enough time with her to know she was pretty vapid. Even my brother couldn’t stand talking to her much and he could usual y withstand an extreme amount of useless chatter when it came to girls. 

“Are you even listening?” Casey asked. 

Drawing my attention back to my friend, whose shaggy black hair covered half of one eye, I cocked my head to the side and asked, “Are you saying anything new or are you continuing the same verbal vomit over Hannah you normal y spew?” He sighed, narrowed his dark eyes at me and drew his already thin lips into an even thinner line. “Probably the normal spewage.” 

“Then no, I’m not listening.” 

“But—” 

“Find a girl you could actual y get, and I’l  listen to you wax poetic about the curve of her shoulders, but you have  no chance with Hannah. It’s painful to listen to you talk about her.” 

Casey rol ed his eyes then ran a hand through his hair, final y it away from his face. “You’re an ass.” 

“No,” I countered. “I’m a realist.” I checked my watch. We only had a minute to get to our favorite class of the day—Physical Education. Actual y, it was my least-favorite class, but sarcasm helped me survive the hour. 

Casey and I went to the locker room but it wasn’t until we’d changed into our black and gold gym clothes. “I hope Coach Martinez has us on the same field with the girls. Hannah always rol s her shorts down and knots her shirt in the back. You get to see her ab—” I placed my hand on his cheek and shoved him gently. It was just a little push to tel  him I didn’t want to hear it. He laughed, and I shook my head. I bet when we leave for col ege he’l  stil  be talking about Hannah Newsome. 

Dinner at home was the usual. My dad, John James, always tried so hard to make us good, nutritious food. His cooking skil s had developed over the years and I suspected he received the help of Rachael Ray on a daily basis. My dad worked nights now that Aaron and I were old enough. He left for work every night at eleven and got home in time to see us off to school. I didn’t know what he did during the day beyond sleep, but I was pretty sure it involved cleaning and various cooking shows. 

I didn’t think he was a domestic by nature, he just had no choice. 

Dad was very athletic—not only in his youth, but now as wel . He was on his factory’s softbal  team, and he was always tossing some kind of bal around with Aaron. He went to every single one of Aaron’s games, even if he had to work that night. He knew everyone in town because his high school popularity had fol owed him into adulthood. 

Basical y,  my  dad  was  an  older  version  of  my  brother.  Sometimes  it  was  awkward  for  me  to  interact  with  him.  I  thought  my  dad  tried  hard enough, but somewhere in our relationship things just didn’t connect for us like they did with him and Aaron. 

I wished things were different, but it was something I got used to. To his credit, my dad never stopped trying to understand and be interested in my activities. 

“So, Adam, tel  me about your classes.” 

I looked up at my dad from my plate of meatloaf. He’d just been engaged in a conversation about footbal  practice with my brother. I hadn’t been listening, so the switch in conversation took me by surprise. I nodded in response, even though he wasn’t asking me a yes or no question. “They’re okay.” 

“ ‘Okay?’ You’ve been excited about the Advanced Placement classes since freshman year, and now you’re tel ing me that they’re just ‘okay?’” It was only the first week of school, so it was hard to tel  which classes I’d real y like, but it was obvious my dad wanted more detail, so I shrugged and said, “I real y like history. We’re not studying events chronological y.” 

“But, it’s history,” Aaron said. “Isn’t the point to look at it chronological y?” 

“Not in this class. We’re looking at it in terms of significance to the modern world. Right now, because of the war and stuff, we’re studying U.S. 

military history.” 

My dad nodded. “You like that, though, right?” 

“Yeah, it’s good,” I answered for lack of better words. 

“And what else?” Dad took a bite of potato. “You in biology again this year?” 

“Yes. Col ege level. It’s al  right. We have to dissect a fetal pig and a cat.” 

“Awesome!” 

I looked over at my brother and rol ed my eyes. He could say it was awesome al  he wanted, but the smel  would be enough to make him puke. 

When we had Biology together our sophomore year, he’d nearly chucked when we dissected the earthworm. “I like A.P. Physics better.” 

“Why?” my dad asked. 

“More math, less latex gloves.” I focused down at my plate and pushed the peas around until it looked like I’d eaten more than I had. “May I be excused? I have a lot of homework.” 

“Oh! Me, too?” Aaron said, his excitement apparent. My attention was drawn to him. “I wanna go hang with Kel y.” 

“Kel y Volk?” my dad asked, as if he didn’t know that Kel y from down the street was Aaron’s new interest. Aaron nodded. “What’s her dad up to? Haven’t seen much of him since he got laid off.” 

Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know. I think she said he got a part-time job at the McDonald’s. She’s total y mortified he works there.” 

“A job’s a job, Aaron.” 

 Whatever was my brother’s response to my father’s admonishment. 

“Dad?” I said, hoping to remind him that I’d asked to be excused. 

“Right. Clean up, and you’re free to go. Don’t you have practice?” he said, referring to marching band. I was in the drumline. 

“Not tonight,” I responded as I stood up and gathered my dishes and I quickly rinsed them then placed them in the dishwasher before heading upstairs to my room. 

My room was my sanctuary. It was simplistic with a few posters covering the cream-colored wal s, most of them of Sci-Fi related, but there were some of comic book characters, too. My twin bed was covered in a plain black comforter. The Little Boy Blue lamp I’d had since I was a baby sat on top of my nightstand. 

The  sun  was  slowly  setting,  reminding  me  that  summer  was  truly  over  and  fal   was  here.  I  was  happy  to  be  back  in  school,  working  toward academic excel ence once again. I’d be busy with marching band until mid-October or so. After that I’d keep busy messing around with my friends. 

Mainly we watched sci-fi shows, played  World of Warcraft, and dicked around in Casey’s garage, pretending we were in a rock band. 

I sighed as I looked down at my open text book feeling like I couldn’t get into the assignment tonight. I was  always into homework, it was  my thing, the thing I was good at. I lacked focus for no real reason. School had been fine—not the greatest, but when had it ever been a good time? 





Besides the academics, there wasn’t much about attending I liked. It was stil  early enough in the school year that the jocks and other popular kids weren’t bored enough to ful y pick on the rest of us. 

As I paced my room, I looked out of my window for just a second and I saw her, across the street in the second story middle window. My feet stopped. My whole body stopped. As if I was transfixed, I watched her as she danced. Her hips moved back and forth and her arms were above her head  as  dark  hair  swirled  around  her  face  like  a  ragged  stage  curtain.  Through  the  gaps,  I  could  see  that  her  eyes  were  closed  and  she  was smiling. She had on a tight, blue T-shirt and a pair of shorts, both of which left most of her skin exposed. 

She looked so . . . so . . . so what? Beautiful? Yes, absolutely. Sexy? Without a doubt. But there was something else, something more important than al  of that. 

She looked  free. 

I wondered what she was listening to. I wondered if she did this al  the time. I wondered if she knew she was being watched whether she’d dance differently or at al . 

I didn’t have to wait to find out because she must have caught a glimpse of me and she stopped, cocked her head, and narrowed her eyes a bit. 

I was frozen. I should’ve backed away immediately. I should’ve dropped the blinds before she’d even had the chance to real y process that I’d been staring at her. 

But I didn’t. I just stood there watching her as she looked back at me. Our eyes connected and then the softest grin played on her lips as she started to dance again. 

I stood there for a moment longer just watching her be free, dancing as if I wasn’t over here studying her every move. 

When she turned around, her hips stil  moving, her arms stil  in the air, I forced myself to lower the blinds. I went over to my desk, but as I sat there with  an  open  history  textbook,  tapping  my  pen  against  it,  I  kept  thinking  about  the  girl  in  the  window.  When  did  she  get  there?  Why  was  she dancing? How did she know the Cartwrights? Was she staying long? Why didn’t she seem embarrassed that she’d been caught dancing in front of an open window? What was that little grin about? Why was I thinking about her and not World War I ? 

Aaron and I shared the first class of the morning: Current Events. Wel , it was technical y Homeroom, which turned into our first class of the day. I took it because given my love of history, I could discuss the events unfolding now that would later be viewed in a historical context. It would give me a much better perspective on world news, and also forced me to sit down with my dad and actual y watch the news every day. 

Aaron took the class because he’d heard Mr. Bel man al owed people to talk whenever they wanted to. That and Maya Conway was taking the class,  too. Aaron  was  mistaken  because  Mr.  Bel man  only  al owed  people  to  talk  when  cal ed  upon.  When  he  pointed  to  students  to  talk,  he expected them to share an important current event or make a justified, wel -thought-out comment in regards to an issue previously brought up. 

Mr. Bel man was late starting today, and everyone took the opportunity to chat with their neighbor. I had no one to talk to. Casey and my other friends weren’t in this class. My brother sat on the opposite side of the classroom—maybe in an attempt to distance himself from me. Perhaps he didn’t want anyone to mistake him for me, not that it was something that happened. We were identical twins, but we were far from identical. 

Aaron was tal  and muscular. I wasn’t short, but he had at least two inches on me. I was scrawny. I had  some muscles, considering I spent time in marching band, but they were nothing like his. He was a jock. He worked out al  the time. 

He was a talented athlete, and I was just a guy on the drumline. 

My brother was smart, and he could’ve gotten better grades, but instead he chose to focus on the social aspects of high school. While I got As in every class, he got low Bs for failing to complete homework. He rarely studied for quizzes and tests, but when we took our SATs and our ACTs, he hunkered down and ended up scoring nearly as high as I did. 

Aaron already knew that he was going to Duke to study Political Science. The only thing I knew was that I didn’t hate history, so I’d probably study that. I had no idea what I’d do with a history degree after graduating from my as yet unnamed col ege. 

Our differences weren’t just in regards to physical appearance and talent. Aaron was not only social, he was  good at being social. Girls adored him. He always knew what to say, and he could do this thing with his eyes that they loved. It looked like he was just narrowing them a bit. I didn’t get the fascination with it, but I wanted to do it nonetheless. One would think I could do it, too, but after countless hours looking at my contorting face in the mirror, I realized that I couldn’t. 

Aaron had lost his virginity to a sophomore girl his freshman year. It had been his only goal when he got into ninth grade. He’d probably had more sex since than the average col ege guy. 



Meanwhile, I was stil  a virgin. Clare Matthews had let me touch her boob last year, but it was only over her shirt. I doubted that Clare would ever let someone see her without a shirt. She was pretty shy about her weight. Clare wasn’t big or anything. Actual y, she was   under weight,  and  her breasts were smal . Some of Aaron’s friends made fun of her for it. It was bad enough she was picked on because she played flute, but they also targeted her because she wore the hand-me-down clothes of her older sister, who was tal er and curvier than Clare. It seemed supremely wrong that they would pick on her breast size to boot. She couldn’t do anything about that, or the fact that her parents didn’t make much money. 

Aaron laughed loudly as he sat askew in his chair, his arm draped over the back with his hand resting on Maya’s desk. Everyone around him was leaning in to hear what he had to say. Mr. Bel man cal ed the class to order, but before we got to talk about the happenings of the world,  she walked in. It was the girl from across the street, the one dancing in the Cartwrights usual y dark, upstairs room. 

Her hair was pul ed up into a simple ponytail, revealing five silver hoops in each ear. She had on low-slung jeans and one of those baby T-shirts. 

It was green and said “Jamaican Me Crazy” on the front. As she neared Mr. Bel man, an office slip in hand, I saw that the shirt had ridden up just slightly on her back because of the bag slung over her shoulder. That patch of revealed skin was mesmerizing. 

“Class, this is Olivia Cartwright. It’s her first day, so please, make her feel welcome.” He pointed to a seat in the middle of the room and she seemed so confident as she took her seat. Class resumed after that, but the rest of the period was a blur. Al  I did was look at her, and it was obvious that I wasn’t the only one. Aaron was quick to rush over to her when the class was over. She beamed at him as he offered to help her find her next room. For some reason, my heart sank as they left together. 

She was al  I could think about during band practice. She was al  I could think about during work after that. Luckily, the Barnes & Noble bookstore I  worked  for  wasn’t  busy  tonight  and  I  spent  most  of  the  night  stocking  the  shelves.  It  al owed  my  mind  to  unnecessarily  obsess  about  Olivia Cartwright. 

At home, Aaron was beside himself thinking of someone he hadn’t conquered yet. 

“She’s total y hot, don’t you think?” he asked me as I made some peanut butter toast. At home was when Aaron spoke to me the most. He’d probably gotten home after footbal  practice and spent the whole night talking on the phone with his friends about her. 

“She’s pretty.” It was al  I could say in response. I didn’t want to have a conversation about her—especial y with my brother. I couldn’t stand the thought that she’d be just another one of his girls. 

He was sort of a “male slut.” He hadn’t had sex with  all the girls in our grade, but he was stil  a player. Some he wouldn’t touch because they were beneath his standards, like Clare. Then there were the girls who were pretty  and smart, and saw through his charm and good looks. They didn’t give him the time of day. Even some of the girls he dated hadn’t done it with him. 

He  was  pretty  vocal  about  al   of  the  girls  he  had  done  stuff  with. Aaron  unfortunately  liked  to  keep  me  (and  everyone  else)  informed  of  his conquests. He dated Autumn for more than seven months. They had sex  a lot, according to him. Then there were Trista and Gretchen, both of whom were the aftermath of the Autumn break-up. After those two, he’d gotten wasted one weekend and had sex with Heather, who was captain of the varsity field hockey team. Then he moved on to a four-month relationship with benefits with Liane. Most recently, he was bragging about his sex-buddy status with Chelsea Carr, the preacher’s granddaughter. He said she was total y cool with the arrangement and it was freeing for him to not be “involved.” 

He’d been lusting after Maya for a while now, touting her to be his next soul mate. Kel y Volk was his alternate. Now it seemed that Olivia was going to be his new target. 

It sucked. I didn’t want to hear about how much he wanted to get with her. It was her first day in school and already he, and others, had her in their sights. It wasn’t that I had delusions that I had a shot with her or anything. I knew my place in the high school hierarchy and it wasn’t next to girls like her. I’d probably go to school tomorrow and she’d already be in the cool clique. She was probably going to turn out to be a cheerleader or an artsy, smart girl who was so happy and fun-loving that she was instantly accepted into the folds of the in-crowd. 

That was the way of high school. Some kids could be artists, musicians, theater kids, poets, and stil  be cool. But for some reason, others of us just couldn’t. 

When I could get away from my brother, I went up to my room to do a little homework. I did most of the work from morning classes during lunch and  some  of  what  was  due  this  afternoon  during  study  period.  It  was  late  and  dark  outside.  The  blinds  were  stil   open  and  I  was  drawn  to  the window. Up and down the street, al  of the houses looked settled in for the evening. Straight across the way, Olivia sat in front of the window, looking down at something right in front of her. 

Maybe she was sitting at a desk and was working on homework like I should’ve been doing. She had beautiful hair – light brown with honey streaks through it. 

She swept her hand through her hair, pul ing it away from her face. I could real y only see her forehead and the slope of her nose, but it didn’t matter. The replay of her dancing stil  swirled in my head, and the sight of her up close in the classroom was burned into my brain. 

There were a lot of pretty girls in Lakeside, Il inois, and there were even more pretty girls a few miles south in Chicago, but I could say without a doubt that Olivia was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. 

She looked up and my heart thumped at being caught staring at her again. My face grew hot, and just as I was about to step back and pul  the blinds, she smiled and then raised her hand in greeting. I was dumbfounded. I felt unable to do anything for long moments, but final y I came to my senses and waved back. 

Her grin widened, but then she looked back down at whatever she was working on. 

I took the opportunity to lower the blinds. Backing away from the window and sitting down on my bed, I felt like my head was spinning. She smiled at me. At  me! 

My heart was stil  pounding as I sat there and played out every future scenario in my mind. I imagined myself going to school tomorrow and walking right up to her. In my fantasy, I would introduce myself to her, and we would walk to class together and sit next to each other, until final y at the end of the day, she would invite me over. 

Of course, that didn’t happen. The next day at school I was struck stupid again and just watched her for most of the day. Right before P.E., Casey and I stopped at my locker to put away my books when Olivia turned the corner. Whatever we were talking about ceased. I watched her, and even though I could feel Casey watching me, I didn’t pay any attention. 

After she’d passed and turned down the next hal , Casey said, “Oh, my God, Adam! You like her! You’re total y in love with the new hottie!” I was sure I was a deep crimson color now, total y embarrassed about being caught staring at Olivia, I said, “Shut up. I am not!” 

“Yes, you are!” Casey said. “I  saw you! You were practical y drooling al  over yourself.” He turned as I closed my locker. “She   is pretty hot, though. 

Not as hot as Hannah, but completely lust-worthy.” 

“Shut up,” I said again, trying to adopt a bored tone, but unsure if I’d succeeded. 

“You love the new girl!” he said. 

As I picked up the pace to the locker room, I rol ed my eyes. Now that he’d found a hook, Casey wasn’t going to let up. 







By  the  end  of  the  week,  it  was  clearly  obvious  that  once  you’d  noticed  someone,  there  was  no  unnoticing  them.  I  wished  I’d  never  seen  Olivia dancing in the Cartwrights’ house. I wouldn’t feel so spun, and absolutely ridiculous. 

Casey told me I should just go talk to her, but there was never any time. She was only in one class with me, and she was always surrounded by people now. There wasn’t any way that I was going to break through the gaggle of interested guys and confidently introduce myself. I didn’t think she would  choose  me  to  hang  out  with.  Not  when  there  were  guys  like  Nathan  Prescott  with  his  bulging  biceps,  or  Cooper  Smith  with  baby-faced dimples, or Liam Donovan who was the lead in every school play and could make girls giggle and swoon with his theatrics. 

And definitely not when Aaron, king of getting girls, was  always by her side. I wasn’t a social leper, I had friends, and I was in a band which might be considered cool, but I stil  didn’t think I was anywhere near worthy of someone like her. 

By Friday, it was just depressing. I wanted to curl into myself until there were no vulnerable spots left, but I didn’t have time to be depressed. 

Tonight was our first home game, so the band was playing at halftime. It might have been stupid, but I always got nervous before stepping onto the field with al  the spectators. 

Depression over a girl I didn’t know didn’t sit wel  with nervousness. I felt pul ed in every direction. 

While Casey played guitar in our pitiful garage band, he played trombone in the marching band. It was amusing to watch since his arms weren’t very long. He was only about five foot four, so the instrument was almost as big as he was, but he got the job done. Unlike me, he always seemed to be in a good mood. When he realized I was conflicted, he punched me on the shoulder and gave me a reassuring smile. 

“WoW tonight, right?” he asked, referencing our favorite online role-playing game. 

I buttoned up the white vest that went over our black dress shirt and pants. Unlike the rest of the band, the drumline got to wear simpler uniforms. 

We had set up a raid tonight with some of the other guys who liked  World of Warcraft. I wasn’t feeling it, but it was already planned. “Yeah, fine.” I’d never been overly jealous of my brother before, but as I finished dressing and thought about the differences our Friday nights held, I felt a pang within me. After the game, win or lose, he would go to a party with his friends. I’d be at home playing some kind of role-playing game with my friends. Mostly it was over the Internet, but sometimes we gathered together to play the traditional  Dungeons & Dragons,   Talisman, or one of the other older predecessors to the online gaming fads. 

“Adam!” 

I tugged on my vest and sighed at myself when I looked into the mirror. “What?” 

“Maybe she’l  be in color guard and you can stare at her al  night.” 

It didn’t make me feel better, but I knew that was what he was trying to do, so I said. “Yeah, maybe she and Hannah are best friends now, and we can fol ow them around like puppies looking for scraps.” 

Casey pul ed on his gloves with the same smile he normal y wore. “Girls like puppies. And Hannah’s scraps are more than enough for me.” Saturday morning was like al  Saturday mornings. I was up before my brother, and my father had yet to get home from his shift at the factory. One of the things I did was make breakfast on Saturdays. Dad was always hungry when he came home, and even if he didn’t get up for hours, Aaron could annihilate food the day after a game. 

The pancakes were almost done when I heard my dad at the door. His routine was always the same; I didn’t have to look into the foyer to see what he was doing. He closed the door, threw his union jacket up on the hook by the door, kicked off his boots, and then sighed as he stretched. I might not have been as close to my father as Aaron was, but I loved my dad. 

“What’s up, kiddo?” 

“Breakfast,” I answered, holding up the plate of rapidly cooling flapjacks. As I took them to the table and got the syrup, Dad washed his hands. 

“How was work?” 

“Eh,” he said with a shrug. “Doesn’t real y change much from day to day. Just petty drama that would piss me off if I got involved in it.” He joined me at the table and slapped cakes onto his plate while I loaded up mine. This was where we ran into trouble. We never knew what to talk about. He seemed content with eating in silence. I should’ve been as wel , but I always felt the urge to be closer to him, even though I never real y thought it would happen. 

He liked sports, so I decided to talk about the game. “Aaron was good last night.” My dad chewed and nodded. “Yes, he was. If the team hunkers down, they might actual y do something this year.” He meant that they might make it to championships. Even though I’d sat through enough footbal  chatter that I should’ve understood, I didn’t know exactly what went into “doing something,” so I could only say, “It would be nice, since he’s a senior and al .” 

“Go out with a bang.” He took another bite and looked like he was thinking. Then he said with a shrug, “There’s always basketbal . Aaron’s great at basketbal .” 

I lowered my head until I could see nothing but my plate. “Aaron’s great at everything.” The kitchen grew silent for a moment. Then my dad said, “The band sounded good last night.” His voice made it seem like he was grasping. I wondered if he’d even real y listened to the band. We were always good. Unlike the footbal  team, we’d won the last two statewide marching band competitions. But even if we sucked, he would never be able to tel  if I was any good or not. I was just one guy on the drumline. 

“Yeah.” I took the last bite of my cold pancakes then said, “The freshmen are pretty good this year.” 

“No one fel  down.” 

I looked up. The edges of his lips were curved up. He meant it as a joke, so I mirrored his look. “No, thankful y we al  remained on our feet.” He took a drink of milk, then ran his hand through his short hair and yawned. There was another moment of silence before he said, “You’ve got coordination, Adam. When I watch you, I’m impressed.” 

I didn’t know why he said it or if I should be proud at the compliment. It sounded a bit as if he was surprised that I didn’t trip al  over myself. I knew I wasn’t as talented as Aaron, but I wasn’t completely useless. 

“I couldn’t do what you do. I think keeping a beat is hard enough, but you do it while walking and dancing and carrying a heavy drum.” 

“We don’t dance,” I said, correcting him. We marched, yes; danced, no. During the drum breaks, we moved, but it wasn’t dancing. It was more marching in place and a few sways, leans, occasional turns, and a few choreographed arm moves. 

“Wel , whatever,” he said. “You were good, okay?” 

Again, I looked down at my empty plate and nodded. “Okay.” 

Silence. His chair scraped against the linoleum. “Work today?” 

“This afternoon.” I stood and picked up our plates. He stretched then left the kitchen, turning on the television in the family room. 

I cleaned up the kitchen then padded upstairs. There was nothing better on a Saturday morning than a long, hot shower. When I was finished, Aaron final y emerged from his room, rubbing his eyes and yawning. “Morning,” he mumbled as we passed each other in the hal . That was al  that passed between us before I went to work

I  was  always  happy  to  be  at  the  bookstore.  My  managers  were  pretty  awesome.  Al   were  incredibly  smart  people  who  held  degrees  in specialized  areas,  but  couldn’t  get  a  job  in  those  fields  because  of  the  economy. And  then  there  was  Delaney.  She  was  so  bright—both  in intel igence and personality. She wasn’t a “bubbly” person, but when I was around her, it was hard to not to feel the infectious fun and positivity. She was beautiful, too. Delaney had curly, long, brassy hair and usual y pul ed it up into ponytails or braided it into pigtails. Every so often, she’d leave it down. 

When I started working at Barnes & Noble last year, she was already there. I hadn’t ever seen her around town before, and I’d been dumbstruck. 

It was a similar reaction to the one I’d had when I saw Olivia for the first time. Delaney hadn’t been dancing—just stocking classic books, but when my manager, Dave, introduced me to her, the grin on her face was so bright it melted me. 

She was studying English at Northwestern University. She’d just turned twenty-one a few weeks ago, so she hadn’t been working much. Delaney commuted from Lakeside to Evanston, spending her weekends at home, while mainly staying with friends on campus during the week. 

It wouldn’t be a stretch to say that I had a little “thing” for her. 

“So what’s new with you?” she asked casual y as she slid a book onto a shelf. She walked her fingers along the spines of other books as she alphabetized in her head. 

“Nothing.” 



Delaney chuckled. “Every time with you, Adam!” 

I stopped studying the five books in my hands and looked back up at her. “ ‘Every time’ what?” Those pale rose-colored lips curving up in the way that made my heart beat a little faster. “Every time I ask you what’s new, you always say, 

‘nothing,’ as if you’ve honestly done nothing since the last time I saw you.” 

I shrugged. I wasn’t like Aaron. My life didn’t include huge events. I turned to the opposite shelf and started working. “Nothing did.” She busied herself again and waited a moment before asking, “Have you thought about which col ege you want to go to next year?” Scratching the back of my head, I answered, “You sound like my guidance counselor. Are you sure that’s not what you want to do when you graduate col ege?” 

“Wel , it might be my only option. I can picture it now: my entire livelihood revolving around pushing high school kids into career paths they have no interest in.” 

I slid a copy of  The Count of Monte Cristo between two other books. “I think you’d be good at it.” Delaney would be good at anything. “People would listen to you.” 

“Good,” she said, her voice light as always. “Hopeful y, that’l  translate into book sales. First, I’ve got to get an agent to accept my manuscript.” 

“How’s  that  going?”  One  of  the  things  that  drew  me  to  Delaney  was  that  she  was  a  creative  person.  She’d  let  me  read  her  manuscript—

something she wrote two years ago and it was real y good. It wasn’t like what I normal y read. There was no science fiction or fantasy involved, but the way she painted real life with words on a page was so beautiful. 

“Another fifty rejection letters.” She paused. “I’ve rewritten my query letter again. Here’s hoping  someone likes it.” I turned around and saw that she was holding up both hands, the first two fingers on each crossed. “Someone wil ,” I added confidently. “And then I’l  stock your books. You can come in for signings and remember how you used to give away your weekends to this place.” I loved the laugh she gave me. “Thanks,” she said before turning back to finish her work. 

The time sped by, as it usual y did on Saturdays. The mal  was bustling. Barnes & Noble was one of the main destinations. We were the only bookstore in town, besides the old school, hole-in-the-wal  shop. Even though I worked here, I stil  loved that store. The owner was this old hippie, complete with long hair and crazy peace sign necklaces. The store even had a cat. 

Truth be told, I would’ve rather worked for M.T. Shelves, but I doubted it had the budget for more than the owner and his wife. The only reason they were stil  in business was because they specialized in rare editions, odd titles, and “gently used and greatly loved” books. Another thing I liked about the old bookstore was its name. The owner named it after himself, M.T. and since the shelves were   always packed with books, it was ironic. 

Even the old commercials played up the fact that M.T. Shelves’ actual shelves were anything but empty. 

There  was  something  special  about  that  place.  The  smel   was  nothing  like  Barnes  &  Noble.  M.T.  Shelves  smel ed  of  dusty  pages,  stale cigarettes, and mothbal s. Perhaps it wasn’t as appealing as the Bath and Body Works store, but it was comforting. I would probably be seventy years old and stil  remember it. 

I wondered if time went by fast there, or if it was so slow on Saturdays that I could get lost in one of the endless rows of books, just browsing while on the clock. But here at the mal , it was already after one in the afternoon and my manager told me to take my lunch break. I liked to take a walk before getting something to eat, so I took a left out of my store and passed Hot Topic and Spencer’s Gifts. Down the way was Macy’s. I’d take a right and then walk back on the other side, finishing out the east corridor. 

I was looking toward the center, trying not to make eye contact with the people offering a one-minute back massage for free or the girl who wanted to squirt me with some hideous cologne that Aaron would like. Unfortunately, I was concentrating so deeply on avoiding being molested or saturated that I wasn’t watching where I was walking. I bumped into someone just outside the toy store. It wasn’t just a bump. It was more of a slam. I had to take a few steps back to steady myself, and the person I knocked into landed on the tiled floor. 

I’d run into a girl. She’d made a little “unff” noise when she landed, so instantly I felt like crap. “I’m so sorry,” I rushed to say, bending down to help her up. When she tilted her head to the side and swung her hair over her shoulder, I stood up straight. It wasn’t just any girl, it was Olivia. I shoved my hands into my pockets as she picked herself up. 

She was looking right at me. I immediately looked down at her feet. She was wearing a nice pair of Vans—black and pink. “Wow. That’s a very impactful way of saying hel o.” 

Her voice was light, but I felt horrible for running into her. I was embarrassed. I  had to talk to her, so I bal ed my fists up inside my pocket and managed to say, “I’m sorry!” 

I risked a quick look up at her. Her eyebrows rose as she nodded. “Hi. You live across the street from me.” I furrowed my brow as she spoke. She was starting a conversation with me. Inept and put on the spot, I couldn’t move or speak. 

“I’m Olivia.” 

I managed to meet her eyes for about a half a second before averting them to the corridor. The tal  girl with the perfume attacked a woman who was probably over sixty years old. I could hear her cheerleader voice attempting to sel  the grandmother a product made for a twenty-year-old. 

“I’m in Current Events with you, I think.” 

“I know,” I said, distractedly. Oh, my God, did I real y just say it like that? How big of a fool was I? She was going to think I was special needs or something! I needed to get away—fast! “Um, I have to . . . my break, and I can’t . . .” I trailed off as my feet propel ed me past her. 

“Bye,” I heard her say behind me, but I couldn’t stop to think about it. I was such an idiot! 

I was down in the food court waiting to buy what was supposed to pass as Chinese food when I heard, “Man, you’re like my shadow.” Turning around slowly, I came face-to-face with Olivia. She was shorter than I was by about half a foot, but there was something about her that made her seem tal er. Now that I was caught in the food line with no escape to be had, I took the chance to real y look at her. I’d seen her from a distance—dancing and studying. I’d seen her from a few yards away—smiling and laughing in class. But now she was right in front of me. She was natural. She wore no makeup. 

One of the most striking things about her was her eyes. They were brown; not any unique shade of brown, but they were deep and knowing. Like she’d lived a long time or she’d seen more of life than most people our age. 

The  next  thing  I  focused  on  was  her  lips.  They  were  perfect.  They  looked  like  the  lips  you  saw  on  supermodels—al   col agen-injected  and botoxed. But these were natural lips. Not to sound too much like a girl, but her top lip was like the top of a heart. Two perfect arches. The bottom was plump and pouty. 

I wanted to say something stupid, like,  “Your lips are beautiful,”  or do something stupid like run my thumb over the bottom lip, just to see if it was as soft as it looked. 

But I didn’t do anything. I didn’t know how to respond. Was it a bad thing that I was like her shadow? What did that even mean? Should I leave the food court? Was it a joke? Should I laugh? 

I had to say something, even if it was the wrong thing. “Wel , uh . . .” 

Those deep brown eyes twinkled as she laughed. “I guess maybe I’m  your shadow, since you were here first, right?” I gave her a tentative smile. My attention was pul ed away, since it was my turn to order. The lady behind the register yel ed something, so I stepped up, and ordered the orange chicken. I paid then stepped to the side and tried not to focus on how Olivia was right next to me as she ordered the eggplant and tofu. I tried not to listen to her make polite conversation as the lady took her money, and not to be amazed that Olivia actual y made the woman smile. I’d never seen the lady crack a grin in two years. 

When my food was up, I took the tray and found a two-top table. A minute later I looked up to find Olivia had set her tray on the other side. “I’m sitting with you,” she said matter-of-factly. 

I swal owed hard, looked down, and began to fiddle with my paper napkin. 

“I’m Olivia Cartwright.” 

“I know,” I mumbled as I skewered a piece of chicken with my black plastic fork. 

“Don’t worry,” she said, “I’m not as pretentious as my name sounds.” 

“I . . . I . . . I would never think that.” 

“Soooo,” she said after a moment. “Now that I’ve introduced myself to you, like, a hundred times,” she paused to smack her lips together. The sound was like a pointed punctuation. “What’s your name?” 

“Adam James,” I answered. I had wanted to eat my food, but suddenly I wasn’t very hungry. I set the fork down and placed my hands in my lap. 

“And you’re a junior?” 

“Senior,” I said. How would she not know that? She had to know Aaron was a senior. 

“Real y?” 

I  took  a  little  offense  to  being  pegged  as  a  junior  by  this  girl  who  didn’t  know  anything  about  me.  I  answered  a  bit  defensively,  “Last  time  I checked.” 

“You’re Aaron’s brother, right?” 

I nodded shortly in answer. 

“How can you be in the same grade if he’s older than you?” 

“What?” At this point I thought she had to be a moron. What the hel  was she asking? “He’s twenty-two minutes older than me.” 

“Oh,” she said. Her eyes were narrowed, as if she was studying me intently. I should’ve been nervous under her gaze, but now I was just baffled. 

No one had ever  not gotten it before. 

“We’re twins,” I said to clarify. 

“So, fraternal?” 

I sighed. “No. We’re identical. We shared the same placenta. We were one egg that split in half, just like al  the other identical twins out there.” 



“But you guys aren’t identical. I mean, you look like you’re twins, I guess, but you just look . . .  younger.” On edge, I looked away. “I assume you’ve taken biology.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Then you know that DNA varies in everyone.” 

“My old Biology teacher never covered twins. Sorry.” 

She was stil  looking at me like I was a science experiment, but she was leaning back in her chair, arms folded over her chest. I didn’t want to be upset with her. I didn’t know why I was upset with her, except maybe because it always seemed to hurt when I thought about how different I was from Aaron. My desire to be like him physical y, emotional y, and mental y was causing me to respond this way. 

I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax. “Al  babies have a piece of their DNA that isn’t just a replication of their parents. That’s what makes al  of us unique. We’re not copies of other people. We’re not just half our fathers, and half our mothers. There’s something that is just us in our DNA. Chromosomes that are unlike what we were given by our parents. That’s what gives offspring their variation.” Olivia’s expression had shifted from casual curiosity to genuine interest, so I continued. I explained it the way my doctor had explained it to me. 

“Aaron was closer to the placenta, giving him first dibs on nutrients.” I picked up my fork and started to eat. There wasn’t much time left in my break. 

But before I real y started to chow down, I added, “Plus, my cord was wrapped around my neck. No one’s sure how long it’d been like that, but it denied me oxygen and probably al  the good stuff from my mother. Like hormones and nutrients. He was healthy and I was in the NICU for weeks.” It might have been a lot of information to give someone I’d just met, but she’d asked. 

It was silent at our table. She started eating. It wasn’t until we were both almost finished that she said, “You’re smart.” I didn’t know what to do with that kind of compliment, so I shifted in my seat, looked away, and general y acted like an awkward idiot. 

“I’ve got to get back,” she said. 

When I looked up, she was checking her watch. “Me, too,” I said with a nod. 

We cleaned up our table, dumped our trash and then walked back to our wing of the mal . When we reached Barnes & Noble, we stopped. 

Lingering outside the entrance, I was unsure of what to do or what to say, but that seemed to be par for the course. 

“So how long have you worked here?” she asked. 

“Two years.” 

“You must like books, then.” 

I wanted this girl to like me, so I forced myself to interact. I pointed at her name tag. “You work at the toy store?” Duh. Of course she did. Her uniform, the name tag, and the fact that I’d bowled her over outside of the store told me that much. 

“Yeah,” she said. She didn’t make it sound like she thought it was a stupid question. “I applied at a few places, but I guess I just wasn’t Build-A-Bear material.” 

I wanted to keep it going. “Do you like it?” 

“It’s not as cool as a book or music store, but it’s okay. There are worse things to do to make money. I don’t have to touch food or old people.” I chuckled. “Also, I don’t have to work with Ms. Sourface back at the Chinese joint. Could you imagine that?” I laughed again, feeling myself relax a bit. 

“You have a nice laugh, Adam.” 

“I should get back to work.” 

She stopped me mid-turn with a hand on my forearm. “So, I was told that you’re the guy to see about history.” 

“Huh? What?” I blinked rapidly. It wasn’t going to help me figure out the huge shift in the conversation, but I did it anyway. “History?” 

“Yeah. Ms. Clark said you might, you know, tutor me, or whatever. And Aaron said you, like, live and breathe history, so I thought . . .” Suddenly, al  of the dots connected in my mind. The whole time we’d been talking, it wasn’t about the pretty girl getting to know the nerd. This wasn’t a made-for-TV movie, but it felt as clichéd as one. How could I have been so stupid? She wasn’t interested in  me. She was interested in how I could help her improve her history grade. 

As embarrassed as I felt, I had to save  some face. I would just tel  her that Ms. Clark was wrong and my brother was lying. Or I could just say that I wasn’t available. 

But why wasn’t I available? Not even someone who knew me would believe that my social calendar kept me too busy to tutor. 

“Wel ,” I started, “I’m not a . . .” I glanced through the window and saw Delaney chatting up a soccer mom with a stack of romance books. I wanted to be inside the safety of my store. I wanted to go back to what I knew. I wanted to just crush on Delaney, who was total y out of my league, but she never made me feel it. “I mean, sure,” I said, without realizing I’d just agreed to tutor Olivia Cartwright. 

“Thanks so much! I’l  see you, Adam.” 



The rest of the day I was lost in a self-berating haze. I finished my shift wondering why I always did stuff like this to myself. Why I let myself believe that a beautiful girl like Olivia would real y be interested in me. As I practiced marching with my drum, my body moved on autopilot as my mind mul ed over our interaction. She only needed me for tutoring, and honestly, she was probably just pumping me for information on Aaron. 

Next to him, who would be interested in me? 





Early Sunday evening there was a knock on the front door. My dad was stil  sleeping in preparation for his night shift, and Aaron was out doing something with his friends. I’d been at the kitchen table reading over my English assignment. I didn’t want to study upstairs—mainly because I’d feel compel ed to look over at the Cartwrights’ house and see if Olivia was in the window. 

It was probably some girl wanting to talk to Aaron, so I sat at the table debating whether to even answer the door. The knocking persisted, fol owed by a sounding of the doorbel  which might wake Dad up if it rang again. He was usual y a heavy sleeper, but there was something about the doorbel that must have been similar to his alarm clock. He’d never wake on the first ring, it always took another time before he’d grumble and get up. 

Knowing that my dad already didn’t get enough sleep, I hurried to the door, ready to tel  whoever it was that my brother wasn’t home. But when the door swung open, Olivia Cartwright was standing in front of me. 

“I thought maybe you weren’t home, even though your lights are on.” Olivia didn’t wait to be invited in. She just strol ed on in, her light floral scent nearly smacking me in the face as she breezed by me. 

“Um,” I said intel igently. “Hi?” 

When she turned around to face me, her hair swung around, creating the same curtain effect as when I watched her dance in her room. “What’s up?” 

“Um, nothing.” My facial muscles tighten as my mind raced as to why she was here. “Aaron’s not here.” 

“Ooookay.” Her brow creased and she tilted her head to the side. “Is he supposed to be?” I was lost. I was drowning. I felt stupid. She wasn’t here to see Aaron, but why was she here? I figured I was supposed to know, but I couldn’t recal  anything from our conversation. She must’ve seen the deer-in-headlights look I was giving her because she said, “You’re tutoring me tonight, remember?” 

“Oh.” Crap. Tutoring. I didn’t remember, but I didn’t want to come out and say it. Taking her up the stairs, once we were in my room, I had no idea why I’d brought her up here. I was paralyzed. 

I was suddenly hyperaware of my living space. Al  of the things in my room had been placed there by me because I liked them, but now, as she swept her eyes around the room, taking it al  in, I didn’t know how I felt about the most simple of things. How did I  really feel about my poster of Dune? Did I like the movie enough to advertise it to anyone setting foot in here? I’d never thought about it before. No one but my family or already-established friends had ever come in here. Now Olivia was in here—an outsider whose opinion mattered to me for reasons I didn’t understand. 

What about how my bed was so neatly made? What would a girl who danced in front of an open window as if no one in the world was watching, think about the crisp hospital corners of my covers? Was it dorky to keep a clean room? Was there something inherently cool about the mess of Aaron’s? 

On the top of my dresser were stacks of  Magic: The Gathering cards. Next to them was the basebal  bank my grandparents had given me when I was four. They gave an identical one to Aaron. Why did I stil  have that babyish thing lying around? I looked back over to my bed—to the table next to it and the Little Boy Blue lamp. 

I wished I had paid attention yesterday when she’d asked if she could come over. I could’ve made my room better—cooler, instead of it being a mismatched mash-up of childhood and nerd. I felt so stupid having her in my room. My heart was beating hard, sweat was starting to bead up on my forehead, and my mouth had gone dry. I just hoped that she would be kind and not ask about my Night Elf poster. I wasn’t ashamed that I played World of Warcraft, but I didn’t think I’d be able to speak if she asked me about the image of the girl with the big ears and barely covered chest. 

“Oh my God, those are awesome!” I jumped a little and immediately looked to where she was pointing. “Obviously, you play the drums.” My voice was nothing but a whisper, “Yeah.” 

She crossed the room to where al  of them were lined up and she ran her hand over my tenor drums. 

“You play  all of these?” 



I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes.” She picked up a drumstick and quietly tapped it against my snare drum, then picked up a mal et and thumped one of the tenor drums. “Marching band?” 

I nodded. 

“Very cool. Drums are pretty badass.” 

She thought marching band was cool? She thought being in the drumline was badass? I swal owed hard as she turned back around. Replacing the mal et, she slapped her right hand on the conga next, and then picked up my bongos. “Can I?” I nodded then bit my lip as she sat down on my bed. She folded her legs on top of it and then placed the drums on her thighs. Olivia tapped out an experimental beat. It was quiet at first, but then it grew louder as she became more confident. It was a good rhythm, and I couldn’t help but nod my head to it. 

Suddenly, I was moving over to my drums and tapped her beat on my conga. The fact that Dad was trying to sleep no longer even registered in my conscious mind. I glanced over to her. She was so pretty sitting there, smiling at me like it was Christmas morning and she’d gotten exactly what she’d wanted. 

The beat was pretty primal and I imagined how Olivia would dance to it. 

It would be sexy, for sure. Hips rocking, arms snaking in the air, torso twisting, hair whipping around her face, chest thrust out. She would be beautiful—just like always. 

That aura of freedom seemed so natural. I barely knew her, but I knew she was a free spirit—someone utterly unlike me. I liked routine. I didn’t hate new experiences, but I didn’t seek them out either. 

She was more like Aaron, free and happy. 

A clicking noise brought my focus back to the here and now. Olivia had stopped drumming. Apparently I had as wel . She was snapping the fingers of one hand while waving the others in front of my face. 

“Damn, you real y get lost in the music, don’t you?” 

Not wanting her to know that I’d real y been lost in thoughts of being different, I answered, “Yeah, I guess.” An awkward silence settled over us until final y I remembered that she was here to get help with school. Stepping away from the conga, I crossed the room and sat down on my desk. She shifted on the bed to fol ow my movement. Her gaze was fixed on my hands as I picked up a mechanical pencil and twirled it like a drumstick. 

The quiet was making me nervous again, so I rushed to fil  it in with something else. “What’s up with history?” She rol ed her eyes and shrugged. “It’s stupid.” 

I studied her. Maybe she wasn’t as smart as I’d hoped she was, but I didn’t want her to one of the girls who made blanket statements like that. 

“How is history stupid? Do you mean it’s hard, or do you mean that you just don’t care about what happened in the world before you were born?” She tapped her fingers against the taut hide covering the bongos. No rhythm emerged, but I stil  liked the sound. She turned her face up, lips quirking at one side as she thought. “Um, maybe both?” She looked at me again. When I caught her eyes, she seemed in a hurry to explain. “I mean, it’s not like I don’t care about what happened in the past, I just don’t see the point of focusing on it. Shouldn’t we pay more attention to the present so we can make the future what it should be?” 

While I couldn’t deny that she had a point, I shook my head. “But how can you know what’s going on in the present without studying what got us here?” 

“It doesn’t matter what got us here. We’re here. What are we going to do about it? We can’t change what people did, we can only deal with the aftermath.” 

I set the pencil down and scratched the back of my neck. “A part of dealing with the aftermath is understanding the events that brought us to this point. You can’t truly deal with what is if you haven’t even looked at what was.” Olivia was quiet as she got up and replaced the bongos with the rest of my drums, and then wandered around my room. She looked at my books, then the things on top of my dresser. She touched the painted wooden beads of a sloppily made necklace. It cost a dol ar to make at a festival. Aaron and I used to love sitting down on the blankets and stringing the beads as the crowds passed by. 

His  were  long  gone—given  to  the  landfil s  when  he  realized  stuff  like  that  wasn’t  cool.  I  didn’t  know  why  I  stil   had  a  lot  of  things  from  my childhood. Things that were now useless. They had no function, and were real y just pieces of junk with some kind of sentiment attached to them. 

I watched her as she moved closer to me, final y sitting down on the bed and facing my desk. She kicked off her shoes and sat cross-legged. 

Her eyes were trained on the picture hanging low on the wal  between my bed and desk. She tucked her hair behind her ears as I thought for a moment if she was going to ask who the woman in the picture was, but maybe she could just tel  it was my mother. “I think it’s cool you get so passionate about things.” 



My eyebrows rose and she reacted to the cue. When she smiled, I noticed the crinkling of the skin around her eyes—another smal  thing that made her seem older than what I knew her to be. She must’ve been able to tel  that I needed her to explain what ‘things’ she was talking about because she added, “You know, defending history and playing the drums.” 

I wasn’t passionate about anything other than drumming, and even that seemed like a lukewarm fascination. Passion was something pure and indescribable—something one could see without being told. Olivia dancing was passion. Aaron on the footbal  field was passion. “I can’t make you like history, but I can help you study it.” 

“Good.” She licked her lips, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and then said, “So, tel  me the secrets.” I scanned my room as I thought back to her entering. She’d had nothing with her. “You didn’t bring your notes.” She shook her head even though it wasn’t a question. “Wel , I think the best way to see what’s going on is to review your notebook.” 

“I don’t take good notes.” That was usual y the problem with people who got poor grades in history. I tried to lighten my expression in an attempt to let her know that I understood, but it might have come out like a grimace. “I get distracted,” she said. “At my old school I sat by the window and never listened to what my teacher was saying.” 

“Do you sit by the window here?” She shook her head. “Then maybe it’l  be different.” 

“I don’t think so,” Olivia said, and laughed. “I’m real y good a math and science, but that’s figuring things out, you know? Like solving something chal enging. history and English are just . . .” 

“It’s a different kind of learning, but it doesn’t mean it can’t be chal enging.” She was looking right at me, paying attention to everything I said. It was a bit nerve-wracking, but I went on. “Actual y, it’s more chal enging considering you’re not intrinsical y good at it.” Again, she laughed. I waited for explanation. God, she was pretty. I couldn’t think about it, or I’d never be able to continue our conversation. She stood up, crossed the room again, and used two fingers to lift up a few slats in the blinds. Her hair came to her mid-back. I wondered if she’d always worn it long. Maybe that was a girly thing to wonder about. My brother said that I must’ve inherited my mother’s girly gene when she died. 

“You sound like the counselor at my last school.” 

Knowing an opportunity to find out more information when I heard one, I jumped on it. “Where was your last school?” Olivia turned and tapped her finger on my snare. “A little boarding school in Colorado.” That surprised me. The Cartwrights weren’t rich, and boarding schools seemed like they were for the wealthy. “Real y?” 

“Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “I wasn’t there for long.” 

“What was it like?” 

She rol ed her eyes. “Stuffy. It had horses and a lake.” 

I’d never been to boarding school, but the fact that those two things were what she told me about struck me as odd. “You don’t like horses and lakes?” 

“I like horses, but the school was like . . .” She paused for a long moment and then shrugged. “It was like a therapeutic school. They used the horses to help troubled kids bond with something or whatever.” 

I cocked my head to the side. She wasn’t looking at me now. Olivia tucked her hair behind her ears and busied herself with drumsticks and mal ets. 

A therapeutic boarding school. Troubled kids. She didn’t seem like a troubled kid who needed therapy. She seemed wel -adjusted and happy. 

Wel , at the moment, she looked lost in thought. Not happy, but not overly sad either. 

It struck me that I knew so very little about her. 

“So what about rock’ n’ rol , man?” 

Her voice was brighter than just moments before and the strange juxtaposition confused me for a second. Then my focus narrowed back onto her words, but I was stil  confused. “Huh?” 

“You have al  these drums for marching band, right? So what about rock’ n’ rol ? Do you have a set for rocking out?” I liked the way she spoke. There was no struggle for words. There was no awkward cadence or hesitation. She just spoke. 

“My kit’s in the garage,” I said. 

She tapped a drumstick against my Dune poster. “So you  do  play some rock?” 

“Of course.” I was defensive. She had no way of knowing that I played, so the question wasn’t out of line, but the tone bothered me. “I’m not just some guy that’s good at history and marching band.” 

She turned, craning her head in my direction, causing her hair to whip around. It made a ‘ppppfftt’ sound as it hit the poster on the wal . At first her expression was neutral, but then, slowly, a mirthful expression seemed to blossom. Lips upturned, eyes twinkling, she said, “You have fire in you.” With a nod, she added, “I like it.” 

I had to look away from her not knowing what she meant. It took a moment, but I final y cleared my throat, and attempted to shift the topic back to tutoring. “I real y need to look at your notes in order to help you with history.” I was stil  looking at my carpet when I heard her set the sticks down on my snare. There was a quiet thud on my bed, accompanied by the squeaks of the springs. Glancing up, she was lying on her stomach, her feet up in the air, crossed at the ankle, her head resting on its side on top of her folded arms. “Okay.” 

I motioned toward the window. “Do you want to go and get them?” 

She sat up, and looked me in the eyes. “Can I ask you something?” 

I nodded. 

“What’s the point of studying history? I don’t get it.” 

How could she not know? Had we not just had this conversation? She was smart—even if she needed a little help, I could  tell she was smart. 

How could she seriously need to ask why studying history could be beneficial? I almost started explaining to her like she was Aaron. Usual y with him it was vague statements because I knew he wasn’t  really listening anyway. 

But then instead of just looking at her, I  looked at her. She was genuinely interested in what I was going to say. While I stil  felt the same way I always  did  around  pretty  girls—worthless  and  unworthy—something  about  her,  something  in  this  moment,  made  me  feel  just  a  little  bit  more confident. It wasn’t that I thought she might’ve liked me or wanted me to be her boyfriend or anything like that. It was that she was treating me like an equal—like a  friend. 

She deserved better than a short answer. She deserved more energy than I gave to Aaron, or anyone else for that matter. I had to be real, because while we were only talking about a subject in high school, I felt like we were real y talking about something else. Something deeper. 

“How can we move forward, how can we have a future, without understanding our past? Understanding where we’ve been and how we got there is extremely important. It isn’t just about dates and dead guys. It’s about people coming together and doing great things, horrible things, things that changed the course of al  humans. The past can guide us. It can teach us. If you forget about it, you’re real y just stumbling around blind, bound to make the bad decisions of those before you.” 

Olivia sat silent for a moment, her head was cocked to one side. She was nibbling on her lower lip as her eyes were fixed on some spot above my head. Final y, she looked at me with those beautiful brown eyes. “What if I already understand the past, but have no flipping clue about the future?” 

“No one real y knows about the future,” I said. 

“Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery, but today is a gift. That’s why it’s cal ed the present.” Her voice, while confident, sounded sad. 

I’d heard it before, but never spoken with such quiet conviction. “I like that.” 

“Me, too.” Olivia hopped up and stretched. “I respect how you feel about history, but it’s over and done with. The world is the way it is because it is the way it is. Studying how we got here won’t change it. Even studying the past can’t help clarify the future, so until the future gets here, today is al we have.” 

Olivia tugged on her shoes then reached out, her index finger extended, and poked me on the shoulder. “I’l  be back with my notebook.” And with that, she was gone. 

I heard her go down the stairs. I got up and went to the window. She skipped out into the street, her hair flowing behind her. When she got to the bottom of the steps of her house, she slowed down, then she disappeared behind the door. 

That’s when my head started to spin. I couldn’t believe she’d just been in my room. She’d spoken to me like I mattered. She was smart, and pretty, and total y nice. Olivia had been in my house and was coming back for me, not Aaron! Sure, it was because she needed help with History, but stil . There’d been times in the past when girls like her—pretty girls—talked to me. It was because of academics as wel , but this was different. 

Even if we’d only mainly talked about history, I felt like something meaningful had been exchanged. 

From the window, I saw her come back out, items in hand. It was then I realized that it was rude for me to be up here in my room and not waiting downstairs. Now she’d have to stand outside with books in her hands until I got down there to open the door. 

I scratched behind my ear and made my feet move. I was out of my room and to the top of the stairs when I saw her coming up them. She hadn’t waited. I hadn’t heard the doorbel , which meant that she’d just opened the door and come right on in. Did she do that at other people’s houses? 

I just stood there watching her, wondering who the hel  she was and why I found her so fascinating. She was different, that was for sure. Different from me, obviously, but different from anyone I’d ever known. Casey had been my friend since kindergarten and had been coming over to my house since he was five. He’d never just walked in. He knocked. Every time. 

But not Olivia. She walked in like she was meant to be here. 

The thought both soothed me and wound me up. I liked that she was here. It felt like I was at the edge of the stairs, toes hanging over, chest pushed out. Like I wasn’t holding on and I would be fal ing forward at any time. It felt like something big—life changing big—was happening. 

I  heard  a  laugh  then  felt  a  poke  in  my  abdomen.  With  a  hard  swal ow  fol owed  by  a  deep  breath,  I  blinked  and  looked  down.  I  literal y  was standing on the edge of the stairs, and Olivia was right below me. 

“Can I come up?” she asked. The way her voice sounded gave me chil s. It was teasing, accentuating the fact that she’d already entered back into the house, but now I was standing in her way. Her fingers were pressed against my stomach, and for a moment I didn’t think I would be able to breathe ever again. Her gaze caught mine. 

My breath shook as I inhaled, but I needed to answer, or move, or both. I swal owed hard and scratched behind my ear again before taking two steps back, and whispering, “Yeah.” 

I fol owed her into my bedroom, trying not to acknowledge how perfect her body was, how shiny her hair was, or how good she smel ed. When she got to my bed, she tossed the book and notebook onto it before plopping down herself. 

“Tuition included the books, so I kept my history book from last year. They encouraged us to highlight and write in it, so I thought you might want to look at it.” 

“Yeah.” That intel igent reply came as I just stood there in the doorway, eyes focused on her fingers as she drummed them against her folded legs. I let my eyes fol ow the fingers of one hand up beyond the knuckles, over the veined top of her hand to her slender wrist, up her forearm to the beautiful y pale skin of the inside of her elbow. Her bicep was partial y covered by her T-shirt, and I couldn’t see her shoulder, but I imagined that it was just as pretty as the rest of her. Her neck was perfect, long and elegant, with her golden brown and honey hair spil ing over it. 

Her chin had a smal  dimple in it, but had I not been studying her, I might have missed it. I intentional y skipped looking at her lips. I already knew how perfect they were. Instead I focused on her nose. It was the one part of her face that wasn’t so perfect. It was a little too wide, and the end was a little too rounded, but somehow that imperfection helped make her seem even more perfect overal . 

When I got to her eyes, it was like a punch in the gut. They were rounded and her brows were raised. She was waiting for me to do something other than stare at her. I felt caught, like when I was younger and Aaron convinced me that it was a good idea to get into my dad’s “secret” stash of Belgian  chocolates.  He’d  kept  it  on  the  top  shelf  and Aaron  nominated  me  to  be  the  one  to  climb  up  and  get  it.  I’d  been  sitting  on  top  of  the refrigerator when my dad found me, and had been frozen when he’d asked, “Just what do you think you’re doing, Adam?” When I’d looked around for help, Aaron was nowhere to be seen. 

But instead of my dad’s patient, yet expectant face gaping at me, waiting for an answer, it was Olivia’s face, her expression mostly neutral but sort of amused, I saw. Clearing my throat, I pushed myself to pretend as though I hadn’t just being staring at her for God knows how long, went over to the bed, and picked up the text. 

Sitting down next to Olivia on my bed, I flipped open the book. It didn’t take long to figure out what some of the problem was. “You’ve highlighted almost every word in here.” I turned to look at her. Her expression was blank. “The point of highlighting is to take a large amount of text and boil it down to the most essential parts. When you study, your eyes should be drawn to the yel ow marks, and you should read only the main themes and important supporting information. What you have here is,” I paused, struggling for a word that wasn’t offensive. “It’s not helpful.” 

“I highlighted what I read.” 

I nodded. “It’s good that you read it, but then you need to pick out the important parts.  That’s what you highlight. Not the whole thing.” She tapped a yel ow paragraph with her finger, and I realized how close we were sitting. Again, my gaze fol owed the length of her arm until her breasts took my attention. With much concentration, I pul ed my eyes away and focused them on the book in my lap. 

“So what’s the important part of that paragraph?” 

She wanted an il ustration, so I stood up for a moment and grabbed the pen from my desk. Settling back down next to her, I quickly scanned the page, underlining certain words. In less than a minute I was done. 

I read. “Ponce de León. Spanish Explorer. c. 1474—1521. Governor of Puerto Rico. Fountain of youth. Florida.” 

“That’s not a lot of information.” 

I turned to look at her, moving away from her just a little in order to see her better. “It’s al  the information you need. The rest just fluffs up the paragraph. Train your mind to focus on the meat of the text and let the fil er fal  away.” Her voice light. “I must like fil er.” 

I chuckled with her. She was so gorgeous when she laughed. I had to stop thinking girly things like that, so I took a deep breath and cleared my throat again. “History isn’t hard after you figure out what’s most important.” I closed the book and set it between us. “But since you can’t mark in the books at our school, let’s focus on note taking.” 

She picked up the pink notebook and handed it to me. “I’m sure it’s the same as the book. Too much information.” I flipped it open. Her handwriting was girly—al  big bubbly letters. The margins were littered with doodles and designs. “Bored a lot?” I asked. 

“Not bored,” she answered. “Sometimes it’s just hard to keep on task.” 

Her notes were scattered. Some of them stopped mid-sentence; some of them were complete—probably word for word what the teacher had said. “First, do the same thing I told you with highlighting. Just write down the essentials of what you read. Do the same thing when you’re in class. 

Not everything your teacher says is meaningful. Just listen for key words and write it down. You’l  have less to write and an easier time when you go to study.” 

She asked a few more questions, and I told her a few more tips. It was almost seven thirty when she said she’d better get back. I felt pul ed. I wanted her to stay, and yet I wanted to be alone so I could relax a little. 

I walked her downstairs and just as we got to the foyer, Aaron came busting in the house, changing the entire atmosphere. When he saw Olivia, the grin split his face. “Wow! Look at who’s in my house,” he said, excitement apparent. “Here I thought tonight would be boring, just me and Adam.” The insinuation was clear. He thought I was boring. 

My brother basical y circled her once, like a predator around its prey. Anything good that had been building within me from my decent interaction with Olivia was trickling out of me. Aaron was doing his thing—the thing that made most girls swoon or whatever it was girls did. “You’re not going home, are you?” 

“Actual y, I am. My grandparents are—” 

“Stay,” he interrupted her. “We can watch a movie or something.” 

Olivia shook her head. “No, I have to get home. Maybe another night?” 

“Maybe tomorrow night?” Aaron asked, ful  of hope. 

Olivia sighed. “Don’t you have practice or something?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“Then another night.” She went to the door, and with her hand on the knob, she turned back to me. “Night, Ad.” She retrained her eyes on Aaron, probably melting inside at the sight of his chiseled features. “See you later.” 

After she left, Aaron pumped me for information. I wasn’t very forthcoming. She hadn’t told me much about herself, but it didn’t seem to matter to him. He wanted to know things I’d have no earthly way of knowing, so I glazed over the questions and we played  Gears of War for the rest of the night. 

When I was alone in my room, I thought about Olivia’s parting words. To me she’d said, “Night, Ad,” shortening my name, but to my brother she’d said, “See you later,” indicating that they would hang out again. The difference drove me crazy, but final y I managed to shove them from my mind. I fel  asleep and didn’t remember any dreams the next morning. 

The day started off like al  other days. Casey and I stuck tight to the rest of our friends. We kept to ourselves and made sure not to hang out where anyone “cool” was going to be. In reality, maybe no one “cool” even thought about us. Maybe instead of targets we were invisible. Stil , the perceived threat was enough to keep us on our guard. 

I noticed the change in my day during Current Events. It was close to the start of class and nearly everyone had already taken their chairs. When someone entered, just barely making it before being official y tardy, Bel man gave a stern look. I turned to see who it was. 

Olivia  was  wearing  a  black  T-shirt  and  tight  black  jeans.  Her  hair  was  pul ed  up  in  a  ponytail.  Just  like  every  other  day  I  saw  her;  she  was absolutely beautiful. As she crossed the room, she glanced at me. I dropped my eyes to my desk instantly, but then raised them back up to see if it was a fluke that she’d looked at me. She gave me a little wave. In class. In front of everyone. 

At lunch, as she passed our table and waved to me again, she said, “What’s up, Ad?” Al  of my friends were in shock, but none of them were as paralyzed as I was. I didn’t know what to tel  them. I didn’t even know what to think about it so I avoided most of them for the rest of the day. Even in the locker room, changing for P.E., I kept to myself, not even looking at Casey for fear he’d ask me questions. 

It was after band practice when he came up and pushed me after I took off my tenor drums on the sidelines. “What the hel ? ‘Ad’? She’s in town for, like, a week, and already she’s got a nickname for you. That’s so freakin’ awesome. Oh my God, this is epic. She’s so—” I didn’t want him to spin out like he usual y did, having large fantasies in which we were cool and did the same things the cool kids did. “I’m tutoring her in history. It’s nothing.” 

His eyes widened, as if I’d just admitted that she was my girlfriend. “Hannah never says ‘hi’ to me and I’ve known her forever. Maybe I should offer to tutor her in something. Hey, Adam, what’s my best subject?” 

“What’s your best subject?” I repeated. “Easy. Hannah Newsome.” 

Casey rol ed his eyes. “Wel , I can’t tutor her in that, now can I? No, seriously, what am I good at? I’d say Calculus, but she’s pretty damn good at that herself. How about art?” 

“You don’t even take art,” I said. 

“Right,” he responded, obviously distracted and lost in thought. “But I do take psychology.” 

“Does she?” 



“Damn, you’re right.” Casey sighed and bent down to put his trombone in its case. “Hey, do you think she’d want to learn a brass instrument? 

How about guitar?” 

It was going to be a long evening. 





Tuesday night I found myself in the food court around seven at night, watching Olivia devour the same dish she’d eaten before. As luck could have it, we both ended up taking a break at the same time. Just like the time before, she didn’t ask to sit with me, she just did. I wasn’t very hungry, so I was eating french fries with cheese sauce on them. 

To my surprise, the conversation between us flowed natural y. At first, I asked about how she liked Lakeside and how her classes were going. Then we talked about where she’d grown up. It turned out that Olivia Cartwright was something of a gypsy. She’d lived in Lakeside as a baby for three months then moved to New York City. From there, she and her mother traveled south to Key West. By the time she was nine, she was living in California, and by thirteen, she was in the Pacific Northwest. 

“Portland was the best, by far,” she said as she speared an eggplant with her spork. “It’s beautiful.  It’s old, yet modern, and the people are so awesome. There’re al  these produce stands and farmer’s markets. A bunch of organic stuff. Much cheaper than here. And the restaurants! I could eat  so much there.” 

I raised an eyebrow. She was tiny. I doubted she could eat  that  much. 

“No, seriously!” she said. “I can eat. I’m not one of those girls who pretend two nibbles of lettuce are enough. I like to eat, and I do it a lot.” 

“Eating is good,” I said and picked up a curly fry and brought it to my lips. Just as I opened my mouth to enjoy the greasy junk food, a big glob of cheese dripped off, slid down my chin, and landed on my khaki pants. “Damn,” I muttered. 

“That’s disgusting,” she said. “I can’t believe you eat that crap. It’s better off on your clothes than in your stomach.” I made a face then glanced at her food. “Sorry, Ms. Healthy. I don’t like tofu, so I’ve got to eat something.” 

“Have you even tried tofu?” I shook my head. “Then how do you know you don’t like it?” Popping a cheese-less fry into my mouth, I shrugged then nodded toward her nearly empty paper plate of food. “Look at it. It’s—” 

“It’s what?” she said with a laugh. “Cholesterol free, high in calcium, and good for you?” 

“It’s squishy and looks like a science experiment.” 

Olivia shook her head. “One day you should try it, only then wil  your opinion of bean curd count.” I screwed up my face into a mask of disgust. “Bean curd? Who wants to eat something cal ed bean curd?” 

“I do,” she said, her voice soft, but confident. 

Silence lingered between us as we finished eating. Glancing at my watch, I realized I only had another five minutes until I had to get back. I’d enjoyed spending time with her. Being her tutor, I knew I’d get to do it again, but everything seemed so easy tonight. I didn’t want to end it with silence. 

“So you moved here after Portland?” 

Her smile slipped a bit. It didn’t vanish, but it wasn’t entirely there either. “No. After Portland was Vegas.” I wondered what it was about Las Vegas that made her eyes grow a bit distant. It wasn’t the time to ask, but I hoped that I’d find out one day. “So after Vegas, you came here.” 

Olivia cleared her throat and then blinked. With a little shake of her head, the distance and sadness were gone. The happy expression was back, and her sparkling eyes were again connected with mine. “After Vegas was Boulder. Wel  . . . ,” she said after a little pause, “ . . . a little place near Boulder.” 

“So why did you leave Boulder?” 

She tossed the spork onto the tray and stood. I fol owed her lead and together we went and threw our trash away. “I didn’t want to be at that school anymore, and my grandparents said it was okay for me to move in with them.” That little bit of information caused a flurry of thoughts to assault my brain. This whole time she’d only spoken of her mother, never her father. 

Now she was saying that after going to some kind of “therapeutic” boarding school, her grandparents took her in. I didn’t know if it was a reform school and she’d been a bad kid. I didn’t know if her mother had grown tired of her or if her mom had become incapable of caring for her. I didn’t know anything, but it was clear that her mother was no longer in the picture. 

That was probably what caused the look on her face when talking about Vegas. It was cal ed “Sin City,” so perhaps her mother had gotten into drugs or worse. Maybe it was painful for Olivia to think about Las Vegas since it was probably the last place she and her mother had been together. 

I hadn’t realized we’d walked al  the way back to the bookstore in silence, but we were standing outside of Barnes & Noble. 

“Work ’til close?” she asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Me, too.” She craned her neck behind her and looked at the perfume girl behind her. When she looked back at me, she said, “We should see what days we both work and carpool. Doing something green wil  make me feel like I’m back in Portland.” I loved the idea of spending more time with her, but unfortunately it couldn’t happen. “You’d be the only one driving.” 

“What?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t drive.” 

“Seriously?” Her voice and expression showed her surprise. I nodded. “Why?” 

“I’ve just never been interested in learning. I have enough friends to get where I need to go, and my dad and brother take me wherever I want to go, too.” 

“Huh.” 

“ ‘Huh’ what?” Not liking the way her expression shifted into amused curiosity. 

“Nothing,” she answered, tone light. 

“What?” I asked more seriously. 

“It’s just I wouldn’t have pegged you for someone who wanted to depend on other people like that.” At first, her statement made me angry because she didn’t know me. How could she peg me for anything? But then the realization came that in order to say something like that, she would have to feel at least somewhat comfortable with me. She would’ve had to  think about me. 

I looked down at her shoes. They were little pink and black canvas shoes with skul s and crossbones littering the fabric. When I brought my eyes back up, I asked, “What  do you peg me as?” 

I was given the sweetest smile I could ever remember getting, and she said, “You’re different from everybody else. You’re okay with being alone, but you like people enough to invite them into the private world you create for yourself. I think you’re probably pretty independent, only letting your father take care of the big expenses, while you use the money you earn at the bookstore for al  the little stuff.” The insight startled me. Had she real y figured al  that out from the few times we’d spoken? Or did she watch me at school? She was right about being alone. I mostly didn’t care about being around people. I could move to a deserted island and be perfectly happy so long as I had a few books and my drums. I didn’t understand how she could come up with that. I’d known her for less than two weeks! Even my twin brother had never had the inclination to figure me out like Olivia had done. 

Olivia’s extended hand was right in front of my face and she was pressing her index finger against the creased spot between my eyes. 

“You’re so serious, Adam.” When she withdrew her hand, I took in a deep breath. “When you want to learn how to drive, let me know.” With that, she held up her hand in a motionless wave, turned, and walked toward the toy store. 

I couldn’t kick-start my brain for the rest of the night. When Aaron picked me up from the mal , we saw Olivia walking to her little Toyota. My brother drove his Wrangler right up to her and when he started outright flirting with her, my face grew hot. Half of it was embarrassment and the other half was anger. 

I didn’t want him flirting with her, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

I went straight to my room after getting home. Aaron was talking nonstop, wanting to see what I knew about Olivia. I only told him what he already knew, and lied to him about the rest. 

I  had  homework  to  finish,  but  concentrating  was  difficult.  The  girl  across  the  street  was  dancing  through  my  mind.  She  was  present  in  my thoughts when I gave up pretending to study and got ready for bed. She was there when I brushed my teeth, when I washed my face. I dreamt of her. 

Her dancing form twirled behind my eyelids as I woke. 

Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes and swinging my legs over the edge of my bed, I sat up. It was six o’clock in the morning. I stood up, arching my  back  and  throwing  my  arms  up  over  my  head.  I  didn’t  like  mornings,  although  I  was  much  more  of  a  morning  person  than Aaron.  He  was notorious for setting his alarm, but never getting up. I figured it was because he was always so fatigued. Aaron conditioned his body for sports al the time, and he focused a lot of his mental energy on girls. He rarely slept. 

I went downstairs and laid out everything for breakfast. I wasn’t going to cook much. It was just toast, sausage, and juice. Once I was finished getting the kitchen set up, I made sure the laundry that ran last night was dry. It was, but I turned the knob so the dryer would run for about fifteen minutes. It would eliminate the wrinkles in the clothes, al owing me to then hang them up—or more accurately, drape them over a chair—or fold them nicely. Being the son – a responsible son – of a single father forced me to have to pay attention to these things. I helped dad out wherever I could. 

At six thirty, I went back upstairs and knocked on Aaron’s door. I didn’t wait for a response before cracking open the door. It was dark in his room, but I could stil  see the outlines of the figures on the posters on his wal . They were a mixture of top athletes, swimsuit models, and hot female singers and actresses. In between the pictures of celebrities were banners and pennants of his favorite teams. I understood the Chicago teams: the Bears, the Bul s, the Cubs, the Blackhawks, the Chicago Fire, but I had a harder time understanding why he liked teams that were so far away. He liked the Yankees. He liked the Colts and the 49ers, too. 

“Aaron,” I whispered loudly. He didn’t budge. I entered his room and pul ed open his dark curtains. “Hey, A!” I said louder as I pul ed up the blinds. Again, he didn’t make a sound, so I went over to his bed and shook him a bit. It was like this most mornings. 

He grumbled. I shook him again and said, “Aaron, it’s time to wake up.” 

He nestled deeper into the fluffy pil ow and curled himself into a bal , pul ing the covers tight around him. He was mumbling something about “too early . . . stupid school . . . supposed be sleeping.” 

“Aaron, seriously, dude, you have to wake up.” I pushed him onto his back, placed my hands on his shoulders, and pressed down. I released and then pressed again. I did this over and over again, making his body bounce on the bed. It was the only way I knew to get him up. “Aaron!” Final y, he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. “Okay, okay, okay!” 

I withdrew and stood up straight as he sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Dammit,” he said gruffly. 

“When did you get to sleep?” 

A deep rumbling sound erupted from him as he stretched. “After two.” 

I felt bad for him. He’d always had more trouble sleeping than I had, but in the past couple of years, it’d gotten worse for him. He was now what I would cal  an insomniac. I told him over and over again that he needed to tel  Dad, but he refused. 

“You going to be okay?” I asked, going to the door. 

He made a noncommittal noise in response. “You want coffee?” 

He stood up and shook his head. “We’l  get some on the way. I don’t want Dad to flip out.” Dad was pretty adamant that Aaron adhere to a proper nutritious diet and wouldn’t like Aaron using caffeine to disguise lack of sleep. He let us have coffee, but today was a practice day for Aaron, so starting it off with false energy would not be acceptable. 

Downstairs, Aaron stumbled around until his body woke up. We sat down to eat, and he asked, “You gonna tutor Livia tonight?” he asked with a ful  mouth. 

I paused mid-bite. His question took me by surprise. I hadn’t thought about her at al  this morning, but now she was back dancing through my mind. “Um, no. I don’t think so. I’ve got practice tonight.” Aaron should’ve known my schedule. It was very similar to his footbal  schedule. But I wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t paid attention. Unless it directly affected him, he barely noticed some things. 

“Next time you do, ask her if she has a boyfriend, and if she wants one.” 

As I finished my toast, I could feel it just sitting in my stomach. Aaron had been after lots of girls. I didn’t know what was different about this one, but I knew something was. Olivia was not only pretty, but there was something so natural and honest about her. She might have been accepted by the cool kids in school, but she didn’t act like one of them. At least not to me. 

I must have been making a face because Aaron swal owed his mouthful of food, cocked his head to the side, and then asked, “What?” I decided not to play stupid. “I thought you were messing around with Kel y and Maya.” He gave me a one-shoulder shrug. “I like Kel y, and Maya’s awesome, but Livia is, like, I don’t know.” I knew. Olivia was something new, something that most of the males at Lakeside High School were interested in. He just wanted to be the first to get to her. It would up his social status. I didn’t want that. 

“What?” he asked me again. I kept my eyes fixed on the crumbs of my toast. “What’s that look for, Adam?” 

“There’s no look.” 

“Bul shit.” I risked a glance. He was staring at me, his jaw set to the side as he used his tongue to clean out the little bits of food that had wedged themselves in the crevasses of his teeth. 

It was hard to be a twin. While I didn’t think we looked alike, there had always been this silent connection. It was hard to be dishonest. I knew immediately when he was lying, and likewise, he could tel  when I was leaving something out. 

“You like her.” I looked away, which was al  the confirmation he needed. “You like her.” When he inhaled deeply, I retrained my eyes on him. His expression was a bit amused, but I couldn’t tel  if it was because he thought it was funny that I liked her or if it was because I’d never real y liked a girl before. 



“Adam, you’re turning bright red.” 

I took a sip of my juice then chewed on the inside of my bottom lip. 

“So if you like her, ask her out.” 

My chest tightened and my mouth went dry. 

“Does she like you?” 

“I don’t know,” I managed to whisper. 

He pushed away from the table and stood. He lifted his empty plate and slapped me on the back. “Wel ,” he said. “Find out and then ask her out.” I concentrated on finishing my juice as he ran the water to rinse his dishes. 

As he was leaving, I stood up, intent on cleaning up. “But don’t wait too long,” he cal ed over his shoulder. “If you’re not going to at least try,  I’m going to.” 

I contemplated the conversation with my brother al  morning. I’d never liked the same girl as Aaron. He’d implied that he was wil ing to back off to give me the chance at her first. It seemed wrong to think about Olivia like that—like something to bargain for—but if Aaron was going to put aside his drive to date her, I would happily let him. 

She waved at me in first period again, then at lunch, and then as Casey and I walked out onto the field for practice we saw her walking toward her car. She saw me and waved, the keys jingling in her hand. 

“Oh, my God, dude,” Casey whispered. “She total y likes you!” I twisted my neck to glance at him, but he pushed me, so I turned back to see Olivia. She’d stopped looking our way and was nearly to her car. “Go over there and talk to her. Ask her to watch practice or something.” For a moment, I thought about it. I imagined myself running over to her, leaning against her car like Aaron would. Being confident as I asked her to stick around. Touching her arm as I said something funny. 

But as she unlocked her door, I knew I wouldn’t do any of it. “She won’t want to watch marching band practice,” I said as I turned back. 

I tried to ignore my friend as he continued to talk about how I was wasting an opportunity, and how he was so disappointed in me, and how Olivia was just waiting for me to go flirt with her. But when we reached the field, he said, “If you don’t, I’m going to go talk to her. And not for you, but for me, because maybe she’s real y smiling at me.” 

I turned on him. “Shut up about Olivia. You don’t like her. You like Hannah. Spend your energy on her. And shut up about me talking to her.  You don’t talk to  Hannah.” 

I moved to the school’s tenor drums and adjusted the carrier. When we played home games, parades or competitions, I used my own drums, but for practice I made do with the beat-up set. 

“The difference is that Hannah doesn’t give me a way in like Olivia’s doing with you.” I kept working and ignored him. Final y, he walked away, mumbling. I pushed al  the noisy chatter in my brain to the side and concentrated on the task at hand: keeping a beat while moving my feet. 

Thursday I didn’t look up in first period to see if Olivia waved at me. I spent my lunch in the library going over my Physics notes, and I lingered by my locker after school was finished in order to avoid seeing her as I walked out to the field. I was being stupid. I knew that, but I couldn’t help it. It felt like there was tremendous pressure to do something with Olivia. 

I liked her. I  really did, but I wasn’t an idiot. I wasn’t going to try to go out with her. She was nice enough that I thought she’d say yes if I asked her, but it would be out of pity and nothing else. 

Friday morning, however, I couldn’t avoid her. She sat down in Jesse Rainer’s seat. Mr. Bel man hadn’t started class yet. I swal owed hard, feeling caught and trapped. “I was going to stop by last night after work.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her smile. I couldn’t force myself to look at her directly. “My night at work would’ve been so much better if I could’ve taken my break with you.” The fact that she’d said “with you” and not “with someone” wasn’t lost on me. In fact, it was what pushed me over the edge, al owing me to actual y look at her for the first time this morning. “I had practice.” 

“I know. I wish you didn’t, though.” 

God, how I wished I had some of my brother’s cool, col ected calm right about now. How did he talk to girls like this al  the time? I glanced over at Aaron. He was twisted in his seat, one hand draped on Maya’s desk, pretending to listen to her talk, but I could tel  that he was paying attention to what was happening over here. 

“It’s over in October,” I said without looking at her. “Marching band, that is.” 

“Then you’l  work more?” 

I turned to her and nodded. Her hair was up today, changing the way her face looked. It sent waves upon waves of jitters through me. 

“And you have a game tonight?” 

Again, I nodded. 



“I think I’m going to come. I guess games are big events around here.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So, listen, I have a quiz in history today. Would you help me study at lunch? We haven’t had much time to work together, so my notes haven’t real y improved and I thought . . .” 

I looked back at Aaron, whose face was now expectant. He nodded to me, silently tel ing me that while he might not have heard every word, he knew that this was a defining moment. He wanted me to take the opportunity to spend time with her. 

The thought that if I took too long he would make his move was biting at the back of my brain. “Yeah, okay, sure.” 

“Real y?” Her voice was as hopeful as her expression. I didn’t understand it. Did she not realize that every guy in school wanted to spend time with her? 

“Yeah. I said I’d help you with history.” 

We looked toward the front of the classroom as Bel man stood. “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Rainer, and just in the nick of time.” We looked up to see Jesse waiting next to Olivia, obviously wanting to sit down in his seat. She stood and said, “Thanks, Adam, you’re the best.” 

I tried not to think about the pressure of everything as school dragged on and lunchtime approached. Now that Aaron knew, my feelings for Olivia seemed even heavier. Casey would make fun of me, that much was a given, but we had an understanding that for guys like us, liking pretty girls was going to be nothing more than crushes. But with my brother knowing, he was going to force my hand. Either I was going to go after Olivia or he was. 

In  the  library,  my  stomach  settled  down  and  I  started  to  relax.  In  the  moments  she  and  I  were  together,  just  talking,  I  wasn’t  stressed.  Our conversations were easy for the most part. It was when I wasn’t with her that my anxiety flared. It was when I was thinking about her—or over-thinking about her—that I was the most nervous. When it was just us, it felt like it was meant to be like this, like I was just her ticket to a good grade. 

It just felt like we were friends. And I liked it. I didn’t want the pressure of potential y asking her out and most likely being rejected, so I pushed al of that away and decided to simply enjoy being her friend. 

“You mean I have to just memorize it?” 

The despair in her voice was priceless. I nodded dramatical y. “I’m afraid so.” Tapping her notebook, I said, “And get better at taking notes, because these are . . . al  over the place.” 

“So if you’re al  smart and stuff, what’s the quiz going to be like?” 

“Probably a few multiple choice, a few short answer, and a smal  essay question. They’re trying to prepare everyone for col ege.” She groaned then laid her forehead against the open book on the table. “No wonder it’s so annoying.” Regardless of wanting to date or not, I stil  wanted to know more about her. “Do you know what schools you’re applying to?” Raising her head, she shook it. “I bet you have everything al  planned out, right?” 

“No. Not a clue. Aaron does though.” 

Olivia sat al  the way up. “Real y? Where does he want to go?” 

“Duke. His back-up schools are Notre Dame, even though we’re not Catholic, and the University of Michigan.” 

“And you don’t know? Don’t you want to go where he’s going?” 

I shrugged. It would be strange not being at the same school as Aaron, but separating from him was bound to happen at some point. We were close, but not so close that we would be out of sorts without each other. “A friend of mine goes to Northwestern so I’l  probably apply there. What about you? Do you know what you want to study?” 

With a heavy sigh, she stretched, arching her back over the chair before twirling her ponytail around her fingers. “I don’t even real y want to go. I mean, my grandparents want me to, so I’l  go, but I don’t know what to study. I don’t real y like any subjects more than others.” 

“But you like dancing, right?” I asked. It was the first time any verbal mention of me seeing her dance in her bedroom had been made. She shrugged, but added a nod to it, letting me know that she did enjoy dancing. “There are schools for that. You could—” 

“That’l  never happen,” she said. “My grandparents won’t let me go to school for dance.” I didn’t get how she could be so obviously a free spirit, but then buckle under the weight of her grandparents’ wishes. “Isn’t it your choice?” 

“Yes, of course, but I’m just not going to ignore their feelings.” 

I didn’t understand why they would feel anything other than happiness for her. She was good at it, and from what I saw that night she had a passion for it. 

I wanted to ask more, but she tapped the book with her pen and said. “So you think I’l  do okay?” 

“You did the reading, right? Just stay calm during the quiz and remember what you read. And if you don’t do wel , we’l  work on it and you’l  do better next time.” 



I picked up the paper she’d shown me earlier and read the study guide questions. If it was me, I’d be able to take the quiz without even studying. 

It bothered me that I knew she was smart, but she said she didn’t do al  that wel  in school. I had no solid evidence of her intel igence, beyond her ability to hold a conversation, but there was a gleam in her eye that indicated she was. 

“Why don’t you do wel  in school?” I blurted out the question then felt crappy about it. It was blunt and I had no right to ask it, but it was out there now. 

It took her a moment to digest it, her startled expression conveying what she was feeling. “I do okay.” 

“I didn’t mean,” I said, hurrying to backpedal or make up ground, but it fizzled. “I mean, I know you’re smart. What . . . why aren’t you better in school? Is that why you went to boarding school? Do you have some kind of . . .?” I trailed off. I hadn’t meant to ask that either. I hadn’t meant to imply that she went to that school because she had a weak mind or anything. 

Olivia took a deep breath and looked toward the window along the far wal  of the library. “I don’t care about school the way you do. I mean, I want to do good, but it’s not something that matters to me al  that much.” 

“What matters to you?” 

“Life,” she answered. Her gaze locked back on me, connecting me to her. I couldn’t look away. “Experience. People. Figuring things out. Being a good person. Those things matter to me. I didn’t go to that school because I was a disruptive kid or because I was special needs or whatever.” I had no right to ask, but I did anyway. “Why were you there?” 

“Because my grandparents didn’t know what to do with me after.” Olivia paused and flicked her gaze back toward the window. “After my mother was kil ed.” 

It felt like my heart stopped. I hadn’t known her long, but I’d never heard her voice so heavy like that. What did someone say after an admission like that? I thought about what people said after I told them about my own mother, but it wasn’t the same. I’d lived in Lakeside my whole life and everyone had just always known. 

“I didn’t mean to push you into tel ing me anything. I’m—” 

“Don’t say you’re sorry,” she said. “I hate it when people say they’re sorry. I know it’s just an expression of concern, but it’s just . . .” 

“I know what you mean. My mom died when I was born.” She was looking at me now. I felt a pul  that I couldn’t explain, as if my attraction to her had just deepened within the past few minutes. “People can express concern, like you said, al  they want, but I look at those who have moms and I wonder if they have any clue how lucky they are. My friend, Casey, is a great guy, but sometimes he talks about his mom like she’s such a drag, you know?” 

Olivia nodded. “The girls at E.R.—my old school, Emerson-Rousseau—were the same way. I couldn’t stand listening to how much they hated their mothers. Al  for real y random reasons. Like one girl was pissed because her mother bought her the wrong designer handbag, and another one hated that her mother got remarried. She didn’t hate her stepdad, just her mother. I just kept wondering what they would do if they woke up one day to the cold hard fact that their moms just didn’t exist anymore.” 

I had a mil ion things to say, but I didn’t say any of them. I just sat there quietly as she returned her gaze to the windows. The bel  rang a few minutes later and I sighed. “I haven’t helped you at al ,” I said as I handed her back the study guide. 

“Yeah,  you  have,”  she  said  as  she  took  the  paper. As  we  stood  up,  she  shoved  everything  into  her  backpack.  “I  know  you  have  a  game tomorrow, but do you think we can study on Saturday or something?” 

Thankful for another chance to hang out with her, I said, “Yeah. I have practice in the morning, but I’m done by eleven.” Olivia hoisted the bag onto her shoulders. “I work until one, but maybe after?” 

Nodding, I pushed in my chair, then hers. “Yeah. That’s awesome.” 

Knowing what I now knew about her, I felt closer to her and more relaxed about our friendship and I couldn’t wait to learn even more. 

With real hope that I’d made a solid connection, I parted ways with Olivia, wishing her luck on her history quiz. I made a silent vow to myself that if nothing else, I was going to help her care about school. 





“So what would you write down after reading that paragraph?” 

Olivia looked up at me from where she was lying on my bed. She was wearing a red SpongeBob SquarePants T-shirt and jeans. “Um . . . Antietam. 

Sharpsburg, Maryland?” She paused, obviously looking for an indication that she was starting off okay. I nodded. “1862.” 

“What month?” 

“September.” 

“Good. Keep going.” 

She took a deep breath and then sat up, cross-legged, facing me. “Bloodiest battle in American history? One of the first battles of the Civil War that was in the north. General Lee versus General McClel an. Over twenty thousand casualties. Turning point of the war.” 

“That’s good. So if it was an essay question, would you be able to give the who, what, when, where, and why of it?” Olivia nodded. She was getting it now. We’d spent another half hour this afternoon talking about finding the important parts of the text. Now, she needed to start considering things we were implementing in A.P. History. “What about describing its significance?” She tilted her head to the side. Her pink tongue swept out and flicked against the corner of her mouth before she bit it gently. I had to keep focusing on the fact that I was supposed to be helping her. If I al owed myself to get distracted by how cute she was, especial y right now, I’d turn into a bumbling mess and end up like Casey. 

But she looked so sweet with her tongue out and her brow creased. Her hands were folded together as she thought. She was quiet long enough for me to get worried. I didn’t want her to fail, so I just about answered for her. As soon as I opened my mouth, though, she said, “Wel , it stopped the Confederacy’s  invasion  of  the  north,  but  the  Union  didn’t  pursue  them,  right?  So  if  McClel an  had,  he  could’ve  ended  the  war  early. And  didn’t Lincoln give the Emancipation Proclamation because of the victory?” 

I nodded. She’d just given enough information to flush out an essay question, and she’d done it with information we hadn’t just read. She must have gotten that from the lectures in class. “That’s awesome, Liv! What you just said was—” I stopped when I saw her expression change. “What?” I asked, suddenly afraid that I’d done or said something terribly wrong. 

Shaking her head, she kept her eyes fixed on the  X-Men poster behind me. Olivia sighed heavily, her shoulders slumping. “My mom used to cal me Liv. And Livie. My grandparents only cal  me Olivia.” 

“I’m sorry.” I hadn’t meant to bring up anything painful. I’d just been excited that she’d done so wel . “I won’t cal  you that if you—” 

“No,” she said, looking back at me. “No, I like it. I miss it,” she said, her voice soft. There was one short moment of silence before she took a deep breath. “So I did okay?” 

It felt odd to shift emotions that quickly, but I wasn’t going to dwel  on anything depressing for too long. “You did great. You did exactly what we talked about. Just the most essential facts.” 

“Here’s a fun fact for you: Cows can produce between twenty to thirty gal ons of saliva a day.” I blinked and sat back in my chair. “Um, that’s random and disgusting, yet interesting.” 

“I thought so, too.” She unfolded her legs and brought herself to sit on the edge of my bed. “So what’s yours?” 

“Mine, what?” 

“Fun fact. I give you one, you give me one.” 

“Oh,” I said, trying hard to keep up with the seemingly simple conversation. “Oh, uh, I don’t know. Let me think.” So many useless facts flooded my brain. I had to be careful which one I picked. It had to be something good. Something she might find interesting. It had to be something that would tel  her a bit about myself without revealing how big of a geek I real y was. 

Olivia liked dancing, so that meant she liked music. Drumming fit that, but I didn’t want to tel  her about a drummer in a rock band because that would be too easy. Everyone already knew that Def Leppard had a one-armed drummer, and I didn’t think she’d care that ZZ Top—the band known for their long beards—had a drummer with the last name Beard who was the only member who was beardless. She lived with her grandparents, who  were  probably  too  young  to  have  real y  been  into  the  Big  Band  music,  but  might  have  given  their  granddaughter  an  appreciation  for  it nonetheless. 

“Sing, Sing, Sing is thought to be the first recording of a drum solo. Gene Krupa played it.” Her expression of happiness felt like a huge reward! But then she asked, “Is that the one that goes: ‘It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing’?” 

I was taken aback. I knew she wasn’t giving it her al , but she had a nice voice to complement the beauty of the rest of her. I didn’t want to disappoint  her,  but  I  shook  my  head.  “No.  That’s  another  one.  Sing,  Sing,  Sing  is  mainly  instrumental.”  I  opened  up  my  laptop  and  pul ed  up YouTube. As I searched for it, she came to watch over my shoulder. 

When I started it up, she put her hand on the back of my chair. She was so close to me that I didn’t have to turn around to see her body start moving to the beat. I could feel it. 

“Yeah, I know this song. It’s awesome. Can you play it on the drums?” 

I felt proud. “Yeah. It was one of the first songs I could play al  the way through.” 

“So awesome,” she said, and I craned my neck and looked up at her. She wasn’t outright dancing, but she was moving like she wanted to. 

“Do you want to stay for dinner? My dad’s off today and he loves to cook. I thought maybe you’d—” 

“I don’t eat what everyone else eats, so I’m not sure I can.” 

“What does that mean?” 

She took a step back, al owing me to stand. I put my knee on the chair and rested my hands on the back of it as she tucked her hair behind her ears. 

“It means that I’d like to stay for dinner, but I’m vegan, so I’m not sure I’l  be able to.” 

“Vegan? Like no meat?” 

“Yeah. Or dairy. Or any animal products of any kind.” 

I’d never met a vegan before. “Real y? What do you eat?” 

She laughed, but I didn’t know why. She must have sensed my confusion or saw it on my face because her laughter quieted and she answered, 

“Everything that didn’t come from an animal.” 

“Oh.” I real y wanted her to stay for dinner, though. “My dad watches a lot of cooking shows. I’m sure he could make something for you. Do you want to stay if he can?” 

“Yeah, of course. And it doesn’t have to be anything crazy. Pasta works. I can help him if he wants.” I chuckled. “I think he can handle pasta.” I went over to the door. “I’l  go ask him if it’s cool.” 

“Can we go to the garage so I can see your drums?” 

“You real y like music, don’t you?” 

From behind me she said, “It’s freeing.” 

I stopped then turned, my hand on the railing. Since she’d appeared in Lakeside, I’d been taken with her. I’d been studying her. When she’d first arrived, I’d studied her outward attributes—facial structure, expressions, body, nonverbal cues—but now that we spent actual time together, talking, I studied what made her tick—who she was, what her general outlook on life was. 

It was in moments like these—the quiet moments when simple two-word answers—revealed the most. Olivia was pretty open about herself. She seemed to know who she was, and more importantly, she seemed to like who she was. 

I wanted to be like that. 

“What?” she asked, her voice and face expressing a bit of amusement. 

I pressed my lips together and my eyes narrowed, not in scrutiny, but in contemplation. She was such an honest person. Wel , she could have been lying, but it didn’t feel like it. It felt like everything she said, everything she did, was an honest and true representation of herself. I wanted to know more. 

“Why don’t you play an instrument?” 

Olivia  put  her  hand  on  the  banister.  She  was  directly  across  from  me,  only  a  foot  and  a  half  away,  mirroring  my  position.  “I  never  got  the opportunity.” 

I could’ve let it go at that. I could’ve started down the stairs or said something to fil  the silence, but I didn’t. My eyes were staring into hers, and I wondered if anyone had ever told her that the golden flecks that accentuated her irises looked as if a master painter had placed each one of them there on purpose. 

“My mom was a great mom, but we couldn’t afford instruments, you know?” 



I nodded. I  did know. I had at least five thousand dol ars wrapped up in drums. When we’d first gotten into band in middle school, Casey had rented his trombone. “Yeah,” I replied. “I’l  teach you how to play the drums if you want.” Her eyes widened. “Real y?” I nodded. “That’s awesome!” 

“But first let’s make sure you can stay for dinner.” 

We headed downstairs. My dad was in the living room watching  Ace of Cakes. I felt a little weird about putting Dad on the spot asking if she could stay for dinner in front of her. Things seemed to be awkward enough between my dad and me, so I took Olivia straight to the garage. 

“Oh, my God, that’s awesome!” 

Her excitement was infectious. She went over to my drum kit and tapped her fingernail against the crash cymbal. The sound was muted and soft. 

I went to the shelf where I kept al  my sticks and picked out some for her. “Here,” I said, offering them to her. 

“Real y?” 

I laughed. I’d just gotten finished tel ing her that I would teach her how to play the drums, yet she looked shocked that I was giving her drumsticks. 

“Yeah, here.” I extended my arm until she took them. 

Tentatively, she tapped one against the same cymbal but when it made a louder sound than she was obviously expecting, she pul ed her hand back. “Sit,” I said. When she did, I stood beside her. “That’s the bass drum, obviously. These are the toms. That’s a snare. Floor tom. That’s the ride cymbal. The crash. And the hi-hat.” 

She took it al  in, moving her eyes over each drum and cymbal. “Have at it,” I said. 

“I thought you said you were going to  teach me!” 

“I am. First thing about the drums is just figuring out how each sound and then figuring out how the tone changes with the different sticks, mal ets, and brushes you use and also with what kind of stroke you use. You can real y bang on it or you can make the whole thing change by giving a few ghost strokes.” 

“Al  right,” she said breathily as she hesitantly brought the sticks down on the snare. 

“I’l  be right back, okay? I’m just going to go talk to my dad. Do you have to see if it’s okay with your grandparents that you stay?” She stopped playing and pul ed her cel  phone out of her pocket. Olivia didn’t use it. Al  she did was wave it at me and then toss it onto the beanbag chair a few feet from the drums. “I’l  cal  later.” 

“You going to be okay if I go in?” I asked, but then felt stupid. Why wouldn’t she be okay? 

Olivia winked at me before turning her attention back to the drum kit. Once inside, I headed straight for the living room. I wanted so badly for her to be able to stay, but in asking my dad if she could, I’d be revealing something huge to him. At least it felt huge. I’d never had a girl over for dinner. 

Aaron had girlfriends over al  the time. My dad and I had sat through so many stupid conversations, feigning interest in whatever Aaron’s girlfriend of the moment was into. Now I would be the one with company. She wasn’t my girlfriend, but the fact that she would be sharing a meal with us because I asked her was big enough. 

“Dad?” 

He looked up from his place on the couch. Usual y after work he looked so tired, but when he’d had a day off and was pretty wel  rested he looked young, sometimes too young to be a father of high school seniors. I didn’t think I looked much like him. His hair was a dark blond or light brown. Instead of having brown eyes like me and Aaron, his were a bluish-green. But in terms of body type, Aaron was more like him. He was tal and thick. My dad was strong, and he looked it. 

Today he had scruff—another sign that he’d had a night off. 

“What’s up?” he asked. 


There would be no easy way to ask it. Anything I said would result in him being shocked or surprised, but I didn’t know how big of a deal he’d make of it. He never said much about Aaron’s girls coming over, but with this being the first time for me, I thought maybe he’d make a thing out of it. 

I had to ask, though. Olivia was out in the garage waiting for me. I heard her irregular beats sounding through the wal s. After taking a deep breath I laced my hands together in front of my body. “Can Olivia stay for dinner?” For a moment, nothing registered on his face, but then he looked me up and down. He cocked his head toward the garage as if noticing for the first time that he was hearing drums but seeing me in front of him. “Olivia who?” 

“Cartwright. From across the street.” I shifted my weight on my feet and started chewing on the inside of my cheek. It felt like he’d been staring at me forever. “She’s in the garage. I’m tutoring her. I mean, she’s . . . she doesn’t eat meat, though. Or eggs, or dairy, or anything like that. But I thought maybe you could make something she could eat? Maybe like pasta or a salad or—” Dad held up his hand to silence me, so I shut up. 

“Of course, she can stay. I’l  figure something out.” 

I continued to stand there chewing on my cheek, hands tightly clasped together. 



“I don’t hear any more noise out there,” he said, cocking his head toward the wal  behind him. “You’d better go and check on her.” 

“Right,” I said. “Thanks, Dad.” 

He nodded, watching me as I turned and left. When I reached the garage door, I rubbed the palms of my hands on my jeans to dry them. For as much as I’d been convincing myself that I was happy with the prospect of a innocent friendship with Olivia, I found myself daydreaming about holding hands with her. Visions of her eating with us swirled around in my head, mingling with the imaginings of kissing her. Her lips would be so soft. Her hair would be silky as I ran my hands through it. And her smel —it would be the same intoxicating floral scent I’d noticed before, but it would be much more intense. I would be swal owed by it. 

I shook the thoughts away. I had to focus on friendship first. I was excited that she was going to stay for dinner—that I was going to get even more time with her. But when I opened the door and stepped down into the garage, my mood sank. It was instant. 

She was sitting behind my drums, sticks in hands resting on her thighs, and her head was thrown back in laughter. 

Aaron was standing on the other side of the drums, twirling a footbal  around, eyes fixed on her. I recognized that look. No matter what he’d said about giving me a chance, I knew in this moment that he would no longer wait. He wanted Olivia. 

I stood there for at least thirty seconds, maybe more, before either of them noticed me. Olivia caught sight of me. She swiveled the seat, her face stil  bright from laughing at whatever it was Aaron had said. I wondered if he’d told her something embarrassing about me. “Hey, Ad!” I liked the nickname, but I stil  felt on edge after finding my brother in the garage with her. It was like al  of the momentum I’d built had fizzled out. 

“Hey.” It was al  I could say. 

“Did your dad say it was okay?” I nodded. “Good. I’l  cal  my grandma.” She swiveled again, ignoring both me and my brother. 

When I turned my gaze onto him, he was watching her. Like always, he could sense I was looking at him, and also like usual, he could tel  that something was wrong. He came over to me and stopped just a foot away. “Why are you pissed?” 

“I’m not pissed,” I said. 

“Yes, you are. You’ve got that look, bro. I’m not stupid. What’s up?” 

I sighed. “You said you wouldn’t flirt with her.” 

He laughed. “No, I didn’t. I said I wouldn’t make a move until you at least had a shot. I never said I wouldn’t flirt. That would be against my nature.” My heart was heavy because in this moment, I knew that Aaron would once again overshadow me. He might not go al  out to win her, but getting girls was effortless for him. Flirtation worked and no matter how nice I was, or how compatible I was to Olivia, he would always be the better choice. 

He lightly punched me on my shoulder. “Ask her out and I’l  stop.” 

“Why are you doing this?” 

“Doing what? I’m being nice,” he said, then glanced behind him to look at Olivia who was stil  on the phone. “If you want something, you have to go and get it. I like her, too, and I’m giving you a chance. Don’t turn it into something shitty.” I looked away. “You’ve already turned it into something shitty. Why can’t I just like a girl without—?” 

“You can like any girl you want,” he said, “but unless you’re going to go for it, there’s no way in hel  I’m going to sit back and pretend that I don’t like her, too. See? This is the difference between us. You’re al  theory. You say, ‘I like her,’ but do nothing about it. And I’m the proven fact. I say, ‘I like her,’ and I  act on it.” 

The squeak in the seat of my drum set told me that Olivia had changed position. I glanced over at her quickly, hoping that she hadn’t heard anything we’d been saying. It was already embarrassing enough to have these feelings; I didn’t think I could handle her hearing about it. 

“She said ‘yes’.” 

My answering smile was muted—in part because of the doubt that had crept into me now that my brother was involved, but also because Aaron clapped his hands once. It was loud and it echoed in the garage as he said, “Yes!” He was so excited that the girl  I’d invited over was staying for dinner. Now he’d have an even better shot of impressing her. 

Olivia had abandoned the drums. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to real y show her anything. She approached us, and when she was so close I could smel  her hair and the light fragrance of her skin, she cocked her head and said, “What’s wrong?” I wanted to tel  her exactly what was wrong. I wanted to tel  her that Aaron liked her, and that I liked her. I wanted to tel  her that Aaron liked a lot of people, but I didn’t, making my feelings much more meaningful. I wanted to grab her hand and take her back up to my room and show her how to play the drums. I wanted to tel  her that I was scared that she would fal  victim to my brother’s charms and forget about me. 

But I didn’t say or do any of those things. Instead, I said, “Nothing.” 

“So what do you want to do until dinner’s ready?” Aaron asked. Olivia shrugged. He smacked me in the stomach. It didn’t hurt, but it did catch me by surprise. “Come on, Adam, think of something fun to do to pass the time.” 

I could think of nothing, mainly because I had no experience with the concept of doing something fun with a girl in my house. I took too long. 

Aaron grabbed Olivia by the wrist and tugged her toward the door. She let out an amused sound at the jerky movement then craned her neck to look at me. “Come on.” 

I fol owed, my heart and mood sinking further. Aaron led her through the house, only letting go of her when we were in the sun room. “Wow,” she said, going over to one of the large windows. “Your backyard is awesome.” 

I’d never thought about it before. It always just seemed like a backyard. In the summers I hated it because it took so long to mow. Our yard was surrounded by tal  trees. My dad had built a patio and surrounded it with plants and flowers he’d seen on HGTV. The Home and Garden Network was his next favorite thing to watch after Food Network. 

“Go talk to her about nature or something. Girls like that stuff,” Aaron whispered into my ear before giving me a little shove toward her. Her back was to us, hair swept over one shoulder. 

Because of his push, I moved a few steps, but then I stopped. I had to think of something to say. I could tel  her about the little serenity pond my father and Aaron put in two years ago. You couldn’t see it from this angle, but she’d probably like it if I took her over to it. Or maybe I should talk about the changing leaves. Some were stil  green, but others were turning the colors of the fal . 

Again, I must’ve taken too long. Aaron sighed behind me, and as he passed me, he shook his head. He went right up next to Olivia and said, 

“Do you like the fal ?” 

“Absolutely. It’s so pretty. In Nevada, we didn’t have al  these colors, but in Colorado, we did.” 

“Wel ,” Aaron said, “this is nothing. Just wait until early October; the leaves wil  get even prettier.” He went to the door and opened it. “Do you want to see the reflection pond my dad and I put in?” 

After that, I was nothing more than a pile of regretful nothingness. He said everything I’d thought about saying. Aaron was right. I was theory and he was fact. While I  thought, he  did. And now he was outside with Olivia—the girl I real y,  really  liked. 

After ten minutes, I couldn’t watch it any more. I could look at her al  day, but the fact that she was with Aaron as she took in the backyard gutted me. I went back into the house and watched as Dad put the finishing touches on the meal. 

Once the pasta was drained and put into the pan with the sauce, he glanced up at me. “Where’s your girl?” My girl. What a joke. “Olivia . . . ,” I said, to let him know that she was nowhere close to  my girl, “ . . . is in the backyard. With Aaron.” He looked at me for just a moment longer before crossing over to the window above the sink. He stayed there for a second before coming back over to me. There was something intense about the way he looked at me. I grabbed the stack of plates and silverware from the edge of the counter. 

Setting the table al owed me to be away from whatever my father was trying to silently express to me. 

Dad asked me to tel  them it was dinnertime, so I did, rueful y watching Olivia and Aaron’s slow walk inside. She was smiling at him and he was giving  her  the  look  that  almost  al   girls  were  unable  to  resist.  He  took  the  lead,  saying  nothing  as  he  passed,  but  Olivia  touched  my  forearm. 

“Where’d you go?” 

I shook my head. “I helped my dad.” 

Olivia didn’t say anything, and I was unsure if she sensed my mood. 

During dinner, I was quiet, unable to overcome the oppressive feelings of inadequacy. My father seemed like he was trying to help me out by bringing up topics he knew I was interested in. At times Olivia would simply look at me, waiting for me to expand on the topic but my response was usual y a one- or two-word answer. 

For most of the meal, Aaron remained decent, not chiming in with something damaging as my father tried to point out the few positive attributes I had. I was almost thankful that my brother didn’t have much to contribute, but then he turned his eyes to me and smirked. “Did you tel  her about when you wanted to legal y change your name to ‘Skywalker’?” 

I loved my brother, but right now I  hated him. As if I needed any help being geekier in comparison to him. 

“Aaron,” my dad said, but my brother just laughed it off. 

“Seriously, he was saving up money to have it done.” 

I risked a glance at Olivia but her expression was kind. “So Anakin or Luke?” 

“Luke,” I mumbled, retraining my eyes onto my plate. 

“Good choice,” she said. “I may or may not have spent months perfecting my braided hair bun in an attempt to look more like Princess Leia.” My head snapped up, and I smiled back at her. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that my father was looking at me. 

There was a brief silence, then Olivia turned to Dad and said, “This is great, Mr. James. Most people wouldn’t take the time to make a real y good vegan meal. I appreciate it.” 

“You’re awful y polite,” he said. 

“Guess I was raised right.” 

My dad nodded. “I knew your mom.” 



Olivia looked happy when he said it. “Real y?” 

“Yeah, she was a few years behind me in school. Nice girl.” 

“That’s awesome. My grandparents have her old yearbooks. I’l  have to check you out to see what you looked like back in the day.” My dad laughed. “Probably the same. Less wrinkles.” 

The rest of the dinner went by fine. Aaron didn’t embarrass me any more than he already had, and the conversation between my dad and Olivia remained pleasant. Through his subtle questioning I learned that she liked plants and flowers, but wasn’t interested much in sports. When she said it, I flicked my eyes over at my brother and felt like sticking out my tongue. 

After dinner, Dad cal ed Aaron into the kitchen to help clean up, leaving Olivia and me to find our way back up to my room. 

“You act different when your brother’s around,” she said but gave me no time to respond. “Your dad’s nice.” She gathered up her book and notes. 

“Yeah, he’s al  right.” 

She chuckled. “He’s better than ‘al  right,’ Adam. He’s pretty cool. I don’t know my dad,” she said. “I don’t even know his name.” She paused, sat down, and shot me a nervous look. “My grandparents don’t even know. My mom left for New York, came back for a few months, had me, and then we left again.” 

It seemed like Olivia always left me wanting for words. I tried to imagine what it was like to grow up without a father—without even knowing his name—and then to lose your mother as a teenager. “You seem . . . ” I said without thinking. I let myself trail off, unsure of how she’d react to what I’d been about to say. 

“What?” 

I forged ahead. “You seem, I don’t know, wel -adjusted for al  of that.” 

She laughed, and it was a mixture of a dark snicker and a light chuckle. “Wel , I  was in the E.R.” Right. Her old school. The “therapeutic” one. Again, I was wordless as I contemplated her life before Lakeside. 

The silence had begun to sting, and then she said, “Awkward, right?” 

“Tomorrow’s Sunday,” I said. 

“Yep. I was told it would be.” 

Clasping my hands in front of me, I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and bit the inside of my lip before going for it. “I don’t work and I don’t have practice. Do you want to hang out? Like go to the bookstore or something?” 

“Do you like Barnes & Noble that much?” she asked as she stood. 

“No. I mean, yes. I like my work, but I was talking about M.T. Shelves.” I could tel  by her expression that she was interested. “It’s an awesome, old independent bookstore. I could spend days in there.” As soon as it was out, I wished that I hadn’t said it as it made me sound like even more of a dork. I could spend days in an old, dusty bookstore? How interesting. I bet Olivia was incredibly impressed. 

“Um,” she said, running her hand through her hair. “Yeah, I think it’d be okay. I’l  double-check, but yeah, I’d like to.” 

“Cool,” I said with a breath of relief. “So, around eleven? Maybe we can grab lunch?” She walked to the door. “I think I’l  eat at home, okay?” 

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.” 

“It’s just easier since there’s not a plethora of vegan eateries here, you know?” I nodded. “Sure. So maybe we’l  go at noon?” 

“Noon, it is. Is it in walking distance?” 

While I was happy she brought it up before I did, I was stil  embarrassed that I didn’t know how to drive. It seemed weak and unmanly. I shook my head, my face heating up with a blush. 

“Good,” she said, voice light. “It’l  give me a chance to show you how easy it is to drive. I’l  text you if I can’t go.” We got al  the way down to the foyer. Aaron was leaning against the hal way wal , watching us. Olivia turned around as she slipped on her shoes. 

“I don’t have your cel  number.” 

It thril ed me that she asked for my number in front of my brother. She held out her pen and notebook. “Write it there.” She pointed to the cover. I felt  stupid  the  way  my  heart  soared.  She  wanted  my  number  on  a  very  visible  place  on  her  notebook.  Maybe  it  was  ridiculous  to  feel  special because of it, but I did. 

After writing it down, I said good night and watched her as she left. I didn’t close the door until she was safely inside the house across the street. 

When I turned around, Aaron was stil  in the hal way, arms folded over his chest. 

I couldn’t tel  if he was pissed. His face seemed neutral, but his eyes were dark. We stood there, facing off for almost a minute, until final y Aaron turned and retreated into the kitchen. As I contemplated the expression on his face, it dawned on me. 



For the first time in our lives,  Aaron was jealous of  me. 





I awoke to a nearly freezing room. The sun was already up, but when I got   out of bed, strode to the window, and pul ed up the blinds, I couldn’t see it. 

The day was gray. It seemed that an early chil  had settled on northern Il inois. The change hadn’t been noticeable. Just a gentle shift from the heat of the summer to the moderately cool days of early fal . 

It was nearly October, but somehow I wasn’t ready for winter. I placed my palm against the glass. It was official y jacket weather. As I looked from the sky to the tree across the street, to Olivia’s bedroom window, I realized that I wasn’t the only one who thought it was chil y. 

Olivia stood in front of her window, pul ing a black hoodie jacket tightly around her. When she saw me, she waved. 

I waved back. She moved, and then my phone buzzed on my nightstand. I quickly retrieved the phone. It was a text message from an unknown number.  Cold enough for you? What happened to summer? 

We were too far away to shout at each other, but through our phones we could talk. I texted back,  Actually it could be colder & it will be in a month or so. What are you doing? 

I watched her as she read the text. A moment later, I received her message.  Looking at you. What are you doing? 

I  laughed  and  typed.  Looking  at  you.   I  wished  I  could’ve  thought  of  something  witty  to  say,  but  the  only  thing  I  could  think  of  sending  was confirmation of our plans today.  Still going? 

Her answer came a few seconds later.  Of course. Noon. Put your driving shoes on. You teach me history, I teach you to drive. 

It felt strange to be excited this early in the morning. Actual y, it felt strange to feel excitement at al . I tried to think of another time when I’d felt like this, but came up empty. Needing to start the day, I waved to Olivia and received one in return. 

A bubbling sense of hope stayed with me as I went about my morning. I was ready and waiting by eleven o’clock. Ignoring Aaron as he asked incessant questions about where we were going, I kept peeking out of the front window, hoping to catch her coming out of her door. I didn’t want her to come over here. If she did, it’d give Aaron another chance to mesmerize her. 

When I grew impatient, I left the house and sat down on the porch. Final y, Olivia emerged, cal ing out, “I’l  be fine!” I stood, hopped off the steps and crossed the street. I didn’t want to seem too eager, but I wasn’t sure how to play it cool. “Hey,” I said. “I like your jacket.” 

She glanced down at the black Harry Potter hoodie and shrugged. “Hope you don’t mind a bit of HP geekiness.” 

“Harry Potter’s cool,” I said as we walked to her car. 

She unlocked the passenger side door for me, but before she rounded the front of the car, she said, “And he’s hot.” What? She thought Harry Potter was hot? But he wasn’t big and buff. He wasn’t the best looking kid around. He seemed . . . average. Not bad looking, but definitely not Zac Efron. 

The door popped open. I bent down and found Olivia leaning over the seat. “You going to get in or what?” I got in and put on my seat belt. “Do you know where it is?” 

“Yeah, but I’ve never been in it. Is it cool?” 

“I think so,” I answered. 

About halfway to the bookstore, there was a dead deer on the side of the road. Olivia sighed. I turned to her and saw her press two fingers to her lips and hold them toward the window, as if offering a kiss to the animal. 

It was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen. “Why did you do that?” 

Returning her focus to the road, she said, “To let it know that someone remembers its life.” 

“But it’s dead.” I hadn’t meant for it to come out rudely. “I mean, it can’t hear you or see the gesture.” 

“How do you know?” she asked. 

If it had been Casey or Aaron asking that, I would’ve said, “Duh,” but because it was Olivia—beautiful Olivia—I said, “Because it’s dead.” 



“But the spirit of that animal goes on and the energy I just sent out into the universe wil  find its way to it.” Oh, God. She was one of those new-aged hippies. I knew she was vegan, but I thought maybe it was just because it was trendy. Now that she was talking about energies and spirits, it al  came into focus for me. I understood that the world took al  kinds and different strokes for different folks and al  that, but I didn’t understand her statement. 

“What energy?” 

As we slowed at a red light, she turned to face me. “Energy, thought, prayer, vibes, whatever you want to cal  it. You think it’s bul shit, don’t you?” I wasn’t going to offend her by saying that I thought what she obviously believed in was crap. “I don’t know.” 

“Haven’t you studied quantum physics?” 

No, I didn’t study quantum physics. “I’ve heard of it, yes, but we haven’t gotten that far in class.” 

“But you know some of Einstein’s theories.” 

Sure, I knew the nuts and bolts of them, but I didn’t understand what she obviously wanted me to. “Yeah, but what do they have to do with a dead deer?” 

Olivia sighed, but didn’t explain. After a few seconds of silence, she asked, “You don’t think a life should be memorialized in some way once it’s gone?” 

“Sure, I do, but it’s a  deer, Livie. Not a person.” 

The light turned green and she looked back to the road as she took off slowly. “So we can respect the life of a human, but not an animal?” 

“That’s not what I said,” I didn’t real y want to get into a conversation like this with her, but at the same time, it would yield valuable information. “Is that why you don’t eat meat? Because you respect the life of the animals?” 

“Yeah.” She said it in a way that let me know she was annoyed. I couldn’t help how I felt. “And don’t say stuff about how domesticated animals are meant to be food because I’l  flip out.” 

I certainly didn’t want that. Maybe I should’ve just left this conversation alone and asked about something else. 

“I don’t eat meat because it’s bad for you, bad for the environment, and it exploits the lives of those who can’t speak for themselves. People think animals don’t feel, but they  do. They shouldn’t have to die because—” 

“Everyone dies, even animals. How is eating meat—something humans have been doing since the dawn of time—bad for you?” 

“Do you want me to e-mail you the links to the medical studies that prove it? As far as the ‘dawn of time’ crap, should I break it al  down for you on  an  evolutionary  scale?  Look  at  your  teeth  and  your  intestines  and  tel   me  they’re  made  for  meat  eating.  Eating  animal  flesh  leads  to  heart disease, stroke, cancer, and—” 

“Everyone dies,” I said again. 

She let out an exasperated sound, but then took a deep breath. As we pul ed into the parking lot of M.T. Shelves, she turned to me, eyes boring into mine. “Yeah, everyone dies.” Her voice was serious and it made my stomach flutter. “But it’s how you live that’s important, and I’m not going to take another soul down with me. I don’t enjoy pain, and  I  don’t  enjoy  the  pain  of  others,  even  animals.  I  won’t  be  the  cause  of  someone  else’s suffering.” 

After a moment, she unbuckled her seat belt and ran her hands through her hair. “And if you’re so okay with contracting a fatal condition or disease, why don’t you drive? Didn’t you say it was because you could die?” 

I looked down at my lap. She was right. 

“Look,” she said, touching my forearm. I raised my gaze to her. “I don’t care if you eat meat, okay? Who I am and what I do has no bearing on who you are and what you do. When I talk about how I feel about animal welfare, it’s not a judgment on you because you eat meat. I don’t usual y talk about this stuff with people because they get weird and defensive, as if me being vegan is some kind of social statement about them. And it’s not.” 

“Okay.” It real y was al  I could say. 

“We cool?” she asked. 

I popped my seat belt. “We’re cool.” Nodding to the brick building in front of us, I asked, “Want to go in?” I’d never been in a situation where I’d spoken so intensely about what was obviously a personal subject before. I didn’t quite understand why it had gotten so tense, but as we got out of the car and walked into the bookstore, everything seemed fine again. 

Part of why I loved M.T. Shelves so much was because of the smel . It hit me as soon as I opened the glass door. I let Olivia go in first, but as I stepped over the threshold, I could almost  feel the books. Barnes & Noble wasn’t like this. It didn’t smel  or feel like anything, real y, except maybe lattes and mochas. This bookstore, however, had that dusty, old aroma. I knew if I took too deep of a breath through my nose, I’d probably start sneezing. 

Straight in front of us were stacks and stacks of books. American History books were a few feet away. To the left was military history and to the right was the counter where the register sat. Instead of a person, an orange furbal  stared us down. That was the bookstore’s cat. Every time I’d been in here, the cat would fol ow me around, as if making sure I behaved in his home. But when I’d try to pet him he’d hiss and bare his claws. I didn’t know what his real name was, but I referred to him as ‘Beast’. 

“Oh my God,” Olivia whispered. I didn’t know what it was about this place, but everyone always whispered. The books were reminiscent of a library, but there were no signs tel ing anyone ‘quiet please’. Perhaps the people who come into bookstores like this al  have an innate respect for the written word. Either way, I enjoyed the sound of her quiet voice as she said, “How appropriate is it that we walk into the history section?” So far, everything was going wel . 

Pointing at the cat, she said, “He’s watching you like he knows you.” I glanced from the cat back to Olivia. She licked her bottom lip and stared right back at the furry demon. “Did you pul  his tail the last time you were in here or something?” 

“No,” I said with a chuckle. “He’s just mean.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t believe it.” Again, she looked around. She took her time studying the stacks of books, some neatly upright, others piled on their sides. There were books on the floor, neatly lining the sections, and there were books in glass cases, indicating that they were more special. Above the wooden shelves, trinkets and little pieces of local history lined the tops. Campaign buttons, beer mugs from local bars, old glass bottles, carved wooden vases and vessels, a few old stuffed animals, framed pictures of black and white photos, and ancient looking rocks and pinecones littered the area close to the ceiling. “This place is awesome.” 

A wave of delight ran through me. I’d hoped she would like it. I’d hoped it would be a place we could share. “You haven’t even seen the second floor. Or the basement.” 

Olivia’s eyes widened, like she couldn’t believe there was more. The basement was my favorite place. It was a maze, truly something to get lost in. The genres housed down there were varied, but al  of the science fiction and fantasy were kept along the wal . There were times when I’d spend hours pul ing out titles, reading the back covers, flipping through the pages, and returning them to their homes, repeating the action over and over again. 

To  my  surprise,  Olivia  grabbed  the  sleeve  of  my  jacket  and  tugged  me  farther  into  the  bookstore.  With  this  connection,  we  wound  our  way through the stacks. She didn’t let go until we were at  the  steps.  Some  led  up,  some  led  down.  Olivia  looked  at  me,  imploring  me  to  make  the choice. 

I didn’t hesitate; I took to the stairway leading to the basement. I wanted to reach out and grab her hand, the way she’d done to me just moments ago, but I didn’t. When we were downstairs, I turned to see her face. 

She  moved  from  the  main  aisle  into  the  maze.  Extending  both  arms,  she  ran  her  fingertips  against  the  spines  of  the  books  on  each  side.  I fol owed her, curious as to where she would settle. From my position, I couldn’t see how she was reacting, but I could see that she was turning her head from side to side to take it al  in. She passed my favorite spot. It was a little area in the middle of the sci-fi section where the lighting was horrible, but there was a little V where the shelves didn’t quite meet. When I was alone, I would press myself into the tiny spot, a book always in hand, and stand for long minutes, secretly hoping I could stay there forever. 

Just at the end of the section where I usual y made my home for hours, something caught Olivia’s eye. She stopped, but I was slow to react, so I bumped into her. It made her laugh, but being so close to her, in one of my favorite places, made me want to kiss her. As she stepped closer to the books, I thought about what it would be like. Her lips against mine, smel ing her skin so close, the taste of her flesh, the feel of her as I ran my hands down her arms. 

Olivia pul ed a few books out, and then lowered herself to the floor, sitting cross-legged. I was thril ed that she did this, as it was something I would do. We were the only customers, at least in this area, so I sat down next to her, extending my legs out as much as I could. The soles of my shoes rested against the bookshelf across from us. 

Craning my neck, I read the handwritten genre marker. Metaphysics. I took a thin book off of its resting place on her thigh and glanced at the back cover. It was a book about the afterlife. I took the other book she’d picked out, but wasn’t reading. It was on the same subject. Tilting my head and bending my body, I could see that the one she was flipping through now was also about what happened to the spirit once the body had expired. 

“Something you’re interested in?” 

The usual smile was no longer there. Instead, she looked somber—not as intense as when we spoke in the car, but definitely more serious than I’d ever seen her. 

Her words took me even more off guard than her appearance. “How’d your mom die, Adam?” It took me a moment for the question to sink in. I wasn’t used to talking about it. While I suspected Aaron thought about her, quite a lot actual y, he never said anything to me. Likewise, it didn’t seem like it would do anything for me to have a conversation with him about it. 

I licked my lips and swal owed hard. I wasn’t able to look into Olivia’s eyes because they seemed to bring up too many emotions. I trained my gaze on the blue book with gold lettering across the smal  aisle. “She died giving birth to me.” 

“So you never even met her?” 



I shook my head and tried to push back the wel ing depression that always overtook me when I thought about that very fact. “No. She pushed Aaron out, but they had to cut her to get me out. I don’t know. My dad won’t say much. Just that her blood pressure dropped, and she was gone before she heard me cry.” 

Olivia didn’t say anything, which I was happy for. Sometimes people felt obligated to fil  the silence after deeply personal things were shared. I liked that she gave me the distance to feel what I was feeling and not have the additional pressure of al eviating the awkwardness. 

“Sometimes I think my dad hates me because of it. Aaron, too.” 

That was my voice. I’d said those words, but I hadn’t meant to. I hadn’t even known that I wanted to. I looked down at my lap as I pushed a deep breath of air out. I held it in my mouth, bal ooning my cheeks as the breath escaped slowly through my lips. The thought I’d just expressed felt heavy, and I wished I’d felt lighter after having released it, but I didn’t. 

Olivia sort of leaned into me, nudging me with her shoulder. “They might have complex feelings, but I’m sure they don’t hate you. Of course, I’ve only met your dad once, but I don’t think he could ever hate either of you.” 

We were quiet again. She drew her knees up, putting her chin on them. I felt bad for making what should’ve been a fun time into a depressing, but she’d brought up the subject. We were sitting in the metaphysical section, surrounded by books on death, dying, and the afterlife, so maybe the conversation was more appropriate than anything else. 

“What about you? How did your mom die?” I asked, turning my whole body to face her. I wanted to see her expressions as she revealed more of herself to me just as I had just done for her. 

She took a deep breath, and looked me in the eyes. “We were grocery shopping and the store got robbed. It happened real y fast, but one of the two guys fired and one of the bul ets hit my mom.” 

“Oh my God.” It always seemed like I didn’t know what to say to her, but this was different. What was there to say to that? It was horrible, and I couldn’t imagine what she’d gone through at al . 

Despite the fact that I liked the silence she gave me after tel ing her about my mother, I couldn’t give her the same for long. There was so much to know and I felt drawn to learn it al . “You were with her?” 

Olivia nodded, her face twisting up into some kind of a mask of pain. Her lips were pressed tightly together and her eyes closed for a moment. 

When she opened them again, she turned away from me. I thought she might cry, but when I looked at her profile, I saw there were no tears. 

“How do you process that?” I sighed when I realized I sounded more like a therapist than I’d wanted to sound. 

“I  didn’t process it. I accepted it and moved on.” 

Her voice was too steady and her words were much different than I expected. “But I don’t—” 

“Listen, life’s too short to let sadness overpower you for long periods of time. Like you said, ‘Everyone dies.’ I felt my emotions, cried my tears, and  then  came  to  peace  about  it.  You  don’t  ever  ‘get  over’  something  like  that,”  she  said,  adding  air  quotes.  “Al   you  can  do  is  embrace  the experience and do your best to go on.” 

I  struggled  to  understand.  Her  mother  was  dead.  So  was  mine.  Her  statement  about  never  getting  over  something  like  that  was  incredibly accurate, in my opinion. Yet, her comment about simply embracing the experience was foreign to me. “I don’t know anything about my mom. How do I ‘embrace’ her dying as I took my first breath?” 

She turned to me once again. “You know that she loved you enough to die to give you life. And if you want to be poetic about it—you took your first breath, she took her last, and together you breathe every day.” 

The words bumped around my mind until I was able to dissect and study them then put them back together. Maybe she was right. Maybe my mom gave me my breath. Maybe she lived through me now. 

Olivia had a way of making everything seem better. 

She laughed and I realized the orange cat was rubbing the length of its body against her legs. She was petting it, her fingers moving in its fluffy fur. “Do you know his name?” 

“No, but I cal  him Beast.” 

She laughed again. “Not the name I would choose.” 

“What would you name him?” 

“Buddha,” she said. She scratched him behind the ears and on the cheeks. 

“He’s too evil to be Buddha.” 

“He’s a lover. Look at him!” 

I stretched out my arm to pet the thing and it reared back, hissing loudly. “See?” I withdrew my hand. “It usual y chases me through the store!” Worried  that  the  Beast-Buddha  cat  wanted  to  hurt  me,  I  stood  up.  Olivia  did  the  same.  The  sudden  movement  must  have  bothered  the  cat because his ears were flat against his head and he growled. Scared, he jumped up, sticking his claws into my thighs. I cried out as the pain of twenty tiny punctures registered in my brain. I shook him off. 

Before I knew what happened, Olivia grabbed my hand and tugged me down the aisle. Together we ran through the crowded shelves, escaping the wrath of the orange furbag. 

To the right of the stairs leading up was an alcove of music books. She tugged me in then released my hand. I twisted and peeked around a stack. We had successful y lost Beast. 

Turning back around, I saw that she was leaning over—one of her hands braced on her knee, the other holding onto a low shelf. Her posture was of someone who was winded, but we’d barely run a few yards. She stayed like that for a long minute. When she didn’t stand up straight, I put my hand on her lower back. “ ’Livie?” 

She took deep, shaky breaths. When she final y stood, her hair fel  away, revealing her face and I saw she was pale and sweating. “Are you sick?” 

Without  thinking,  I  pushed  her  hair  back  from  her  face.  She  tilted  and  turned  her  head  to  avoid  my  touch.  Quickly  averting  her  eyes,  she swal owed so hard that I heard it. Slowly, her breathing returned to normal. “I’m fine,” she said. “The air’s just stuffy down here and the lighting’s . . .” I  didn’t  push  her  to  finish.  She  turned  and  feigned  interest  in  the  books,  but  I  wasn’t  fooled.  I  had  no  doubt  that  she  loved  music,  but  her concentration on water-warped copies of Mozart biographies wasn’t genuine. Something was wrong. 

“Ready to go?” I asked. 

She pushed her rounded shoulders back before turning to face me. She looked much better, no longer pale and clammy. Almost back to normal. 

“Want to go to my house?” 

I knew her grandparents because I mowed their grass every once in a while when my father told me they were out of town, and sometimes I’d bump into one of them getting mail. But I wasn’t sure how comfortable I would be in their home. I would have rather gone back to my house, but the thought of seeing Olivia’s room decided it for me. “Sure.” 

“Want to drive?” she asked as we neared her Toyota. 

I chuckled. “You haven’t taught me how yet.” I glanced at her over the top of the car. She wasn’t looking directly at me. Her eyes were focused somewhere to my right. “Do you stil  not feel wel ?” 

She turned her brown eyes to me. “No, I’m cool. Maybe just need to eat something.” Then she just opened the door and got in. On the way home I watched her closely, but she seemed fine. 

“Come on in,” she said, holding the front door to her house open for me. I stepped through and took a look at the foyer. I could tel  that older people lived here. Everything was nice—like no one had ruined anything by touching it—and it al  looked old—like antiques. 

It didn’t look like a place where a vibrant girl like Olivia would live. But I supposed she didn’t have a choice. 

When she’d closed the door, she kicked off her shoes then pointed at my New Balances. I pul ed them off and set them next to hers on the rug next to the old iron radiator. Our house was probably the same age as this one, but at some point the furnace had been replaced and ductwork was put in. We didn’t have these old things in our house, but I imagined that if they weren’t too hot in the winter, it would feel great to lie on the floor and put your cold feet against them. 

I fol owed Olivia through the downstairs until we came upon her grandparents. They were quietly sipping coffee out of smal  cups that looked far too dainty to be in use. The table was a smal  tan and white four-seater nestled neatly into the homey kitchen. The room was decorated with floral wal paper, but it wasn’t busy or gaudy. It was a nice, soothing tan. Saucepans and skil ets hung down above the center island, and above the sink was lattice work that housed bottles of wine. The cabinets were al  a rustic wood, painted white. At the end of the cabinets next to the refrigerator, a natural-colored wood shelf hung. Pictures in antique frames sat on top, while dish towels and oven mitts hung from the pegs below. It was the nicest kitchen I’d ever seen. 

Even though the Cartwrights weren’t strangers to me, my stomach fluttered as two sets of eyes turned to me. I bit the inside of my lip, waiting to find out how Olivia would introduce me. 

“Hey. You guys know Adam? He lives across the street.” 

Her grandfather gave me a silent nod but her grandmother’s scrutiny was undeniable. After a moment, she said in a kind voice, “Your father’s a very nice man.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“I can remember when he brought you home.” I dropped my eyes. “We watched your brother for him while you were stil  in the hospital.” Reminders of how sick I was, of how different I was from Aaron, always opened a wel  of emotion within me. I didn’t want to show any of it here. I nodded, but didn’t return my gaze to the kitchen table until I heard Olivia speaking again. 

“Adam’s the one tutoring me in history.” 



“How nice,” Mrs. Cartwright said. 

“We’re going to go up and study now.” 

We both turned to make our way back to the stairs, but stopped when her grandma said, “Keep that door open, Olivia.” 

“Yeah, okay,” she answered casual y. She agreed, but when we got to her room, she shut her door anyway She must’ve seen the “we’re-gonna-get-in-trouble” look on my face because she said, “She has a bad hip. She can make it up the stairs, but rarely does, and as long as there’s no moaning, I don’t think Grampa wil  care.” 

Olivia flopped down on the bed and I looked around for some place to sit. Hearing her say “moaning” while alone in her bedroom made me too uncomfortable to think about sitting down on her bed when she was on it. There were no chairs in her room besides a stiff-looking desk chair, so I sank to the floor, drawing my legs up and wrapping my arms around them. 

“So,” I said, voice cracking, “your grandparents seem pretty cool.” 

“Yeah,” she replied. “Yeah. Grampa’s the best. Laid back, only talks when it’s important. Grandma can be intense, but only because she cares. 

Sometimes I forget that.” 

I took a moment to look around her room. It was easy to tel  that it had been a guest room only a few weeks ago. It was wal papered the way a grandmother would wal paper a spare room. The curtains were a fril y lace that matched the canopy of the antique-looking four-poster bed Olivia was now lying on. 

Olivia had obviously made some adjustments to the room. She had clothing strewn al  over the top of her long dresser that took up half of one wal . In front of the window was the desk I assumed had been there. It was littered with books and papers. She’d tacked up pictures and photos al over the wal . 

Olivia obviously didn’t value a tidy bedroom. I wondered if she noticed how organized mine was in comparison, then wondered if it mattered. 

When I saw the strap of a discarded bra, I forced myself to look back at her. “So you like living with your grandparents?” 

“Yeah,” she said, voice light like I was used to. “It’s better than at E.R. I mean, she’s got almost as many rules as they did, but at least she’s family.” 

I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything. “Does she miss your mom?” 

“Sometimes I wonder about that,” she mumbled. Then she sat up and crossed her legs while tucking her hair behind her ears. 

I didn’t think I heard her correctly, “Hmmm?” 

She  tugged  off  her  hoodie  and  again,  I  averted  my  eyes  to  remove  the  temptation  of  solely  focusing  on  her  body.  When  I  heard  the  heavy garment hit the floor, I looked up. Did she real y have an issue with putting clothes away? I found it amusing and thought it was a good thing her grandmother couldn’t make it upstairs. It would have probably been a bone of contention between them. 

“Yeah, she misses my mom. They didn’t get along much, but I know it’s hard on my grandma.” I raised an eyebrow. “My grandparents didn’t exactly agree with my mother’s ‘lifestyle’.” 

“What does that mean?” I asked as I leaned back against the wal  and stretched out my legs. 

“My mom was a dancer.” The information did not surprise me. “She did bal et from the time she was four. Studied at one of the oldest bal et studios in Chicago. My grandparents were never rich, but they made sure she attended the classes every week and they sent her to New York City every summer for training.” Olivia took a deep breath. “And she moved to New York—apparently against Grandma’s wishes—in order to dance for the New York City Bal et. She must not have done her research because you can’t just audition.” Olivia stared at a photo across from her. I couldn’t see it, so I scooted closer to the bed. It was a picture of a young woman in bal et costume—

obviously her mother. 

I could no longer see Olivia as my back was to her, but she continued speaking. I looked at each photo on the wal . “Anyway, she lived there for a bit after high school, then got pregnant with me and couldn’t be a bal erina anymore. She moved back home, had me, and then moved back east as soon as she could.” 

“Why did she come back at al ?” 

“She had no place to go. She told me the guy who I guess is my father wasn’t even real y her boyfriend, so it wasn’t like she had anyone to help. 

So—” 

Her voice revealed nothing, so I craned my neck to look at her. She looked back at me and raised her shoulders. I must have been looking at her like  she  was  a  pitiful  orphan  or  something  because  she  shook  her  head.  One  side  of  her  lips  curved  up  and  her  eyes  brightened.  “It’s  okay.  It doesn’t hurt my feelings or anything. I never knew him, so it’s not like I knew what I was missing.” Olivia seemed awful y wel -adjusted for someone who truly  was an orphan. I turned back around, wanting to break the visual connection in order to have a chance to real y think about how al  of this affected her. 

“So back in New York and no longer a bal erina, she danced in clubs.” 



My eyes widened as I twisted to look at her again. She was revealing so much, but I had no idea how she could say some of this with such a flat, almost emotionless tone. She didn’t know her father’s name and her mother was a club dancer. I felt like I was lost, unable to comprehend such a vastly different life from my own. 

“She didn’t strip!” She said. 

I didn’t know what other kind of dancing happened in clubs. Biting down on the inside of my lips, I stayed quiet, not wanting to offend her. 

“She was a go-go dancer, which . . . yeah, she danced in  very little clothing, but she didn’t take it off.” 

“Oh.” It was al  I could offer. 

“She also choreographed some  really off-Broadway productions. And then Anatolius Malenkov asked her to dance with him.” 

“Who?” 

“He was a pretty awesome Russian dancer. He toured and did special performances in major cities.” 

“Was?” 

“Yeah, he died a year after my mom joined his troupe.” 

“So what did your mom do with you while she toured?” 

Olivia slid graceful y off the bed and sat next to me. “I went with her.” 

“And your grandparents didn’t like that?” 

“No.” 

“Is that why you said they wouldn’t let you go to school for dance?” 

“Um, that’s part of it,” she said. 

“What’s the other part?” 

She rubbed her eye then arched her back as if she was trying to crack it. “They’re old?” It sounded like hedging to me, so I said, “They’re not  that old, Liv.” 

“I don’t know,” she said. 

It was clear to see that she was uncomfortable, so I decided to drop it. “I think we’re ordering pizza tonight. Do you want to come over? We’l  get you something without cheese.” 

Olivia looked away from me and she nibbled her bottom lip as she studied the photographs of her mother above her dresser. “Do you miss your mom, Adam?” 

Something heavy settled upon me. “I don’t know. I never knew her, so like you said about your father, it’s hard to miss something you never real y had.” I paused. “I mean, I guess I miss  a mom, you know? I wish I had one. I wish I knew her. I wish . . .” 

“Did you hear that Maya girl in class the other day? Talking about her mom?” 

Maya had been going on and on at the end of Current Events on Friday about how much she  hated her mother. I didn’t hear  why she hated her, just that she did. If she was like the other morons who said stuff like that, it was because she hadn’t been al owed to do this or buy that. “Yeah.” 

“Sometimes I want to hit people like that.” She turned to me with a sad expression. “And I’m a nonviolent person.” The truth of her words wasn’t lost on either of us. We might’ve spoken about it before, but it was important to both of us. Some people took everything for granted. Olivia and I didn’t have the luxury of hating our mothers. I tried to picture what it would be like and invited her to participate. 

“Who knows? Maybe if ours were stil  alive, we’d be complaining about them, too.” 

“Yeah,” was her breathy reply. “Maybe.” 

But I knew it wasn’t true. I knew that if our mothers were here, we’d cherish them. 

I leaned back against the side of Olivia’s bed and together we stared at pictures of her mother’s lost life. I knew the girl next to me was thinking of the woman she knew, and I was sitting there regretting not knowing more about the woman who gave me life. 

We sat in silence. After a long time, Olivia took a deep breath and said, “I miss her.” I understood the feeling. 





Olivia declined the invitation to have pizza at my house, so I walked across the street alone, my head congested with the memories of the day and the thoughts Olivia had inspired about my mother. When I entered my house, my father was up, and I heard him and Aaron discussing the itinerary for the week. Aaron always had something new to do. 

My dad was lenient because he knew that after a certain point in the evening he would be gone, and during the day he’d be sleeping. There was only so much overseeing the man could do with the schedule he kept. But he expected us to be forthcoming and honest about our lives. My father was ful y informed of my brother’s active social life, just as he was completely aware of my lack of one. 

Olivia inspired a lot within me, but also, she was just plain inspiring. The way she handled being on her own, without a parent, was amazing. 

Even though we weren’t very close, I relied on my father a lot—not just financial y, but emotional y. I   liked seeing him every day. I liked being able to look at him and see just a little bit of myself in his face. 

The two of them were in the living room. A sports news program was on TV, but neither was watching it. Dad was on the couch and Aaron was in the recliner. 

I stood at the edge of the room for a moment before taking the step down into the sunken living room and alerting them to my presence. Aaron searched my face, probably for clues about how my day with Olivia had gone. 

I sat down at the opposite end of the couch and Dad shifted so he was facing me. Although I thought he preferred Aaron’s company, my dad had always been decent about trying not to show it. It made me happy that he was focusing on me now. 

“How’d it go?” 

I could’ve given him a rundown of my day, or told him about how exciting it was to slowly discover who Olivia was. I almost wanted to, but like with many things, I felt better keeping it to myself. I wanted to keep al  of my memories of today—Olivia kissing her fingers and pressing them to the glass, Olivia laughing, Olivia grabbing my hand and racing through the aisle to get away from Beast—in the little treasure chest I carried within my head. Tel ing people about it would cheapen it. 

“Was Mom good at anything?” 

Dad was obviously not ready for the question. He sat stil ; the only things moving were the shifting muscles in his face. His eyebrows stitched together as his lips pursed. He looked as if trying to figure out a riddle. “What?” 

“Was Mom good at anything?” I repeated. “I mean, what did she like to do and what were her talents?” 

“I,  uh  .  .  .”  he  trailed  off.  He  glanced  at Aaron  for  a  quick  moment,  then  he  looked  back  at  me.  “Crys  was  good  a  lot  of  things.”  He  looked uncomfortable as he scratched his neck then pinched his eyes with his hand. “She liked making little animals out of paper. What’s that cal ed?” 

“Origami,” Aaron said. 

“Yeah, that’s it. She’d do it al  the time. Our first date, she made a fish out of the paper menu.” He shifted his eyes from me to an imaginary spot on the wal . I started to feel bad about bringing up the subject of my mother. 

Just  when  the  quiet  got  real y  uncomfortable,  he  looked  back  at  me  and  said,  “She  was  a  cheerleader.  She  was  the  one  at  the  top  of  the pyramid. And she was smart, like you boys. Things just made sense to her. Things clicked in her head and she just got it.” 

“Did she like music?” Cheerleading was considered a sport, so Aaron must’ve gotten some of her athleticism. I wanted to know what I got. 

“She liked listening to music, but she didn’t play an instrument. Beyond the paper animals, she wasn’t very artsy.” I sighed. “What subjects did she like in school?” 

My dad looked at me, his expressed fil ed with deep sadness. I felt bad for him, but I was tired of not knowing. “I don’t know, Adam. High school was a long time ago. She liked al  her classes.” 

“Did she want to go to col ege? Did she want to study something before she got pregnant?” Again, he pinched his eyes, digging his fingers into them. “We talked about col ege, yeah, but it was ‘what-ifs.’ Her parents weren’t going to be able to afford to send her and by the time we graduated, she was already a couple of months pregnant.” I glanced at my brother but I couldn’t read his expression. If I had sat down and done the math, I would have realized earlier that not only had she been pregnant wel  before they were married, she’d been pregnant before high school was over. She didn’t have a chance at going to col ege. 

Especial y after learning she’d have twins. Maybe she wanted to get an education and we’d ruined that for her. 

I thought about al  of the lectures and comments my father had made about if we were going to have sex, that we should practice safe sex. I thought about his wil ingness to make sure that happened—at least for Aaron, since he was the only one of us actual y having sex. Thinking about how passionately he told us not to get a girl pregnant made me uncomfortable now. 

“Did you and mom not want us?” 

For a moment, Dad’s face shifted into a mask of neutrality, but then his eye narrowed, his jaw jutted out, and his lips settled into a straight line. 

He let out a hard breath. His voice was firm. “We were just kids, and we were scared out of our minds about having a baby. And when the doctor said two, we both nearly crapped our pants, but of course we wanted you both.” 

His hands were bal ed into fists on top of his thighs. “Your mom wanted you boys so badly that she . . .” 

“What?” I said. “That she what?” 

“The  doctor  put  her  on  bed  rest  for  the  last  two  months.  One,  she  was  a  smal   woman,”  he  said,  “so  having  two  babies  growing  was  risky enough,  but  then  the  doctor  could  tel   that  your  cords  were  probably  entangled.  We  didn’t  know  it  was  around  your  neck,  but  she  took  every precaution she could to make sure you two were okay.” 

My eyes began to water. “Wel , what happened when she died? Was it . . . was it . . .?” I couldn’t finish the question. The speed of my breathing had increased, and I felt like I shouldn’t be asking al  of this. My brother sat quietly in the chair, not looking at my dad or me. Dad was looking at me with an intense expression. His jaw was clenched. He didn’t look angry, just  intense. “Did she get to hold Aaron or even  see me?” He turned his eyes up to the ceiling and leaned back, resting against the couch. “We’ve talked about this before.” We hadn’t real y talked about it. He’d told us she died right after delivery, but it wasn’t a discussion. It had been so long ago that I could barely remember what was said. “But did she—?” 

“No! She couldn’t see you. They’d knocked her out when we realized you weren’t coming out right. Aaron’s delivery was smooth and we kept waiting for you. The doctor made the decision, they let me kiss her on the forehead as they gave her the anesthesia, and then they made me leave. 

It took forever.” He ran his hands through his hair. “When the doctor came out, he told me I had two boys and Crystal was dead. She’d bled out, her blood pressure dropped, and that was that.” 

My dad stood, dragged a hand down his face, and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Adam,” he said. “I can’t talk about this anymore.” He left the room  and  I  didn’t  know  how  to  feel. Al   kinds  of  emotions  assaulted  me,  but  mostly  I  felt  bad  for  him.  I  felt  horrible  for  bringing  it  up  because obviously almost eighteen years later it stil  hurt. 

“What the hel  was that about?” 

I looked up at Aaron and couldn’t respond. 

“You know he can’t handle that kind of thing.” 

I shook my head. I hadn’t known anything like that. “I just wanted to know about her. Don’t you want to  know about her?” He stood and stretched. “Yeah, but I don’t want to make him feel like crap doing it.” As he passed me on the way out, he said, “Next time, you should ask Aunt Tricia.” 

“I didn’t mean to make him feel bad,” I said before he was out of the room. 

Aaron stopped and shrugged. “I know. But he does.” 

Sitting in the living room for a while, I heard Aaron place the pizza order, while dad tooled around the kitchen, getting his food ready for work. I felt bad, obviously, and didn’t know how to fix it. Feeling sad about my mom, I missed her even though I’d never real y  had her. I felt horrible about making my father sad, but at least now I knew she made little origami animals. 

When the pizza arrived and the plates were on the table, I left the living room. My dad was in the kitchen, pouring sodas. I stood next to him, but didn’t know what to say. After a moment of silence, he set the two-liter bottle down and turned to me. 

Final y, after a long moment of silence, I said quietly, “I’m sorry, Dad.” 

He put his hand on the side of my head, covering my ear, before careful y pul ing me toward him, and enveloping me in a hug. While I would consider him a loving father, he’d never been much of a hugger. In fact, he wasn’t much of a fan of affection. Maybe he wanted to be, but couldn’t quite figure it out. Maybe if my mom was alive, he’d be better at it. 

“Don’t be,” he said before patting my back twice and pul ing away. 

After dinner, I spent an hour in the garage looking through the bin of old photos. 

Olivia wasn’t in school on Monday. We had no plans to study together, but I was worried and upset that she wasn’t there. I wanted to go to her house and find out what was going on, but felt that perhaps that would be too aggressive. I didn’t want to come off as a weirdo. I didn’t want her to think that I was obsessed and couldn’t handle an entire day without seeing her. 

Besides, I had practice. Casey and I got pizza with Blake, Seth, and Cory right after school. They were in marching band with us. Seth and Cory both played the trumpet and Blake played the saxophone. Cory was the only one who played wel . While al  three of them were in our garage band, Cory was the main contributor. He’d learned the bass guitar when Casey had mentioned we needed one. The other two just sat in the garage while we played, occasional y adding a little flare of brass and woodwind to a song. 

At practice, we played the familiar songs we’d been perfecting since ninth grade. Gary Glitter’s “Rock & Rol  Part 2”, Queen’s “We Wil  Rock You”, “We Are Family” by Sister Sledge, and 2 Unlimited’s “Get Ready For This”. They were the typical marching band fare and while I knew them al  wel  enough to play them with my eyes closed, it was the new dril s and formations that kept it interesting. 

It was late by the time I got home. Aaron and I ate a snack—peanut butter and jel y sandwiches—on the floor of the kitchen while we discussed practice. I didn’t think he was real y interested in how mine went, and he knew I didn’t care about footbal  practice, but we had a silent agreement. 

Each of us wanted to have someone to talk to about things like this, so both of us would put up with listening to the other, just for the opportunity to speak about what interested us. 

Afterward, I went upstairs to finish up the homework I’d started earlier in school. When I looked out the window, I noticed Olivia’s curtains were closed, leaving me feeling just as uneasy as I had when I’d realized she wasn’t in school. I hoped she wasn’t sick, but she’d been real y pale at the bookstore the other day

It was hard concentrating on my homework, which had never been a problem before. I struggled through it, trying to find something to motivate me, but when I final y finished it, al  I had left to do was get ready for bed. 

I felt better on Tuesday when she walked into Current Events. She was late, which seemed to be her custom, but today she was later than usual. 

She had a yel ow note in her hand that she gave to Mr. Bel man. Olivia’s hair was pul ed back, a long braid running down her spine. She wore a dark brown shirt and loose-fitting jeans. 

I wanted to go talk to her when the bel  rang, but Aaron beat me to it and I didn’t get another chance until that night. We hadn’t coordinated our schedules as she’d suggested, so Casey dropped me off at the mal . As I changed out a display in the front window, I saw Olivia walking toward the toy store in her uniform. It might have just been my overactive mind, but it seemed like she was less energetic than usual. 

Beginning to worry about her health, but not wanting to focus on it since I knew nothing for sure, I pushed the anxiety aside. 

I focused my thoughts on doing constructive things at work. I built the display properly and helped a few customers find the exact book they’d come in looking for. I suggested a few to others. As always, I was pleased with myself for being able to convince them that they needed to own the one  I  was  pushing.  I  had  an  in-depth  debate  with  the  assistant  manager  on  the  Nook  versus  hard  copies  of  books.  Neither  of  us  was  pro  one platform over the other, so we came out the other side of the conversation the same as when we started. We had a lot of conversations with similar outcomes. 

When he told me to take my break, I clocked out quickly then went to the toy store. I found Olivia in the action figures, straightening and picking up al  of the items that little kids had discarded. “Hey,” I said. 

She turned around. Her hair was stil  in a braid, pul ed over one shoulder. Her work shirt had a few wrinkles in it. Now that I’d been in her room, I knew why. “Hey, Adam,” she said. 

Olivia brought her hands in front of her, flipping the package that contained the Marvel superhero Thor over and over again. I pointed to it then blurted out, “Did you know that Thor first debuted in 1951 and his hammer’s name is Mjolnir?” For a moment I berated myself for being an epic dork, but then she smiled. Twisting around, she found the hook the toy belonged on and placed it there. When she turned back to me, she said, “I didn’t know that. Is it Fun Facts time?” I shrugged. “It can be.” 

“Want to go eat something?” Of course, I agreed. “Help me straighten this section and then I’l  take my break.” I immediately started helping her and putting toys back in their proper places and pul ed boxes on the lower shelves forward. It took less than two minutes to complete. Then she was off to the backroom. I found the  Magic: The Gathering cards near the register and thought about buying a few packs. It was unnecessary, but I stil  wanted to. Before I pul ed out my wal et and made the impulse purchase, Olivia was back next to me, and we left the store. 

She had a smal  fabric lunchbox in her hand obviously having packed for her dinner. We stood in line together and when I’d gotten my tray of food, we sat down at a smal  table on the edge of the food court. 

“So where were you yesterday?” I asked in between bites of burger. 

The salad she’d pul ed out of the lunch bag looked complex. It seemed like every vegetable known to man was in that bowl. White chunks of what I thought was tofu and red kidney beans were scattered over the top of the leaves. Olivia finished chewing, set down her fork, then leaned back into her chair. She folded her hands together against her abdomen and said, “Had to go to the doctor.” It was vague and it didn’t get me any indication on  why she saw a doctor. It wasn’t my business, but I needed to know, “You okay?” 

“Just a checkup.” She started eating her salad again and then said, “So here’s my Fun Fact. It takes the average person about seven minutes to fal  asleep.” 

It seemed reasonable. It never took me long to fal  asleep. “Not my brother.” I took the last bite of my hamburger then looked up to see that she was obviously interested. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Aaron. But I was committed now. “Yeah,” I said. “He barely sleeps. He’s tired al  the time.” 

“Doesn’t seem like it.” 

I shrugged. “He has a lot of natural energy, but first thing in the morning is bad for him. Usual y he’l  lie in bed for hours until he fal s asleep and then sometimes he’s up every hour.” 

“That’s unhealthy.” 

Nodding, I said, “I know.” 

“Have any history tests coming up?” 

“I think so.” Olivia put the lid back on her bowl and shoved it and the fork into the lunch bag. “I don’t know.” 

“I have practice tomorrow night, but maybe after six thirty you can come by and we can go over your notes?” 

“Yeah, that’s fine,” she said, sinking into her chair. The back of her head was resting back against the frame. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. I’d never seen her so lethargic. Her eyes looked a bit sunken, drowning in the faint dark circles beneath them. 

“Nothing. I’m cool. Just low energy today. It happens.” 

I checked my watch and stood and she sluggishly did the same. I watched her out of the corner of my eye as we walked back to our wing of the mal . I hoped that she felt better, and I told her this as I dropped her off outside the toy store. 

The next day, she waved to me in Current Events, said “hi” to me at lunch, and waved to me again as we passed in the hal way after school. She seemed happier and more energetic than yesterday. 

The  day  proceeded  in  usual  fashion.  Practice  was  good,  except  for  the  four  freshmen  who  tripped  over  each  other,  sending  trumpets  and French horns flying. Olivia showed up at my house at seven. 

I wanted to go straight to my room to study. Honestly, I couldn’t have cared less if we actual y studied. I just wanted to be alone with her again. 

My brother had other ideas. As soon as I opened the door, Aaron was nudging his way into things. He said hel o to her before I did. Before I could lead her to the stairs, he’d grabbed her hand, gently tugging her into the living room. 

She giggled. Just like al  the other girls did when they were around Aaron. 

Once in the living room, I kept trying to ask her if she wanted to study, but my twin kept interrupting me. No sooner than I’d open my mouth, Aaron would be asking Olivia a meaningless question. Final y I just sat there in the recliner, watching the two of them interact on the couch. It hurt my feelings, but it also pissed me off. Aaron wasn’t waiting like he said he would, and Olivia should’ve told him that we had plans. 

It got so bad that I left the room. I didn’t stomp out like an immature brat; I just slowly made my way out of the living room. Maybe they thought I was just leaving to get something from the kitchen, but neither one said a word. 

It was right before ten when my door opened. I’d gone upstairs and immersed myself in  World of Warcraft. I pul ed off my headset. I let it drop to the desk. I swiveled in my chair. When I saw Olivia was standing there, I quickly turned back around and turned off my monitor. Usual y I wasn’t embarrassed by my gaming, but usual y there wasn’t a very hot and popular girl standing in my doorway watching me. 

“I knocked,” she said, jutting her thumb out toward the door. I just nodded. “What were you doing?” Olivia took a tentative step into my room. “It looked cool.” 

I swal owed hard and scratched the back of my neck as I tried to decide how much to say. Given that she’d spent the entire night with my brother instead of me, I didn’t know how much I should trust her. I was silent for a while. In the end, I said, “World of Warcraft.” She came closer. “That’s like a game, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Is it fun?” 

“Yeah,” I said again. 

Olivia rubbed her hands on her thighs and tilted her head to the side. “You play with other people, right? Like online?” One more time, I answered, “Yeah.” 

She sat down hesitantly on my bed and wrapped her arms around her torso. “Are you upset with me?” I shook my head. 

“I came over to study, but then we just started hanging out, so that was cool, but then you just left, which wasn’t cool.” Her brow was stitched together, her expression a mixture of worry and confusion. 

“We weren’t hanging out,” Unable to stop myself, I said, “You were hanging out with Aaron. I was just there.” The  look  of  confusion  deepened.  Unwrapping  her  arms,  she  leaned  back  on  them.  I  looked  away,  not  because  of  what  I  had  revealed,  but because the line of her body was too much. She was beautiful. Even if she ditched me to hang out with Aaron, there was no denying how beautiful she was. Or how much I wanted her. 

“I  thought  we  were  al   hanging  out.  I  didn’t  try  to  hang  out  with  him  and  ignore  you.  You  weren’t  saying  anything. Actual y,  I  was  studying  the dynamics of you guys. You know, as twins?” 

I didn’t know what to say to that. Maybe I should’ve felt flattered that she was analyzing us, but I stil  felt discarded. When I brought my gaze back to  her,  she  looked  so  earnest  that  I  started  feeling  bad  for  her.  I  supposed  that  if  I  put  myself  in  her  shoes,  maybe  she  felt  like  she  was commandeered by Aaron and I  didn’t say anything. Just because I wasn’t able to be social with someone as pretty as she was didn’t mean I could blame her for that. 

“It’s cool. I’m sorry I left,” I said. “I’m just not as good at talking as he is.” 

“What are you talking about? You speak real y wel .” 

“Fine,” I said, and sighed. “I’m not as good with interacting as he is. He talks to people al  the time. I don’t.” 

“You’re talking to me now, and I see you at school. You talk to people al  the time.” Yeah, my friends. “But they’re not . . .” I stopped short, wanting to hit myself for almost blurting that my friends weren’t hotties that I wanted to kiss. 

“What?” Olivia said. 

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry for earlier.” 

“Me, too,” she said. Olivia stood and checked her watch. “How about we try again at lunch tomorrow. It’l  be like a snacky study session.” I had to admit, she could always make me grin. “Yeah,” I agreed, nodding my head. “Absolutely. I’l  bring vegan-ish things to eat.” 

“ ‘Vegan-ish’? No, no, no, no, no. Al  the way vegan or it doesn’t count. No honey, no dairy, no flesh, no—” 

“Apples have flesh,” I said. 

She rol ed her eyes. “No  animal flesh. No animal by-products.” 

With a smirk, I said, “What about fruit  leather?” 

Olivia laughed. It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen or heard in my entire life. “You’re a brat.” I couldn’t stop grinning. “I swear, vegan goodies only.” 

She backed away toward the door. “Good. Now get back to your game.” 

The exchange made up for what had happened. It left me with a feeling of excitement. 

The next day, we met up for lunch. As promised, she brought her history textbook and notebook, and I brought vegan snacks. I thought we would find a quieter spot in the cafeteria, but instead she linked her arm with mine and pul ed me outside. We sat on the steps that led up to the second floor. She picked a spot next to the half-wal  that served as the railing. It helped shield her from the wind. 

It was cool outside. A more pessimistic person would have cal ed it chil y, but I was just happy to be alone with her. No one else was out here. 

Lakeside High’s campus was beautiful, but I doubted many kids ever took the time to notice, but sitting out on the cold steps, it was hard for me not to become aware of how many trees lined the field in front of us. The leaves were turning and the gusts of wind were just strong enough to gently pul a few from the branches. The multicolored leaves floated down to the green blanket of grass like the cottonweed in the summer. 

I turned to Olivia. I didn’t know anyone else who would choose to sit outside on a day like today. I was thankful she brought me out here. 

“What?” she said with a laugh. 

“Nothing.” But it wasn’t nothing. I liked her so much. I wanted to hold her hand. Part of me lobbied to do it, but another part held me back. What if it was too much? What if she pul ed her hand away? What if it ended up being the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me? 

In order to stop my mind from whirling out of control, I reached into my bag and grabbed out the insulated lunch bag. I flipped open the top and pul ed out three containers. I opened them al  in turn. One was sliced apples that I’d squeezed just enough lemon juice on top of to ensure they wouldn’t turn brown. Another was baby carrots, and the third was celery with peanut butter and raisins on top. 

“Oh my God, Adam! Ants on a log? This is so awesome.” At first I didn’t let myself believe that she truly thought it was cool, but I could tel  she was being honest. “My mom used to make me these al  the time.” 

I hoped that was a good thing. 

“Here,” she said, pul ing an old-fashioned metal lunchbox from the bottom of her backpack. 

“Hel o Kitty?” I asked. 

“Wel , you like comic book stuff,” she said. “I enjoy Hel o Kitty.” She unclasped the box and pul ed out two bags. “Sandwiches.” Olivia tossed one onto my lap. 

I had no idea what a vegan sandwich would consist of. Pul ing it out of the baggie, I brought it close to my face, eying the healthy-looking bread and the slices that  looked like meat. 

“Oh, don’t be a baby. A vegan sandwich isn’t going to kil  you.” 

I laughed. “I’m sure it’s not. I’m just wondering what it is exactly.” 

“Bread.” 

“Duh,” I said, rol ing my eyes dramatical y. 

She  nudged  me  with  her  shoulder  and  said,  “Brat.”  Then  she  said,  “Tofurky  slices.  Don’t  make  fun  of  them,  they’re  awesome  and  have  no cholesterol. Plus it’s better for the environment.” I figured she knew what she was talking about. “And then it’s just soy mayonnaise with no eggs, and lettuce.” 

I held it out, acting like I was scared of it. 

“Oh, put your big boy pants on and give it a shot!” 

Again, I laughed and took a bite. It wasn’t bad. She started eating, too. As she did, she flipped open her notebook and unfolded a piece of paper. “Study guide,” she said. 

I took the paper from her and was surprised to find her handwriting al  over it. She’d obviously already studied, so I reviewed the information on the page. “This is good, Liv.” 

“Real y?” 

I nodded as I tapped my index finger against the middle of the paper. “Yeah. You did bul et points and everything. And you covered every base: when, where, why, and how it was significant.” Leaning back against the step behind me, I shook my head. “There’s nothing left to teach you.” 

“Oh, please!” she said as she elbowed me in the gut. “Just because I can bul et point doesn’t mean I can pass the test. Help me study?” Just as always, her expression was genuine. As if I could, or would, ever say no to spending more time with her. 

“Of course, I wil .” 





The next Saturday afternoon, Olivia came over at the perfect time. Aaron and my father had gone shopping for something sports-related. She had come over again under the premise of studying, but not much of that was getting done. She’d taken her test on Friday and thought she’d done wel enough. Now, apparently, her reward for studying was dancing in my room. 

Olivia  had  brought  over  a  stack  of  CDs.  One  by  one,  she  placed  them  in  my  laptop  and  she  imported  song  after  song. After  her  playlist  was complete, she adjusted the order in which they would play and then queued up the first one. 

Most of them I’d never heard before. I wasn’t much into music. I enjoyed it, but I didn’t go seek out new songs. The ones I’d heard were either blaring out of Aaron’s room at some point or playing as background music at the grocery store or a restaurant. 

It was now in the middle of the playlist. A goofy-sounding song came on. Olivia told me the group who sang it was cal ed They Might Be Giants. 

“You’l  like this one,” she said as she came closer to the bed where I sat. “ ‘Istanbul (Not Constantinople)’ is like history set to music.” I flashed her a disbelieving look and she shrugged. “Okay, not real y, but it talks about old times or whatever.” She leaned over and grabbed my hand. “But you’re going to have to dance to this one.” 

She pul ed me up. I wanted to resist, but I thought it might be even more awkward if I stayed a heavy lump on the bed and ended up pul ing her down on top of me. I probably would have liked that scenario in the long run, but the idea of a beet-red face as I tried to stumble through an apology made me think twice about it. I let her pul  me up, and when I was standing next to her she started dancing. 

I did not. 

“Oh, come on, Ad. You’re a flippin’ drummer! You’ve got rhythm, you just need to let it move your whole body instead of just your arms.” In theory, she was correct. Being a drummer gave me a good sense of rhythm, but I didn’t trust my body to look anything other than spastic. 

“You’re not dancing,” she sang, drawing out the words. Her long arms were extended, index fingers pointing at me. 

My heart was thumping. I wanted to comply, but I had a fierce fear of looking incredibly stupid. Olivia grabbed my hands and tried to make me move, but I was frozen. 

The song ended, for which I was grateful, but she didn’t let go of my hands. Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper. “It’s just me, Adam. I know you can dance if you just let yourself.” 

The next song began as nothing but a slow rhythm created by a guitar. It was one I knew and liked. Jack Johnson was a main component of many  of  my  playlists.  This  song,  “Gone,”  was  a  particular  favorite,  not  solely  because  of  the  beautiful y  relaxed  and  simplistic  melody,  but  also because of the lyrics. They’d always served as a sort of validation of who I was compared to my brother. The song spoke of materialism—of how things make people awkward—which was how I felt. I owned the things I needed and some things I wanted, but nothing like Aaron who bought things just because. He didn’t even have a job, but perhaps that was why he frivolously spent the money my dad gave him. He had no clear idea of what earning money entailed. 

The song was nice and slow. I knew it didn’t last long, my body sort of swayed with hers. We weren’t pressed together, dancing close like we would if we were at the Homecoming dance together, but we  were dancing. 

This reminded me that Homecoming was drawing near. Tickets were already on sale and the posters that lined the hal ways promised a great time “under the stars.” I began to have a brief fantasy about asking Olivia to go, about dancing with her in the middle of the gym, about being the kind of guy she’d want to be with. But the imaginings were short-lived. 

“My mom and I used to dance to Jack Johnson al  the time.” 

I pul ed away to read her expression. It seemed more contemplative than sad. It didn’t give me much to go on. I didn’t know if she wanted to talk more about her mom or if she was just mentioning the fact in passing. 

The song was over, and I quickly stopped dancing. I didn’t know the next song, but there was something about it that was soft and warm, like a fond memory. My feet moved, but not to dance. I went to my desk drawer and pul ed out a stack of photos. Feeling awkward, but wanting to share, I shoved them in her direction. 

Olivia gave me a funny look, but took them. She sat down on the bed, and I sat down next to her. “Your mom was pretty,” she said. I didn’t even have to tel  her it was my mom. “You and Aaron have her smile.” 

My chest felt tight. I let out a breath of air that sounded like a nervous chuckle then ran my hand through my hair. “No one’s ever said that before.” 

“No one talks about her much?” she said. I shook my head and Olivia turned her gaze back down to the pictures in her lap. “Why not?” 

“Aaron thinks my dad can’t handle it. He thinks it’s too much for him.” 

Olivia was quiet as she flipped through a few photos, then she shook her head. The action drew my attention to her face and not the photos of my mother. Olivia blew out a breath that moved a few stray locks of hair out of her eyes. There were a few strands left that were clinging to her eyelashes. It looked annoying, so I brushed them away from her face. It wasn’t until my hand returned to rest on top of my thigh that I realized what I’d just done. I swal owed hard, hoping her reaction wasn’t horrible. My fingertips had just grazed her skin. Now I could feel them. It was like the blood was trapped in them, pulsating against my skin from the inside. 

I thought I saw her lips pul  up a bit, but I didn’t dare to look at her ful -on. My heart was thumping. 

When she didn’t say anything, I relaxed a bit. I wanted to touch her face again. She was soft and smooth and the feeling of her flesh beneath my fingers was a singularly unique sensation. Aaron was lucky enough to have touched many girls like that, but I was even luckier to have touched Olivia in that way. 

“He must have loved her a lot,” she said. 

I focused my attention on the picture pinched between the index finger and thumb of her right hand—my parents’ prom photo. The setup was classic. Two kids under a cheaply made lattice arch. Big fake flowers threaded through the opening of the woven wood. But it was my parents who real y set the picture apart from stock high school dance photos. My mom was grinning at the camera while my dad was bent around her. The arms of his dark suit contrasted against her pale pink dress. His hair was a bit long and it covered the eye that was facing the camera. He had scruff on his face because Grunge was the style of the day. His cheeks were sunken as he exaggeratedly pushed out his lips to press against my mother’s jaw. 

I took the picture from Olivia and held it up. There was something so sad about that happy snapshot from their lives. She could’ve possibly been pregnant in this picture. They were so young when she died. I wondered how my father even coped with her loss. Or the added stress of twins. And the even worse stress of one of the twins being in the NICU for so long. 

I took the stack of pictures and quickly sorted through them until I found the one I wanted. It was a picture of my father holding Aaron in one arm and me in the other on the day I came home. Although he wore a smile on his face, he looked so sad, he looked like he’d aged ten years since the prom photo. This was exactly why I thought my father might’ve hated me. He never acted like it, but how could someone  not hold a bit of resentment toward the person responsible for the loss of the love of your life? 

“What are you thinking?” Olivia whispered. I shook my head and didn’t look at her. “Dark thoughts,” she said, answering her own question. “I’m sorry no one talks about her.” 

I didn’t know how to feel. After stacking the pictures on my knee, I stood up and returned them to the desk drawer. Part of me wanted to go back and sit next to her, but another part wanted some distance. I went over to the window and raised the slats of the blinds, then looked down when I heard the car door close. 

Aaron and Dad were home. Letting out a long breath, I turned to face Olivia again. I wished I knew what she was thinking. 

We stayed like that for a long moment until I heard the front door close. She stood. “I’m going to go home. Grandma wants me to help her make dinner. She’s stil  getting used to the whole ‘vegan thing’.” She walked to the door and opened it. “Have a good day, Adam,” she said. 

“What about your CDs?” I took a step toward my laptop, and stopped when she walked back to me to claim them. Thanks to her importing them into iTunes, I had access to al  of her favorite songs. She pointed to my drums. “Next time you can show me how to play those.” I nodded, but it was so subtle that I wondered if she even noticed. “Okay.” 

“I watched your game last night. And the one last week.” My heart sped up. “I’ve watched some YouTube videos of col ege drumlines. You guys are real y awesome for being in high school.” 

I didn’t know if she expected us to suck or if it was just an honest compliment. “We practice a lot.” She turned to leave, so I added, “We win a lot of competitions.” 

“There are drumline competitions?” 

“The  Super  Regional  in  St.  Louis  is  next  weekend.  We’l   travel  al   day  to  get  there,  compete,  and  then  come  home.  Then  there’s  one  in Indianapolis in early November. Then we’re always in the Magnificent Mile Lights Festival in Chicago. It’s always right before Thanksgiving. It’s like the Macy’s parade, only in Chicago.” 

“That’s awesome! Maybe I can go to one.” 



I nodded, wishing she could come to al  of them, but hoping she would make it to at least one. 

“Bye, Ad,” she said, giving me a little wave before leaving. 

I returned to the window and peeked out. After a minute and a half, I grew curious as to why she hadn’t emerged from the house yet. When I got to the top of the stairs, I realized that I should’ve walked her out. I could hear her laugh at something my brother said. He had waylaid her and was now working his irresistible charm on her. 

I hated that every good feeling I had about Olivia was always spoiled by the negative feelings when Aaron got involved. I should’ve gone down there and interrupted their conversation, steering her back to me, but I didn’t. I sat down at my desk, turned off the music, and went on the Internet. 

If I al owed myself, I would wal ow in my missed opportunities and failures for the rest of the day. I’d never be as suave as Aaron. My only hope was that Olivia found my awkward geekiness as endearing as Aaron’s charm. 

I hadn’t real y gotten into anything online when Aaron knocked on my door. He didn’t wait to enter. He never did. He quickly walked to my bed and then flopped down. 

“Good time shopping?” I asked, the lack of interest apparent in my tone. 

“God, she’s awesome, isn’t she?” 

“Who?” 

“Duh, dude. Olivia freakin’ Cartwright. When she laughs, her whole face lights up.” I thought her face was bright even when she wasn’t laughing, but I stayed silent. 

“Did you ask her to Homecoming yet?” 

My stomach clenched. I turned to Aaron. He was lying on his back, head pil owed on his bent arms, staring at the ceiling. He took a deep breath and then rol ed onto his side. His eyes fixed on mine and he cocked an eyebrow. He was waiting for an answer. 

“No.” 

“Are you going to?” 

I looked down and mumbled, “I don’t know.” 

He let the silence bil ow for a moment before saying, “If I can find enough nerve, I’m going to ask her, then.” A fiery hot pit opened inside me. It wasn’t anger. It was depression. I knew that I’d waited too long and now Aaron wasn’t going to stand back. 

But what he’d said intrigued me. “Nerve? What are you talking about? You’re never nervous around girls.” He laughed. “Yeah, but she’s different, isn’t she? She’s got these eyes that make it seem like she sees right through you, you know? Like into the heart of things. It’s weird, but yeah, I feel extremely nervous.” 

I turned my eyes back to the computer screen, but I didn’t real y see it. “Does she like you?” I asked. I knew it gave too much away. 

“I don’t know. She’s hard to read. I mean, she laughs at my jokes and does the same thing al  girls do when I say something nice about her. She blushes, pushes one hip out, and looks down. So I think that’s a good thing, but damn, I can’t real y tel .” Aaron was complimenting her and al  I’d done was shown her how to study for a stupid test. I should’ve been dropping “you’re so pretty” lines like he no doubt had been. 

But she  did let me touch her. I pushed back her hair. I wondered if he’d gotten that far and if it meant anything at al  or if I was reaching. 

My brother sat up and ran a hand down his face. “I’m going to ask her.” He paused, threw his legs over the side and then said, “As soon as I can find some courage.” 

He left and al  I could think about was how I wished I could’ve found solace and enjoyment that final y Aaron wasn’t cockily assured that a girl would want to go out with him. But he was trying to go out with Olivia. The girl  I liked. 

For the rest of the night, I tried to work up the nerve to ask her before he did. I didn’t care if Aaron got his feelings hurt. I honestly thought I had a chance with Olivia. I just had to ask her first. 

Of course, when I saw her at the mal  on Sunday, I didn’t ask her. We ate dinner together, as usual, and talked about the usual things. She laughed and so did I. Then she drove me home after our shifts. The mal  closed at seven on Sundays, so there was a lot of time left in the evening. 

Wanting to invite her over, I turned back to speak to her. The fal en leaves crunched under my feet. She was already up the steps to her house. I was stil  in the street. 

I could’ve stood there forever. She wasn’t looking at me, but the porch light accentuated al  of the honey highlights in her hair. Her work uniform—

unflattering on almost anyone else—showed off what I thought was a perfect body. She was thin, but not skinny. She had hips, but they weren’t too big. The gentle curves seemed right for her. They were subtle, just like I thought she was. 

My plan to either stare at her until she was inside the house or cal  her name to get her to turn around was interrupted by the headlights of an approaching car. Most people drove respectful y on this stretch of the road, but this person wasn’t. The horn blared and I jumped backward. Just as I saw her shining hair swing around as she turned to look, I spun around and started walking to my door. 



I felt stupid. I had nearly gotten run over because I had been drooling over the girl across the street. She was completely drool-worthy, but my energy  would  have  been  better  spent  asking  her  to  the  dance.  I  spent  the  rest  of  the  night  convincing  myself  that  I  would  do  it  first  thing  in  the morning. She left for school earlier than we did, so I could easily meet her at her car and ask her. 

In the morning, things didn’t go as I’d planned. Instead of meeting Olivia at her car, I watched through my living room window as she drove away. 

Even if I’d had the courage to go over there, because of Aaron’s insomnia, he slept through his alarm and we left late. 

First period, lunch, and the rest of the day came and went. No matter how much I’d pumped myself up about asking her, it didn’t happen. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Casey asked as he stood on his toes and flicked my ear with his finger. “You look lost.” I twirled my drumstick between my fingers. I felt lost. We were on the sidelines. I could see Aaron running downfield, bal  in hand as other players chased  him.  Once  again,  I  found  myself  wishing  I  had  some  of  his  attributes.  I  could’ve  honestly  used  some  of  his  way  with  words,  and  his confidence. Even with his admitted nervousness when it came to Olivia, if he wasn’t waiting around for me to sink or swim, he’d have succeeded by now. 

I felt deflated. 

“Hel o? Earth to Adam. Come in, Adam.” 

I blinked then looked at my friend. 

“You’re stil  tripping because of Olivia, aren’t you?” 

I sighed. 

“Just ask her already.” 

I turned back to the field as I squatted down to pul  on my drums. “It’s not that easy.” 

“Want me to do it?” 

I rol ed my eyes and stood up straight. I adjusted the weight of the drums and then rol ed my shoulders back. “That would be very sixth grade, Case.” 

“But it could work.” 

Shaking my head, I replied, “How about I pass her a note that says: ‘I like you. Do you want to go to the dance? Check the box—Yes or No.’ ” Casey punched me lightly on the shoulder. “I got Josie Al en to go out with me like that.” I tilted my head and leveled a look at him. “In the fourth grade.” 

Casey shrugged, threw me a smirk and then parted to join the other brass players. 

Instead of asking her, I avoided her. It was ridiculous, but it was what I did. Final y, on Friday afternoon she stopped me in the hal  before I could duck into the bathroom. 

“Good luck this weekend.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “This weekend?” 

“You know, the competition thing?” 

“Yeah. I think it’l  be good.” I sounded so idiotic. 

“So we haven’t done much lately. Do you want to go to the bookstore on Sunday? You can give me a recap of the competition, and then show me the big-ass trophy you got for coming in first.” 

Musicians didn’t actual y get trophies like they did in sports, but I didn’t want to ruin her enthusiasm. “Absolutely.” I stood there staring at her until she blushed a little and nodded toward the locker rooms. “Wel , I’l  let you go. I know you have to practice.” 

“Sure,” I said. Tonight’s footbal  game was in the next town over, so the band wasn’t playing. But it would be a long night of dril ing in order to compete tomorrow. 

“I’l  see you,” she said as she walked away. 

The entire night I drummed my new mantra into my head.  I’m going to ask her out. I’m going to ask her out. I’m going to ask her out. 

The early morning bus ride the next day was ful  of distraction, most of which I enjoyed. Chris Jones’s snoring was one distraction I did not enjoy, but the rest of the trip was fil ed with good conversation about anime, gaming, and newly released fantasy novels. 

At the actual competition, I zoned out. I repeated my mantra over and over again to the rhythm of my sticks beating against my drums. 

The bus pul ed out of the parking lot an hour after we learned that we didn’t win. We came close. Second place isn’t anything to scoff at, but al  of us were a bit disappointed. The ride home was much more subdued. Everyone was sleeping, or attempting to sleep, but my mind kept me up. The mantra was playing ful  force in my mind. Right before I stepped off the bus where Aaron was waiting to give me a ride home, I imagined myself in the bookstore with her tomorrow. I imagined myself finding the perfect time. I pictured myself asking her. I could see her face light up. I could hear her say yes. 

By the time I went to bed early in the morning, I knew I was going to do it. 



I was going to ask her to the Homecoming dance. 

I woke up late Sunday morning with the jitters. They weren’t helped by Olivia’s text, asking me if I was going to be ready soon. We hadn’t set a time to go. It was nearly eleven. I texted back and told her we’d gotten in very late last night, and that I’d be ready to go by twelve thirty. 

The car ride was tense and quiet, like we had nothing to say. There was no finding the right time to ask when nothing was being said. 

It wasn’t until we were inside that either of us spoke. The stupid cat hissed at me. I narrowed my eyes at him in a pseudo-declaration of war. 

Olivia laughed. “Buddha probably doesn’t like you because you work for Barnes & Noble, the sworn enemy of independent bookshops.” 

“Buddha?” I asked, playing dumb. “Oh, you mean  Beast.” I was thril ed when she laughed again. “I might work for the enemy, but I’m pretty sure the money I spend in this store keeps him in the Meow Mix.” 

And just like that, the tension was broken. 

We wound our way through the mazelike paths, briefly stopping at the European history section. Then made it to the stairs and then once again she thumbed through the Metaphysical books. 

“Do they hold the answers?” I asked. 

She looked up and I nodded toward the books in her hands and lap. The edges of her lips were just slightly upturned. “Maybe,” she answered. 

“Probably more than the books that live in that section over there.” She pointed down the narrow aisle to the Religion section. 

“Are you anti-religion?” 

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I just don’t like the politics of it al .” 

“But metaphysical philosophy is apolitical?” 

“Yeah,”  she  said  as  she  turned  back  to  the  opened  book.  “Pretty  much.  I  mean,  it  takes  al   kinds.  You  don’t  get  any  weird  political y  driven messages when you read a book about alien abduction. Some of those ‘go toward the light’ books can get a bit preachy, but most of them don’t even mention right and wrong or being judged for who you are or were. There’s just the afterlife. No eternal damnation or paradise.” I sat there quietly for a moment, trying to make it al  add up. I failed. “Wait. You’re vegan though, right?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“So don’t you believe it’s wrong to eat animals and right to eat a plant-based diet? It seems like you’re in favor of people not being judged by their actions, but isn’t just being vegan a bit of a judgment about other people?” Olivia sighed. “We’ve had this discussion, remember? Just because I’m vegan, doesn’t mean you have to be. Just because people eat the flesh of animals doesn’t make them bad people, undeserving of a nice afterlife experience. I wish everyone was vegan, but  they’re  not.”  She  sat  up straight and put her nose into the air. “Besides, how could I feel better than everyone if they were just as enlightened as me?” The way she said it was funny. I chuckled and then leaned toward her, nudging her shoulder with my arm. 

“I don’t real y think I’m better than other people, you know,” she said. 

“I know.” 

A tightness in my chest was my indication that this would be a great moment to ask her to the dance. I couldn’t keep chickening out. Maybe she wanted to go with me, but I hadn’t asked her yet. I swal owed hard, my stomach suddenly in knots. I couldn’t back down though. I  had to ask her. 

“So, Livie, there’s a dance coming up and I—” 

“I know!” she interrupted me. “Your brother asked me.” 

It was like a punch in the gut. My stomach was not in knots anymore. It was currently in shut-down mode as it absorbed the blow of information. I felt like I was breathing hard and like my face was burnt red. I had to say something. I had to make up ground. I couldn’t continue to look like an idiot in front of her. 

“Oh, yeah,” I said, slow and stunted. “I guess he found his nerve, then. He, uh, wanted me to ask you if you might, you know be interested,” I was lying, but I couldn’t help it, “in him.” 

“Yeah, he’s real y nice. Yesterday he came by the mal  and since you weren’t my grub buddy, we ate lunch and talked. He’s real y interesting.” He was interesting?  Aaron was interesting? Aaron was a walking high school cliché.  I was the interesting one.  I was the nice one.  I was the smart one. Those were  my attributes. My knee started bouncing up and down. I wanted to hit something. Sure, it had taken me a while, but I was going to ask her out! And he’d snaked the opportunity from me! 

“Adam? Are you okay?” 

Again, I swal owed down my anger. I didn’t want to be that guy. At least not in front of Olivia. “I’m fine,” I said. I tried to lighten up but now that the anger was gone, the only thing left was depression. 

“Are you mad at me for going with Aaron or something?” 

I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t. “No. I just . . . I just don’t feel wel .” 



“No?” she asked. 

“Yeah, I think we should go home. I feel like I should lie down or something.” 

If the drive to the bookstore was tense, the drive home was awkward. I could think of nothing to say and Olivia didn’t offer anything either. Final y, as we pul ed up to the curb in front of her house, she said, “I hope you feel better.” 

“Yeah. Thanks.” It was the only thing I could say as I got out of the car. I just wanted to be alone in my room. I moved as quickly as I could to my house.  The  momentary  relief  I  felt  at  being  inside  my  house  was  squashed  when  I  heard Aaron’s  voice  upstairs.  I  could  hear  my  dad  tinkering around in the kitchen, so I knew my brother was on the phone. 

I could tel  by the volume of his voice that Aaron wasn’t in his room. He was probably leaning against the banister at the top of the stairs. I would have to pass him in order to get to my room. I didn’t think I could do that without punching him. Punching him would lead to him punching me back. In a fight with my twin, I knew I would lose. 

Reluctantly, I went into the kitchen and stood at the end of the island watching my dad cook. If I’d been in a better mood, I would have offered to help  or  just  jumped  in  and  done  it.  But  I  was  stuck  in  a  strange  quicksand  of  emotions—a  mixture  of  anger,  disappointment,  frustration,  and depression. 

When  he  noticed  I  was  there,  he  tried  to  talk  to  me,  but  my  mood  didn’t  al ow  for  anything  other  than  monosyl abic  responses. After  fifteen minutes, I left. I wanted to be by myself, and I was wil ing to risk passing Aaron to achieve that. 

My brother wasn’t in the hal way as I went upstairs, but I could make out his words as he continued his phone conversation in his bedroom. He was talking about Olivia. He was talking about the dance. He was talking about al  of the things  I wanted to be talking about. 

I slammed my bedroom door behind me, I flopped down onto my bed, and pul ed the covers up around me until I was nothing more than a lump. 

Sometime later, my father cal ed me downstairs. I slumped in my chair at the table, refusing to talk to Aaron. I could tel  by my dad’s expression and the way he was constantly looking between us that he was trying to figure out what was wrong. Aaron was so happy and I was so . . . not. 

When his plate was almost finished, Aaron announced, “I asked Olivia to the dance.” I kept my eyes focused on the barely touched food on my plate. 

“Did you?” my father said. 

“Yeah. Of course, she said yes.” 

My brother’s confidence and smug tone only served to strengthen the pul  of the emotional quicksand. I was sinking faster now. More words were exchanged, but I purposely didn’t listen. “Adam? Adam.” 

I looked up at him. 

“Are you okay?” 

My dad’s face made it perfectly clear. He knew what had just happened. He knew that I liked Olivia. He knew that Aaron had basical y stolen my opportunity. 

But he said nothing about it. Instead, he just asked me how I was. What did he think? How was I supposed to be? This was just another in a long line of successes for Aaron and failures for me. 

“Adam?” 

Usual y I would help clean up, but I didn’t have enough wil  or drive to even try to do what I usual y did. It didn’t matter anyway. No matter what, Aaron got the girl and I got nothing. 

“I’m fine,” I final y said before turning and leaving the room. 

I could hear my dad as I approached the stairs. “You know he likes her,” Dad said to Aaron. 

My brother made a noise that sounded like “pppfffttt.” Then he said, “I backed off for weeks! How long was I supposed to wait?” 

“Aaron.” My dad’s voice sounded like a warning. 

“I like her, too, and if he’s going to pussy out at everything, why shouldn’t I—?” I couldn’t listen to any more of this and climbed the stairs, shut my door, and buried myself beneath the warmth of my blankets and pil ows. I wanted to stay buried forever. I doubted many people would miss me. I wanted to disappear into my bed until the whole world had changed. 

But it was Sunday. No matter what I wanted, I knew that I would have to emerge tomorrow. 





I slept uneasily. For the first time I actual y knew what my brother went through with his insomnia. I tossed and turned for most of the night. I final y dropped off around two thirty. My alarm woke me at the regular time, but I turned it off. If Aaron was dependent upon me to wake him up today, he would be late for school. 

I wasn’t going. 

I’d decided on that somewhere between one thirty and two fifteen in the morning. No one real y cared about perfect attendance anyway. It wasn’t because I was too tired. I’d been tired before. I just didn’t want to have to spend al  day looking at Olivia and Aaron. I was sure they’d look like an instant couple. He always had a way of making it seem like new girlfriends had been on his arm for ages. 

I was able to get back to sleep much easier this time but then pounding on the door woke me up again. The sun was brighter and my clock told me that it was after eight. 

“What?” I grumbled loudly. 

The door flew open. Aaron stood there in his pajamas, eyes bugging out. He looked panicked. I almost enjoyed it. Behind him was my dad. 

“You never woke me up!” Aaron said in a rush. “We’re late.” 

I blinked at him then lowered myself down onto the bed. “You think?” 

Dad’s face showed his concern. He pursed his lips. “What’s wrong, Adam?” 

“I don’t feel wel .”  Obviously. 

“You’re staying home?” Aaron asked in surprise. 

I rol ed over and pul ed the covers up over my head, closing my eyes. I figured my actions were enough of an answer for them. 

Waking up after one in the afternoon, I got up, went to the bathroom, and then went back to bed. I didn’t sleep. I just lay there on my back, thinking about how much everything in my life sucked. My dad slept most of the day and didn’t get up until after four. He checked on me once, but I refused to talk. 

My door opened again just after five. “Thank you, Mr. James.” 

“Ugh,” I said roughly. It was quiet, so Olivia couldn’t hear it. I didn’t want her over. 

But here she was. 

She walked to my desk and sat down, placing a blue container on top. I looked toward the window. “I made you soup.” I could smel  it. Could she be any more perfect? Beautiful, kind, and a maker of soups? I had to stop thinking like that about her. She wasn’t perfect. She was going out with my brother. 

“Wel , I didn’t real y make it. My grandma did. It’s vegetable noodle, though.” 

I turned my eyes to the ceiling. 

“I’m sorry you’re sick.” 

I didn’t say anything. I could hear her drumming her fingers against my desk. The rhythm was soothing. Not wanting to be soothed, I tried to ignore it. 

“Can’t you talk or anything? What is it? Laryngitis?” 

“I can talk,” I answered quickly. 

“Good.” I heard the kindness in her voice. 

I draped my arm over my eyes. 

“Adam, what’s wrong? Why won’t you look at me? 

This whole situation was messed up. I didn’t want to deal with it. I didn’t want to keep being the same person I always was, or be a pushover who never expressed his feelings when he needed to. 



Sitting up straight and folding my legs, I leveled my eyes at her. “I’m not sick.” God, she looked at me in confusion, and my heart beat faster. 

“What? Then why weren’t you in school?” 

I shrugged my answer, but inside I knew this couldn’t continue. I took a deep breath. “Because I didn’t want to see you and Aaron.” Olivia was quiet for a moment. “See me and Aaron?” 

It was stupid of me to say anything. “Never mind.” 

She scooted the chair closer to the bed and touched her hand to my knee. The confused look gave way to something akin to understanding, but not quite. “You  are upset that I’m going to the dance with him.” 

I wanted to say,  “Duh,”  but I kept it in. No need to seem even more immature than what I was. My only response was to look away. 

“So you’re mad I’m going on a date with your brother. Is it because you don’t think I’m good enough for him, or the other way around?” The question pissed me off. Like she didn’t know! Like I hadn’t been giving her stupid moon-eyes since she got here. “Of course you’re good enough for him. You’re  too good for him.” 

“Oh.” 

I looked at her now. She was leaning back in the chair, her arms folded over her torso. Her expression was the same, as if she had an inkling what this was real y about, but no real clue. How could she  not know? This was ridiculous. I was being like Casey. I needed to just man up and tel her. “I like you, Livie! Why do you think I spent al  that time with you?” 

Olivia’s eyes opened wide. She blinked rapidly and then sat up straight. When she final y spoke, her words were slow in coming. “Because you’re my friend?” She paused, then said, “So you weren’t  really my friend? You were just some guy that wanted to go out with me? That’s good to know.” 

What? She was making it sound like I was trying to manipulate her or the situation. The way she said it made me sound sleazy. 

Olivia rol ed her eyes as she stood up. “Whatever,” she mumbled. 

“Wait! It wasn’t like that.” 


Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared at me through narrowed eyes. “What was it like, then?” I felt like I was sweating and felt a bit nauseous, but I had to make her understand. “I’m not a guy who wants to date you. I’m your  friend who wants to date you. But now you’re dating my brother.” At that, she looked away, but I could tel  that the fire that had ignited within her when she thought I was using her had gone. “I mean, I get it. I do,” I said, my voice revealing the depths of my sadness. “Aaron’s a footbal  player. He’s good-looking. He’s fun. And I’m not.” 

She turned back to face me, she flicked her eyes around my face, as if trying to figure out a riddle. Just as it seemed she was about to say something, I said, “I know why you said yes. I  understand. But it stil  hurts.” 

“Adam,” she said, sounding like she was about to ooze pity out of every pore. 

I stopped her because I doubted whether I could take it. “I know I’m being a baby, but I kind of just want to be alone.” Olivia’s whole body seemed to sag, but she nodded and turned to go. “Okay.” When she got to the door, she turned back and said, “I’m sorry.” She looked toward my drums for a moment and then turned back to me. “That you hurt,” she said. 

I swal owed hard against the lump in my throat and returned. “I  am your friend, Liv.” I should’ve said more, but I didn’t. Instead, I watched her turn once more and leave my room. 

I wanted to get up and watch her cross the street, but I couldn’t. Instead, I flopped back down on the bed and drew the covers up. 

I  lay  there  for  another  few  minutes,  my  mind  was  racing.  Obviously,  I  was  an  idiot  because  I  wrongly  believed  that  she  was,  or  could  be, interested in me in the first place. It wasn’t like I had any female friends. I couldn’t compare what girl friends acted like with what  girlfriends  acted like. Olivia hadn’t done anything to indicate that she liked me as more, so what a doof I had been for thinking that I could have had a shot with her. 

Especial y when Aaron liked her, too. 

But  I  was  a  double  idiot  for  doing  what  I’d  just  done  to  her.  I  shouldn’t  have  told  her  that  I  liked  her.  I  should’ve  kept  it  to  myself.  I  could’ve accepted the soup and let her think that I real y was sick. 

I sat up in bed and eyed the blue container. The soup smel ed good.  Really good. She’d even brought over a spoon. God, she was thoughtful. I hadn’t eaten anything al  day, so I grabbed the container, pul ed off the top, and started devouring it. 

I knew that soup was traditional y what people ate when they were sick, but this must have had special powers to influence moods and emotions because after eating it, not only did I feel warmed inside and out, I also felt better. After placing the empty container on the desk, I flipped off the covers and got out of bed. My body was a bit stiff after lying around al  day. I stretched on my way over to the window. Olivia’s bedroom window was dark, but the downstairs glowed with light. They were probably eating dinner. 

I took a deep breath and stood up straight. Al owing them to finish supper would give me enough time to clean up, wash the bowl and spoon, and plan what it was I was going to say. 

An hour later, I stood on the Cartwrights’ porch, fisted hand raised to knock. By the time I’d showered and washed dishes, the light was on in Olivia’s room. The curtains were open, but I couldn’t see her. I’d had a brief cowardly moment where I thought about just texting her, but in my gut I knew what I needed to do. With no more hesitation, I knocked. 

Olivia’s grandfather opened the door. He was a thin man with gray hair. I thought my dad mentioned once that he was in the military a long time ago. Now that I was standing right in front of him, I could see by just his posture that he must have been. His back was straight as a board and even though he was an old man, his shoulders were thrown back, making him a relatively intimidating figure. I was slightly tal er than he was, but he had a much wider—and much stronger—frame than I did. 

Mr. Cartwright said nothing. He just looked at me with his pale blue eyes. 

“Hel o, sir,” I said, sounding every bit as nervous as I felt. 

“Hel o.” 

“Um, is Olivia available?” 

As soon as I said her name his expression softened. “She’s studying.” 

“Oh, wel , I just needed to speak to her for a moment. Could you tel  her I’m here?” For a moment, he didn’t say anything, so I said. “Would that be okay?” 

“Sure,” he said, final y cracking a smal , sly grin. 

He didn’t invite me in, so I backed away from the door. I didn’t know if he was expecting me to come in or what, but he cocked an eyebrow like he was surprised I was just going to wait outside. I’d pul ed on my light jacket before walking across the street. 

He gently shut the door. 

After a minute or two, the door opened again and Olivia came out. She was clutching her black hoodie around herself. Her shoulders were raised, like she was trying to protect her neck from the elements. 

“Hi,” I said. 

“Hey.” 

I almost chickened out again, but I knew I needed to do this. “So, I’m sorry. About earlier. I   am your friend, Livie. I  want to be your friend. It wasn’t right of me to act the way I did.” 

She looked down at her purple-fuzzy-slipper-encased feet. “I didn’t know you felt like that, Adam. If I did, I would—” I didn’t want her to feel obligated to say something comforting. She liked Aaron and for the most part I thought I could deal with it. I’d have to if I wanted to maintain a friendship with her. “You don’t have to say anything. Most people like Aaron more than me. It’s okay.” 

“That’s horrible,” she said, her head snapping up. “I know you’ve probably thought that al  your life, but it isn’t true. People like you.” That wasn’t what I said, but I wasn’t going to interrupt her. 

“I real y like you, Adam.” 

I gave her a smile, but it was smal  and sad. “But you don’t like me as much as you like Aaron.” Her expression, that had become a bit hopeful, fel . “Adam,” she whispered. 

“It’s okay. I understand. I stil  want to be your friend.” 

I thought she was just going to placate me or something, but she didn’t. Instead, she punched me in the bicep. “I don’t like him  more. It’s just different.” It seemed like her eyes softened, then she said, “It’s not like anyone else asked me to the dance.” I didn’t have a chance to absorb the comment because she shifted her weight. Olivia clutched her jacket closed again. “Now, are you going to be an idiot al  night or can we move on?” I chuckled, which seemed to diffuse the situation. 

“I’m glad you came over,” she said. 

“Yeah?” 

With a nod, she answered, “Yeah. You’re, like, my only friend here.” 

I could’ve brought up Aaron and al  of his crowd that seemed to flock to her, but I didn’t. 

“I’m stil  waiting for drum lessons.” 

I was feeling so much better. I opened my mouth to tel  her I stil  wanted to give her lessons, but the door opened. Mrs. Cartwright appeared. 

“Olivia, it’s too cold for you to be out here.” 

Olivia sighed. It was chil y, but I didn’t think it was  too cold. I gave her a look that told her I thought her grandma was nuts. She turned to address Mrs. Cartwright. 

“Just another minute, okay?” 

“Olivia.” Her grandmother’s voice was firm and her gaze was just as rigid. “You know the cold—” 



“Al  right!” she said. “I know. I’l  be in in a second, okay?” 

As her grandma retreated back into the house after shooting Olivia a very pointed look, I wondered what she was going to tel  Olivia about the cold. Whatever it was, Olivia already knew it would be annoying. 

She rol ed her eyes at me and I laughed. “I guess she likes warm better than cold?” I asked. I wanted to question her more. Things didn’t seem to add up, and the worry that I’d pushed away before was creeping back. I didn’t want to mess anything up now that we were okay again, so I stayed silent. 

She didn’t reply, just shook her head in apparent irritation. “So, are you going to school tomorrow?” I nodded. “And we’re cool now, right?” I nodded again. “Yeah.” 

“Good.” She turned as the curtains from the bay window swayed. Her grandmother was hovering. “I’ve got to go before she flips. I’l  see you tomorrow.” 

“Yeah. Tomorrow. Good night.” 

I walked the short walk home feeling better than I had in many days. But the feeling didn’t last long. As soon as I walked in the door, Aaron was waiting for me. I hadn’t even seen his JEEP pul  in when I’d been across the street. 

“What were you talking to Olivia about?” he asked as I kicked off my shoes. His tone was undeniably annoyed. It was almost amusing. 

“Nothing,” I replied as I took off my jacket and hung it up. 

“You were talking to her about  something.” 

I purposeful y glared at him as I went into the kitchen. He fol owed. I opened the refrigerator and grabbed out the milk, and he leaned against the freezer and stared at me. He was going to do this al  night unless I appeased him. I crossed the room, dodging him as I grabbed a glass and poured the milk. “She brought me soup.” 

“She brought you soup?” he asked, his voice a sort of bored exasperation. 

“Yeah.” 

“Because she thought you were sick?” 

I sighed then replaced the milk in the refrigerator. After taking a sip, I trained my eyes directly on my brother’s. 

Raising his left eyebrow and jutting out his jaw, he asked, “Did you tel  her that you were just moping? Is that what you were over there talking about?” 

His intensity about the whole thing surprised me. Then it dawned on me. My brother resented that I had been talking to her. “Jealous?” I asked, my tone obviously smug. 

“Of you?” he said, laughing. “Please! She’s going to the dance with  me. Al  you’re doing is giving her puppy-eyes while hoping that she stil needs you to tutor her!” 

I didn’t have a reply for that, so I pretended to ignore him. But the damage was done. He was right. Nothing had changed just because I’d gone over to talk to her. She was stil  going  to  Homecoming  with Aaron  and  I  was  stil   going  to  be  sitting  home  alone,  wishing  I’d  asked  her  first  or lamenting the fact that even if I had asked her, she real y was just the girl I tutored. 

No, that wasn’t right. She wasn’t “just the girl I tutored,” but to her I was just the guy who tutored her in history. 

No, I reminded myself, it wasn’t like that either. She said that I was her only friend here. She hadn’t included Aaron in that. I reminded myself that she barely knew Aaron and quite possibly Homecoming would be their one and only date. She was smart enough that it wouldn’t take long to see through him. Right now she was only looking at the surface of him, but soon she’d see the honest version of Aaron—the version that showed he didn’t real y care about anyone other than himself. The one that would prove he wasn’t real y interested in Olivia; he was just interested in the idea of her. 

I finished my glass of milk and went to walk past him. The fact that he was jealous of me because I was talking to Olivia should’ve made me feel at least a little better. He’d never been jealous of me for anything before. But honestly, I just felt like I’d lost a battle over something important. 

The feeling permeated everything. I zombie-walked through the week. Class was just class. Practice was just practice. Work was just work. The only thril ing moments came when I was able to talk with Olivia. We both worked Tuesday night. We ate together again, but other than that, it was void of excitement for me. 

Everyone was getting ready for the Homecoming game and dance on Friday. When the night came, I drummed without any enthusiasm. We played Glenbrook High and beat them. Of course, Aaron made several key plays and everyone gathered around him at the end of the game. I tried not to notice Olivia in the stands cheering for him but it was difficult not to. She was bundled up. The night was cold—colder than the night we stood out on her porch. She wore a black coat and a white fuzzy scarf and she jumped up and down when he made a touchdown. 

At one point she looked at me but I quickly looked away. She was supporting Aaron on his big night, not me. 

After the game, Casey came over but I was pretty much a lump. We basical y sat around my room doing various activities independently. He was  using  my  computer  to  update  his  Facebook  page  and  I  sat  by  the  window,  tapping  my  fingers  against  the  conga  drum,  watching  the Cartwrights’ house. 

Around  midnight, Aaron’s  Wrangler  pul ed  up.  Olivia  got  out  of  the  passenger  side  and  he  went  around  quickly  to  meet  her.  Together,  they crossed the street and I watched as they walked slowly up the steps to her house. My jaw clenched when he moved in to kiss her. 

“That sucks,” Casey said, from right next to my ear. I jumped in surprise. “What a bitch.” 

“Shut  up,”  I  said  immediately.  She  wasn’t  a  bitch.  She  just  didn’t  know  what  she  was  doing.  Or  maybe  she  did.  Maybe  I  was  just  a condescending prick who was trying to be al  caveman and claim her. 

“Sorry,” Casey mumbled then he stepped back and flopped down on my bed. “Stil  sucks, though.” 

“Yeah.” I turned away from the window, not wanting to see them anymore. 

“So I guess you don’t want to go to the dance just to go, do you?” 

Yeah, like I wanted to stand around watching Olivia have a great time with Aaron at the dance. I was miserable enough watching them from across the street. “Nope.” 

Casey didn’t seem surprised, but I could tel  he was disappointed. There was no doubt in my mind that he wanted to go, if only to imagine that instead of dancing with Nate, Hannah was dancing with him. I sort of felt bad. I probably should’ve been a better friend to him, but if the two of us went, we’d both feel like bigger losers than we already did. 

I heard the front door open and close. I peeked out from behind the blinds. Olivia’s light was on now. I could hear Aaron’s loud footsteps on the stairs. A moment later my door swung open. “Hey,” my brother said as he leaned against the doorjamb. 

“Hey,” I responded. 

“What’s up?” Casey asked, sitting up then swinging his legs over the side of the bed. 

“You guys sounded good,” Aaron said. It was decent of him to pretend that he actual y heard the band over the thunderous cheers of the crowd. 

Casey responded before I could. He went back to my computer as he said, “Thanks.” 

“You played great,” I said. 

Aaron beamed. “Thanks. It was a good game.” 

I  stood  up  and  scratched  my  neck.  It  wasn’t  rare  that  we  were  chatting,  just  that  it  was  after  a  game.  Usual y  he  had  a  party  to  go  to,  but  I supposed that it was postponed until after the dance. “Yeah,” I said. 

My twin craned his neck a bit, his eyes focused behind me. He stepped inside my room and with three large strides he was next to me, pul ing up the blinds. “Shit. Olivia’s room is, like, right there.” 

I swal owed down the disappointment I felt. Now that he knew, he’d be in here al  the time. Aaron pul ed out his cel  phone, pressed a bunch of keys and then waited silently. Olivia’ appeared, and she waved. I wanted to believe that she waved to the both of us, but it was probably only to Aaron. 

I moved out of the view of the window and began organizing my  Magic cards and didn’t turn around until I heard the blinds being lowered again. 

“That’s awesome,” Aaron said, I supposed in reference to being able to see Olivia in her room. I must have been giving him a dirty or sad look because he turned his gaze from me pretty quickly once our eyes connected. “So, you going to the dance, Case?” I sighed. I didn’t want him cal ing my friend  Case. Like they were friends. His name was  Casey. He was  my  friend. Just like Olivia was  my friend. 

Aaron should stick to his own people and leave mine alone. 

“Nah,” Casey said as he swiveled around in the chair. “Bigger and better things to do, you know?” To his credit, my brother didn’t laugh. He just nodded and said, “That’s cool.” 

Aaron made his way back to the door and I mumbled, “Congratulations.” 

“Thanks, bro! I knew we’d win. Must’ve been al  that energy we were getting from the band.” Again, it was nice that he mentioned the band, but I didn’t know if he was somehow rubbing it in our faces that we were just members of the marching band and not the cool, kick-ass footbal  team. I would’ve liked to think that he wasn’t. Aaron was my brother after al  and typical y he wasn’t a jerk. 

Even if he  did ask out the girl I liked. 

Nothing unique or interesting happened after Casey left Friday night and my mood on Saturday was glum. I worked a ten until six shift and it kept my mind off of Olivia, Aaron, and the dance. Delaney was there. 

“How’s the manuscript coming?” I asked. “Heard back from anyone?” 

She sighed, flung her hair over her shoulder, and reshelved a loose copy of  The Art of Happiness. “Nope. So I’m on query revision number nine.” Delaney turned, her long braided red hair hitting the shelf. “But I started something new. I’m so excited about it.” 



“What’s it about?” I asked. I was always interested in her stories. She had such talent. I wished I possessed a fraction of her storytel ing ability. 

“Not quite sure. I mean, I have the characters and I have the final scene written, but I’m not quite sure how it al  goes down.” 

“How does that happen?” 

Delaney shrugged. “I was working out one day and al  of a sudden the ending hit me! It’s a dark-haired guy with a stubbly beard on the ground holding his dying father in his arms. And the father says, ‘It’s okay. I can see it now.’ And that’s it.” 

“Sounds depressing.” 

“Oh, it’s going to be, for sure!” Her excited tone made me laugh. 

“And this is what you want?” 

“Absolutely. Pulitzer Prize winner for sure. I just have to figure out what the hel  happens before that and what the dad’s talking about.” I chuckled again. “Have fun with that.” 

“I wil .” 

I could feel her eyes on me as I put away three more books. Then she asked, “Haven’t you ever heard a beat in your head that was only the start or the end of something?” I shrugged. “Then you have to fil  the rest in, right?” I didn’t answer her. Talking about drumming and beats made me think of the dance that was going to begin in a few hours. And that made me think about Olivia. And about Aaron. 

After work, I was lonely. Dad was sleeping. Aaron was already gone. Off to have fun with the girl of my dreams. 

At dinner, Dad said nothing to me and just read the sports section. I wished I knew something about sports. If only I’d watched more Bears games with him, we’d be able to talk about the quarterback and playoff chances. 

But I’ve always read when games were on. Sports were Aaron’s thing. 

And so I was alone tonight. 

Loneliness is amplified when everyone you know is busy talking to everyone but you. My real-life friends were at the dance. Wel , two of them were. Casey and Cory were home and online, but they were occupied chatting with each other over something so stupid I didn’t want to join in. 

Hel , even al  my Twitter friends were tweeting among themselves. I tried to add to the feed, but mostly my tweets were ignored. 

I was so lonely that I was practical y nonexistent. 

I wished I wasn’t. I wished my personality was one that made people gravitate toward me. I wished I knew what to say to people. I wished I knew how to just fit right in. I wished I could just be comfortable in social settings and be able to go after everything and anything I wanted. In short, I wished I was my brother. He was never lonely. 

I hated when these moods hit me. It was so difficult to pul  out of. Part of me wanted to ask my dad if I could go to therapy or a counselor or something, but the other part knew I never would. It would be a sure-fire way of feeling even  more different from Aaron, my father, and the other kids in school. 

I flipped my laptop closed and settled into bed around eleven. I read a little of an epic novel, momentarily getting lost in the fantasy world as I imagined myself a great knight or heroic champion defeating the evil alchemist or demented king of the neighboring land. 

But by two in the morning Aaron stil  hadn’t come home and I went to sleep knowing that my brother was having a great time with a wonderful girl while I was miserable in my bed wishing I was him. 





Depression made the weeks fly by quickly, even though the days dragged on while I was in them. Three weeks passed in rapid succession. Aaron and Olivia were an official “thing” at school but both of them were kind enough not to rub my nose in it . . . much. 

Now that Aaron knew my bedroom was directly across from Olivia’s, he came in once a day. He’d cal  her and then stand there as they spoke. I usual y ended up leaving my room and sequestering myself down in the garage, banging out a beat loud enough to drown out my thoughts. 

For her part, Olivia seemed uneasy when Aaron was in my room. I didn’t make it a habit to look at her when they were chatting on the phone, but when I did she was kind enough to look either embarrassed or uncomfortable. 

I stil  helped her study, and we stil  ate meals together in the mal , but I didn’t teach her how to play the drums like I’d promised. We didn’t go to the bookstore either. Maybe she wanted to do al  of those things, but I never brought it up. 

My competition in Indianapolis was coming up, so I used that as an excuse to avoid doing much. I spent a lot of time online. I led a few raids in WoW and I completed the game . . . again. I grew bored easily, so I spent most of my online time having random discussions on forums, Twitter, and Facebook. I kept off of Olivia’s Facebook page. She never posted much personal stuff, but even the inspirational quotes left me feeling cold and alone. 

At dinner Aaron would give everyone a status update about their relationship. It was always PG-13, given that my father was in the room. I usual y tried to tune it al  out. 

The week of the Indianapolis competition, my father drove me down. It was a huge event. It kicked off on Wednesday night and didn’t finish until Saturday. Aaron stayed home. Even though I hadn’t been feeling great, I real y focused on my drumming. Al  of the practicing I’d been doing real y paid off. We somehow became the Class A Band of America National Champions. 

I couldn’t wait to tel  Aaron! It was late when my dad and I returned home Sunday, after spending the whole day doing a little bit of everything in Indianapolis. But just like always, Aaron was up. Despite our differences, we real y cared about each other, so I knew the thril  in his eyes was genuine. We stayed up even later talking about it. It reminded me of when we were little, lying in a bed, talking superheroes or Pokémon. 

I was a lump as I rol ed out of bed that Monday morning, but the excitement stil  tickled at the inside of me. News traveled fast. It was easy to tel the whole town was excited. Final y, it was cool to be in the band. I didn’t know how long it was going to last, but the energized feeling penetrated even my depression. My mood lifted. It was awesome. 

I wanted to tel  Olivia. I wanted to apologize for what a lackluster friend I’d been the past few weeks. Aaron had taken to meeting her in the courtyard at school. Today I waited with him. 

The warning bel  rang. “Where is she?” I asked. 

Aaron shrugged. “I guess she’s not coming. She was sick or something yesterday and Mrs. Cartwright wouldn’t let me see her. She was kind of a bitch about it, too.” 

I scanned the parking lot one more time, just to make sure she wasn’t there. “That makes three times in the past month.” He hiked his bag higher up onto his shoulder. “Three times what?” 

“That she’s been absent.” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

I couldn’t tel  if he was worried about Olivia or not, but I was. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to take note of things like that. But even through my recent bout of depression, I stil  noticed everything about her. 

My concern grew throughout the day to the point where I couldn’t focus in class. I didn’t even pay attention during the sixth period assembly in honor of the marching band’s huge win. Our season was almost over. There was only the Magnificent Mile Lights Festival Parade  this  coming weekend. We would practice Wednesday, Thursday and Friday to prepare, but after the Parade, it’d be over until col ege. 

Right after school, I went to the Cartwrights’. Mrs. Cartwright seemed fine. She let me in the house and said, “You can’t stay too long. Olivia’s quite fatigued today. I hope to have her rested enough to attend school in the morning.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, already ascending the stairs. Something kept me from asking what Olivia had—a cold, the flu, girlie issues. I figured I’d check on Olivia and it would be obvious what was wrong. 

When I knocked on her door and she gave me the okay to come in, there was nothing that indicated any sickness. Olivia was lying in her bed, covers drawn up to her chin, but other than that she looked fine. Her room smel ed as nice as always—definitely not the smel  of a room where sickness was blooming. 

“Hey!” she greeted. 

“Hi, Livie,” I said as I ventured inside her room. 

I sat down in the chair by the window and she pushed herself up. Clutching at the comforter, she kept it tightly against her body. I could see now that her shoulders were bare except for thin orange straps. 

I hoped I hadn’t caught her at a bad time. I didn’t want to impose. “Is it okay that I’m here?” Her eyes widened. “Yeah, total y. I’ve been shut up in this room for two days.” Quieter, she said, “I’ve missed you.” Her voice wasn’t scratchy or hoarse, so I was completely baffled as to what could be wrong with her. She said, “So tel  me about the competition.” 

“We won.” I wanted to be a little more excited, but the fact that she was lying in bed with some unknown il ness made me much more subdued. 

“I know! Aaron texted me last night.” 

It sort of thril ed me that he cared enough to tel  people that we won, but there was stil  a pang of misery that Aaron was texting her at al . “So I have a Fun Fact for you.” 

“Awesome!” 

“Okay, so Herbert Hoover, the guy who was president during the initial part of the Great Depression, he gave every dime of his salary to charity.” 

“Did he do that because he felt bad about no one else having money?” 

I had no idea what the man actual y felt, “He  was a mil ionaire, but he gave his money away even before the Depression. Also, he was Quaker, so that probably humbled him a bit.” 

“They were antiwar, right?” 

“Yeah, they were anti a lot of things. One being taking oaths, so he never took the Oath of the Presidency, he just affirmed it.” 

“You should be a history teacher, Adam. You’re so good at this stuff.” Then she said, “I have a Word of the Day.” She cocked her head. “Wel , Merriam-Webster had a word of the day, I’m just stealing it. Aesopian.” 

“Like the fables?” 

She rol ed her eyes. “You’re supposed to let me define it, Mr. Smarty-Pants.” 

I chuckled. “Sorry. I’l  do better next time.” A quiet settled between us until I final y asked, “Do you feel okay?” She nodded then gave me an exaggerated look of exasperation. “I’m fine. My grandma just gets a bit overbearing, that’s al . I could’ve gone to school today, but instead I sat up here listening to music and dancing in my head.” 

“How are things with Aaron?” I didn’t know why I asked, but it seemed destined to come out. I couldn’t block it al  out. I knew that he wanted to have sex with her, but as far as I’d heard, they hadn’t yet. The previous weekend would have afforded them the perfect opportunity to do it. 

Olivia looked uncomfortable but answered me anyway “Good. I think. He’s hard to read sometimes.” It wasn’t like I expected, or even wanted, her to give me al  the “juicy” details of their time together, but I wanted something more concrete than that. Actual y, I wanted her to tel  me that she was going to break up with him because she’d realized how mismatched they were. Then I wanted her to ask me to go to the bookstore with her because she knew we both liked it. Once there, we’d lose ourselves in the maze of stacks. Then she would tel  me that she’d made a mistake and she real y wanted to go out with me. 

That wasn’t what happened. “I need to teach you how to drive before the snow gets here.” That drew me out of my fantasy. It wasn’t the same as a declaration of love or admiration, but it was enough to make me happy. “Yeah, I know. 

I’ve got the parade this weekend, but maybe after that? Are you going?” 

“To the parade?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I don’t know. It’l  be cold out and Grandma is kind of—” 

“A freak when it comes to cooler temperatures?” 

It made her giggle a little and that lightened my heart even more. “Yeah. Exactly. I’l  ask, though. Do you have practice al  this week?” 

“Not tomorrow.” 

“Wel ,  provided  that  Grandma  lets  me  go  to  school,  do  you  want  to  have  a  driving  lesson?  I  swear  I’m  a  great  instructor.”  Her  face  was  so earnest as she said it. 



“I bet you are.” There was an awkward silence, then I said, “It’s getting late. I should let you rest before your grandma hobbles up here and tosses me out.” 

“So driving? Tomorrow?” 

“Yep.” 

I left her room, my worry abated. Knowing that despite her relationship with Aaron, she wanted to spend time with me helped keep my mood up. 

She was in school Tuesday and, just as she promised, she took me out driving. I hadn’t been prepared for her to commandeer me as soon as the bel  rang and by the look of it, neither had my brother. But she did just that, tugging on my arm as I finished transferring books from my locker to my bag. Casey stood back, this little knowing expression on his face. He was an eternal optimist. I knew somewhere in that little brain of his he thought that Olivia was trying to hook up with me. 

But I knew the truth. 

“Come on,” she said, pul ing on me with al  her might. 

I slapped my locker door shut. “Hold your horses, Livie!” 

“Nope. The horses are unleashed and they want to drive!” 

I chuckled. “You sure are in a hurry to watch me fail.” 

Olivia  stopped  and  I  bumped  into  her  then  backed  up  by  a  foot.  She  had  this  look  that  reminded  me  of  a  mother  reprimanding  her  child. 

“Where’s your positivity, Mister?” 

“I’m positive that I’m going to fail. I don’t even  want to drive.” 

“But you’re gonna.” 

“Good luck,” Aaron said as he took two big strides toward us. “Adam doesn’t even like playing driving video games, and he’s a gaming geek.” I’d had a lot of experience being cal ed names, and as names go, “geek” wasn’t bad, but I felt as though it was a chal enge today. 

“Actual y, I’m feeling like today’s a great day to learn how to drive,” I said as I stood up as straight and as tal  as I could. 

“Yay!” Olivia cheered, happiness apparent on her face. 

My brother’s expression darkened. He was unused to me meeting a chal enge head-on. He already had Olivia and I wasn’t going to let him keep demeaning me in front of her. It was unnecessary. Unless he was afraid I actual y had a chance to win her. 

Her hand was stil  attached to my wrist, so I twisted it and took a hold of her hand. A sensation of thril ed excitement shot through me. This was the boldest I’d ever been. “Ready?” 

Aaron took her other hand and pul ed her closer. I didn’t let go, but hoped she didn’t get the feeling that she was a rag dol  held between two bratty kids. He wrapped his other hand around her waist and pul ed her into him as he bent down. They kissed. What should’ve been a simple peck turned into a quasi make-out in the middle of the hal . 

I released her hand and took a step back. Obviously, Aaron had won again. 

Casey came up beside me. “He’s a dick,” he whispered. “I can’t believe you came from the same uterus as he did.” 

“He’s just protecting his interest.” 

I was jolted as Casey pushed me to the side. “Seriously?” he asked. “It’s not international banking, Adam. He’s being a caveman.” I wanted to say something else, but Aaron’s hand on Olivia’s ass made my words dry up. Thankful y, she pul ed away quickly and wiped her mouth. Mumbling something, she took a step back, turned, and grabbed my hand. I fol owed after her, al owing her to pul  me through the hal way and then the courtyard. 

When we were at her car, she shook her head as she got out her keys. “God, he makes everything so awkward.” That wasn’t the first negative thing she’d said about Aaron, so I jumped on the opportunity to explore it. “I thought you liked him.” Pausing before she opened her door, she said. “I  do like him. And I don’t even mind a little PDA, but jeez, what the hel  was that?” It wasn’t until she’d driven us to the parking lot of the little league fields that she said. “I mean, seriously, what is he thinking?” 

“Aaron?” 

“Yes! First off, I think it was a little gross for him to be kissing like that in front of you, his  brother, but then we were in school, too! He could’ve gotten us suspended.” 

“That’s nothing. You should’ve seen what he did in the hal  when he was going out with Gretchen.” Crap. It sounded better in my head than it did out loud. It sounded like I was either throwing Aaron under the bus or rubbing his past relationship in her face. 

“What?” 

“Nothing.  I’m  sorry.”  I  turned  to  look  out  the  window.  “Maybe  we  shouldn’t  talk  about  you  and Aaron.  Or Aaron  and  other  girls.  Or Aaron  in general.” 

Olivia was silent. 



I decided to pretend like the previous moment didn’t even happen. “So you gonna teach me to drive or what?” That was the spark she needed to forget about my brother. She began tel ing me about the car. I knew it al . Who didn’t know where the gas pedal was? I knew how to put it into drive. I knew the basic rules of the road and the basic operational functions of a car, but al  in theory. 

Final y, we switched seats and I took off in a slow circle around the lot. “That’s awesome!” she said. It was as if my not running into the light poles twenty feet away was a big deal. “I told you that you wouldn’t fail.” 

I turned the wheel left then slowed to a stop. “Now what?” 

“Are you ready for a real road?” 

I looked at the country road along the basebal  fields. “What if a car comes by?” 

“They’l  either pass you or they’l  fol ow you.” 

“What about a cop? I shouldn’t be driving.” 

She looked around. “No cops. It’s early evening in mid-November; they’re not patrol ing empty country roads looking for kids driving without a license.” 

To try to get out of driving on the road, I pul ed out the big guns. “What if I hit an animal?” She leveled me with a look. “You’re not going to hit a freakin’ animal, Adam. If you don’t want to drive, just say so. We could be enjoying al  the wonders of M.T. Shelves right now instead of—” 

I didn’t know what possessed me to do it. Al  I knew was that I leaned over and kissed her. It wasn’t anything like the way Aaron had kissed her. It was less possessive, less needy, less showy. It was perfect. Just a gentle touch of my lips to hers. It seemed to last forever, but as she pul ed away, her tongue darting out to lick at her lips, I knew it hadn’t been nearly long enough. 

“Adam.” 

And that was it. With the two syl ables of my name, I realized what a complete idiot I was. I’d kissed her. The girl who only wanted me as a friend. 

The girl who was dating my twin brother. The girl who was rejecting me with her look. 

I sat back in my seat and stared out over the steering wheel. Wanting to go home, I tried to figure a way out of this. I wanted to take back the last few minutes. 

No. No, the last few minutes I would keep. I would treasure them just like every other thing I loved. 

But I needed to get out of this situation. If she thought Aaron was awkward, I could only imagine what she thought of me. 

The idea of getting out of the car and having her drive seemed ridiculously embarrassing, so I did the only other thing I could think of: I put the car into gear, and I took off out of the parking lot. 

I drove us al  the way back to our street and parked the car on the corner, put it in park, and then popped the door open. Unbuckling the seat belt, I tried to get out, but she put her hand on my forearm. Al  of my movement ceased. 

“Adam,” she said. I closed my eyes, loving the way she said my name. “Can we talk about what just happened?” When I opened my eyes, I saw the living room light on at my house. A shadowed figure passed behind it. Aaron wasn’t watching us, but he was in there. I could only imagine how he would flip if he knew I’d just kissed his girlfriend. I shook my head in answer to her question, doubting I could say anything anyway. 

“Wil  you at least turn around and look at me?” 

Again, I shook my head. 

“Adam.” 

I wanted to kiss her again. I wanted to kiss her al  the time. But she wasn’t mine to kiss. She wanted to be with my brother. 

Not me. 

She was talking. Saying something. I didn’t know what. I was consumed. I could feel our lips pressed together. I could feel her skin beneath my fingers. I could taste the salt of her skin. I turned, kissing her again. This time I touched her bottom lip with the tip of my tongue. She gasped. If I’d thought it would’ve been okay, I would’ve deepened the kiss right then. I would’ve held her face gently in my hand and rubbed the pad of my thumb along her cheekbone. 

But she was my brother’s girlfriend, so I pul ed back. “I’m sorry, Olivia.” When her eyes found mine, it was a punch in the gut. I twisted back around and got out of the car. Instead of running into my house like I wanted to, I leaned back into the car and said, “I can’t be your friend when I want to be your boyfriend. I’m sorry.” 

With that, I was at my house and in my room in no time. 

I spent the night thinking about those two kisses, wishing they were more than what they had been, and hoping Aaron didn’t find out. 

I avoided Olivia. It wasn’t difficult. Practice consumed me after school, so I didn’t work. At school, I kept my head down at the times and places we usual y crossed paths. Casey seemed to know something was wrong, but I didn’t confide in him. If Aaron suspected anything, he didn’t let on that he did. Actual y, he seemed relaxed, like he was happy Olivia and I weren’t speaking. 

The whole band performed wel  at the Magnificent Mile Parade. While I didn’t see them, I knew my dad and Aaron were somewhere in the crowd and with them was Olivia. I focused on drumming—giving it my al  during the drumline solos. It wasn’t until after the performance when I was on the bus, while everyone was talking about what they were going to do with al  their free time now that marching band season was over, that I realized I now had nothing to distract me. 

I started getting back into gaming. I played some online RPG every night. Every other weekend I was at one of my buddies’ houses watching a movie or playing the old-school predecessors to  World of Warcraft. I spent a lot of time in the garage banging out beats as loud as I could. Most of the time I spent out there was when Aaron had Olivia over. I tried not to look at her, but it was difficult. 

We seemed to do this little dance. She would watch me and I would watch her, but never at the same time. We never let each other know that we were doing it, but I thought we were both clued in. I could feel her eyes on me when I couldn’t avoid her. 

This was the way Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s passed. It was becoming easier not to talk to her, even though I stil  wanted to. 

Aaron would stil  come into my room to look at her while they talked on the phone. Those were the times I banged on the drums extra loud. At least twice the neighbors came over to threaten to tel  my dad how loud I was being late at night. I didn’t care, though. Drumming helped me drown it al out. 

My birthday, which was, of course, Aaron’s birthday and the anniversary of my mom’s death, came and went. Just like every year, my dad tried to make it nice, but no one real y felt it. 

By the time Valentine’s Day came around, I’d convinced myself I didn’t like Olivia anymore. I’d gone back to thinking about Delaney. I pushed myself to imagine going to school with her in the fal . I visualized us walking to classes together on the Northwestern campus. 

It wasn’t until I saw Olivia skip down the steps of her front porch in her little red skirt and big, bulky winter coat that I realized how wrong I was. I liked Olivia. I wanted her more than ever. I wanted to be her friend again, but the embarrassment of those kisses stil  stung like viper bites. 

I  watched  as Aaron  met  her  on  the  sidewalk.  Together  they  crossed  back  over  onto  our  side  of  the  street.  He  bent  down  to  kiss  her  as  he opened his jeep door for her. She looked away and he ended up kissing her cheek. He laughed, tugged her stocking cap down lower over her ears and then kissed her again. This time he made his mark. 

I backed away from the window and logged onto my computer. 

It was better this way. There was little embarrassment online. To most people I was just an avatar and a screen name. It was hard to make a fool of myself to strangers who didn’t even know the real me. 

I imagined living the rest of my life like this. It seemed almost comforting. 

It wasn’t until a car door slammed that I took myself out of the game. I’d gotten lost in it. It was a blissful y peaceful feeling. 

But I couldn’t help but go to the window. Aaron and Olivia stood in front of his Wrangler, il uminated only by the street lamp two doors down and the soft glow of our porch light. They looked utterly unhappy. Her face was pink, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of the cold wind of the February night or because of something else. Aaron took a step toward her, but she took a step backward. He tried again. This time, she shoved him. 

Obviously, they were fighting. I should’ve been thril ed, but there was something about her face. Olivia was almost always fil ed with this amazing joy that couldn’t be kept inside of her. But tonight she looked sad. 

The shove must have made Aaron pretty mad. He threw his hands up and al  around. They were the familiar gestures he always used when he was trying to express something with emotion. Now Olivia tried to approach him, but he held his hand out, essential y stopping her in her tracks. 

Her hair was whipping around underneath the red hat. She was probably freezing. She was shifting back and forth in some kind of strange dance to keep warm. Aaron should’ve at least brought her inside or back into the jeep get her warm. 

They argued for another ten minutes. Then Mrs. Cartwright came out, her coat hastily thrown over her pajamas. 

Both Olivia and Aaron looked over at her then Aaron turned and walked toward our house, leaving my beautiful Livie out on the sidewalk alone. 

She watched him for a moment then glanced up toward my bedroom. Immediately, I backed away, hoping she didn’t see me watching them. 

I waited until she turned and walked to her grandmother before I closed the blinds. 

My bedroom door flew open. 

“God, she’s ridiculous!” Aaron stood red-faced in my doorway, hair a mess from the hat he’d just removed. 

I didn’t know why he was coming in here to talk to me about her—unless he wanted to use my window. But he flopped down on my bed without even turning his gaze toward the window. “What happened?” 

“We were having a perfectly fine time and then out of the clear blue, she just . . .” While I wanted to know what the argument was about, I reminded myself that I didn’t real y want to be involved in whatever it was they had going on. I let Aaron vent some more until he made an offhanded comment about her “weird little quirks.” I hadn’t noticed anything strange, so I asked, “What quirks?” 

He looked at me for a moment, as if debating whether or not to confide in me. Final y, he sat up and shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.” He stood. “I’m going to bed.” 

“Are you going to be able to sleep?” I asked, knowing the answer already. 

“Not likely.” He let out a deep, tired breath as he ran his hands down his face. “This is just so stupid. I mean,” he said before pausing, and flicking his gaze toward the window before looking down at his feet. “I mean, it’s  not stupid. It’s . . . What the hel  am I supposed to do?” I’d never seen Aaron upset like this over a girl. He wasn’t crying or anything, but he seemed on the verge of panic as he paced back and forth. 

He paced for almost five minutes before stopping, pushing his fingers into the slats of the blinds and spreading them, and peering over at the Cartwrights’ house. 

He shook his head. “Whatever.” Trudging over to my door, he mumbled, “Valentine’s Day is a stupid holiday anyway.” 

“I agree.” 

He turned to look at me. “I wish life could just be simple again. You know, like fifth grade simple? You like a girl. You ask her out, which real y just means holding hands at lunchtime and maybe a weekend trip to the mal .” 

What  in  his  life  had  gotten  so  complicated?  I  didn’t  understand  because  I  thought  his  life  was  fairly  simple.  He  was  perfect  by  everyone’s standards, so what in the world was so complicated? “Aaron, what’s going on?” 

It looked like he had tears in his eyes. He must have seen that I noticed because his expression shifted to one of anger. “I’m not going to date her anymore. She’s . . . she’s . . . she’s a bitch.” 

Aaron said nothing else. The only thing I heard the rest of the night was him slamming around the house. 

I had no clue what had happened between them, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I knew two things for sure: Aaron never cal ed girls

“bitches”, and Olivia certainly  wasn’t one. 

What I was supposed to do. I was torn between happiness that they’d broken up, and complete bewilderment that something so devastating happening that Aaron was upset enough to cal  her a bitch. 

As I stared up at my ceiling, what I had to do smacked down on me like a ton of bricks. 

I had to final y talk to Olivia. 





Olivia wasn’t in school the next day. Or the day after that. She must have been sick again. I went to her house to see her, but her grandmother wouldn’t let me in. “Olivia needs rest, not visitors.” 

It was Friday when she came back to school. Aaron didn’t talk to her. He didn’t look at her. In fact, he spent most of Current Events leaning back on Maya’s  desk,  laughing  and  carrying  on  as  if  he  hadn’t  spent  the  past  three  months  attached  to  Olivia.  Mr.  Bel man  had  to  stop  class  twice  to address Aaron’s obvious disregard for the lesson and the classroom code of conduct. 

It’d  been  long  weeks  since  I  al owed  myself  to  real y  look  at  her  and  to  actively  think  about  her.  She  must’ve  been  real y  sick  after  standing outside arguing with Aaron. Her hair seemed too dark today. It was pul ed back into a ponytail, but it was a mess—not neat like she usual y wore it. 

Maybe it wasn’t her hair that was too dark. Maybe it was her complexion that was too light. Yes, that was it. Her coloring was off. 

She watched Aaron make an ass out of himself the entire period. I thought maybe she’d dart out of the chair once the bel  rang to avoid him, but she didn’t. She sat in her chair until almost everyone left. As I was putting my notebook away as slowly as possible, I debated if I should walk to her next class with her. 

Olivia sluggishly rose from her chair and hoisted her bag onto her shoulder. If she turned around, I’d wave at her and throw her a comforting look. 

But she didn’t. She took measured steps to Mr. Bel man’s desk. Before I left, I could just make out their quiet conversation about homework she had to complete because of her absence. 

I didn’t see her at lunch. It was probably a good thing she didn’t come to the cafeteria. Aaron was hanging al  over Kel y Volk for half the period and  then  literal y  chasing  after  Maya  before  the  bel   rang.  I  didn’t  know  what  happened  between  them,  but  if  my  brother’s  actions  were  any indication, it was something big. There were times in the past that he’d acted like this—like an idiot male—after relationships ended, but it wasn’t this exaggerated. It was like he wanted to hurt Olivia. 

No matter how different he was from me, my brother wasn’t usual y this much of a jerk. I didn’t know why he would want to hurt Olivia. She was the nicest girl he’d ever dated. 

Olivia didn’t work Friday night, but I did. My mind was on her. So much of my time since meeting Olivia was spent thinking about how badly I wanted to be her boyfriend, or how much I hated that she was dating my brother. But tonight, I was genuinely worried for her. She looked so sick today and Aaron was being such an ass. I ran through list after list of things that could’ve possibly happened between them, but nothing I came up with would justify my brother’s cruelty. 

Wel , I didn’t know if she was real y sad or if she was just sick. I was going to find out, though. The decision not to be her friend was the wrong one and I wanted to make it up. I didn’t care anymore if she liked me the way I liked her. 

As usual, I made breakfast for my family on Saturday. My dad had worked a bit of overtime, so it was after ten in the morning when we al  sat down at the table. Although my dad and I had never been incredibly close, there were a lot of things I admired about him. One of those things was the way he could just look at either me or my brother and just  know something was going on. It could’ve been that he’d been in our shoes once or it could have been a complicated mind reading ability. But whatever it was, he did it again. 

“You boys are too quiet.” 

He looked to Aaron first, but then to me. I shrugged. I was usual y quiet. 

“Where’s Olivia been lately?” 

When Aaron didn’t respond, he turned back to me, obviously hoping that I knew and would share what was going on with my twin. “I think they broke up.” 

To my brother, my dad asked, “What was wrong with her?” The way he asked it left no mystery about how he felt about my brother’s love life. He obviously disapproved of how many girls he went through. Maybe he real y liked Olivia, too. 

“Nothing was wrong with her. I just don’t want to be with her anymore. Maya’s cuter, anyway.” I snorted as I shook my head. My brother was an ass. 

“Shut up, Adam.” 

I looked up from my pancakes and faced him. His angry glare was a chal enge. “You shut up, Aaron. Olivia’s a good person and she’s definitely prettier than Maya Conway.” 

Aaron let out an irritated breath as he dropped his fork onto his plate. It landed with a loud clank. “You think every girl’s pretty. And just because you’re a little puppy—” 

Just then the doorbel  rang. I was grateful for the break in conversation. This wasn’t how I wanted to spend my Saturday, and I didn’t think I wanted to hear exactly what he thought of me again. Aaron was a very external person. When he was upset, he let everyone know it. Throughout our lives, he’d say stupid comment after stupid comment, just to get the intense feeling or emotion out. I knew most of what he said he didn’t mean, but I also knew there was truth behind every offhanded statement he made. 

We sat there glaring at each other, forcing my father to be the one to get up and open the door. A moment passed. Then Dad said. “Aaron. You have a visitor.” 

We both looked up and saw Olivia standing next to my father. She was stil  pale, but her eyes were a little brighter today. She gave me a smal smile, but then turned her entire focus onto Aaron. “Can we talk for a minute?” 

My brother’s response was less than polite. I could tel  just by the set of his shoulders that he had little interest in talking to her, but then he looked at Dad’s expression and it left no doubt that Aaron would be talking to Olivia. 

My brother stood, his chair scraping against the linoleum floor, and he strode past Olivia as if she wasn’t even there. She fol owed him. As my dad sat back down, I could hear her soft voice coming from the foyer. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any of their conversation, but I didn’t have any choice. 

The only thing I could make out was Olivia asking, “Why did you do that?” 

Then she asked, “Why didn’t you just break up with me before you messed around with her?” My fingers tightened around my fork the picture of what Aaron had done completed itself in my mind. I heard the door slam, then Aaron cursing in the foyer. Dad got up, calmly took his plate to the sink, and then moved out to the foyer. Another thing I admired about my father was that he knew how to handle situations delicately. I could hear him talking to Aaron. He wasn’t using kid gloves, but he wasn’t outright yel ing at him either. 

As Aaron raised his voice in responded, “I don’t want to talk about it,” to whatever my father said, my thoughts were on Olivia and what she must be going through. I didn’t give a damn about Aaron. As far as I was concerned right now, he was scum. I cleaned up the table—leaving Aaron’s plate for him to clean up himself. By the time the kitchen was clean again, Dad and Aaron had moved into the front room. On my way to the stairs, I peered inside and saw Dad pacing while Aaron stood stock-stil , arms crossed over his chest, annoyed expression on his face. 

I wanted to punch him. 

But I didn’t. I took the stairs up to my room two-by-two and shut my bedroom door behind me. Once at the window, I looked over to Olivia’s bedroom window. The curtains were parted and I could just see the top of her head. She must have been sitting on her bed. I didn’t even think about my next action. I went to my bedside table and picked up my phone. 

 Are you okay?  I texted her as I stood back in my window. 

It took a moment, but I got a text back.  Fantastic. 

It was hard to impart sarcasm into a text—especial y a one-word text—but she managed to do it.  Come to the window.  Again, it took a moment, but then she appeared. The distance made it hard to see the details of her face, but I didn’t need to see them to know she wasn’t feeling fantastic. 

 What now?  she asked. I could see by the set of her shoulders and hips she was upset. 

My fingers moved fast on the keys.  Can I come over? 

When I looked up, Olivia was gone from the window. The curtains weren’t closed, but they were swaying as if threatening to close me out of her world. I sighed and tossed the phone on my bed. I wasn’t sure how to feel about anything anymore. 

Before my mood had sunk completely, my phone beeped.  Yes. 

Now that I had her permission, I felt unprepared. Looking down, I was stil  in my night clothes, and I hadn’t showered or even brushed my teeth. I didn’t want to waste time, so I skipped the shower but I cleaned up a bit and brushed my teeth. After I was dressed, I looked at myself in the mirror. I could’ve looked nicer, but this would have to do. I reminded myself that I wasn’t going over there to impress her. I was going over there to let her know I was concerned for her. 

I pul ed on my shoes and coat then darted across the street. Mr. Cartwright opened the door. His quiet stare unnerved me, but seeing Olivia was more important than my nervousness. 

When I asked if I could come in, he hesitated but then he moved out of the way. I dried my feet on the rug, kicked my shoes off and took the stairs up to her room. I knocked softly and waited. 



When the door opened, Olivia cocked her head to the side and rol ed her eyes. “I swear I’m not usual y this stupid.” I furrowed my brow as I entered the room. “What do you mean? I don’t think you’re stupid.” Olivia looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. Slow tears rol ed down her cheeks. Damn, she was crying. I felt so bad—as if I was the one who’d hurt her. 

She wiped her eyes with her bal ed hands and then looked at me. “It’s so stupid. I’m sorry. I’m not usual y like this. Especial y over a boy.” I knew this wasn’t like her. That was why I was so concerned. “Were you out of school because of Aaron?” 

“Oh, God,” she said, flopping down onto her bed and covering her eyes with her arm. “That’s what it looks like. That’s what everyone thinks, isn’t it?” She sat up, legs folded, and swiped her nose with the back of her hand. “I was sick.  Really sick, not just stupid-girl-who-got-dumped sick.” 

“Stop saying you’re stupid,” I said as I took a seat next to her. 

“Fine. I’m an idiot.” 

I real y didn’t like that she was putting herself down. She was usual y so upbeat. I’d never heard her be so negative before. “You’re an idiot? 

Why?”  She  gave  me  a  look  like  I  was  stupid.  “Because  you  took  a  chance  on  someone  you  liked?  It’s  not  who  you  are  to  think  you’re  stupid because you opened yourself up, Liv.” 

“I know. See? I’m being an idiot.” 

“Oh,  stop  it,”  I  said,  keeping  my  voice  light  as  I  nudged  her  shoulder  with  mine.  “So  you  and Aaron  didn’t  work  out.  It’s  not  like  it’s  a  death sentence.” 

Olivia studied me with a strange expression on her face. “I know,” she said after a moment. “I just . . .” She blew out a long breath and mumbled something, but I couldn’t make it al  out. It sounded like she said, “I took a chance on the wrong twin,” but perhaps that was just my mind projecting. 

Her shoulders dropped and final y she seemed a little better. 

“You’re way too good for him anyway.” At my words, she shook her head. “You can’t tel  me you honestly thought he was worthy of you.” 

“I did for a second.” She took a deep breath and stood up. She walked over to the window. Olivia was already a thin girl, but it looked like she’d lost weight in the few short days since Valentine’s. I wondered when she’d return to the radiantly beautiful girl I knew. I worried what Aaron might have said to her. He could be incredibly cruel when he wanted to be. 

“I never thought he was good enough for you. You’re such a beautiful soul,” I said, not knowing why I chose that terminology. “And he was bound to take you for granted. I hope you know that none of this was your fault. He has a way of going through girls like—” 

“Wait,” she said. “Is this supposed to make me feel better?” 

Instantly, I regretted what I’d said. I got up, nervously ran my hand down my face and then said, “Yes. I’m sorry. I’m not good at this. I just—” 

“You’re a good friend.” 

Was she kidding? “Liv, I haven’t talked to you in months, how is that being a good friend?” Olivia took a step closer to me. “I know why we stopped talking. It made me sad, but I understood.” 

“I wish you weren’t sad.” 

She shrugged and turned back to the window. An annoyed sound came from her, so I took a step closer. Aaron was in my room, looking at her. 

Olivia closed the curtains and faced me again. “I wish I wasn’t sad either, but in my heart I know that in order to real y know happiness, I have to experience sadness. I’l  be fine.” 

Olivia always stumped me. What she said made sense, but I probably would’ve wal owed in depression for a lot longer. 

We stood there—just looking at each other. It was the most intimate interaction we’d had since she’d started dating my brother. To be honest, it was probably the most intimate interaction I’d ever had with anyone, and al  we were doing was staring at each other. 

“I know it sounds stupid, but I mean, I thought he loved me.” 

“Who did he cheat with?” 

“Maya  Conway,”  she  replied.  Her  voice  didn’t  hold  the  edge  of  hate  that  I  would  have  expected.  I  hated  this,  so  how  could  her  voice  be  so neutral? 

“You’re not stupid.  He’s an idiot. Like a total fool. I’m sorry he treated you like you didn’t matter, because you do.” I glanced down at my feet and then back up to her. “I’m sorry,” I said again. 

“I know you look like him and al , but I’d rather hear him say it.” Olivia paused. “I know he won’t, though.” I stayed in Olivia’s room for another hour. We barely spoke but we just hung out quietly. When I returned home, Aaron glared at me from the moment I entered the house, al  the way to the kitchen, up the stairs, and didn’t stop until I shut the door in his face. It could have been worse. I was sure he hated that I’d been at his now ex-girlfriend’s house, but I didn’t care. If I hadn’t shut the door when I did, I thought I might’ve hit him. 

I avoided him at al  costs for the rest of the day. It wasn’t until I overheard him on the phone Sunday afternoon that I couldn’t let it go any longer. 

He was talking about how, when they were messing around, she wouldn’t take her shirt off, and that’s why he cheated. As soon as he hung up, I was in his face—a move that was very much outside of the norm for me. 

“Why are you being such an ass about this?” 

Aaron’s face was steel as he leaned back and turned his head. “Mind your own business, Adam.” 

“My own business?” I said, my voice a higher pitch than usual. “You  knew I liked her, but you dated her anyway. You probably had   sex with her, and now you’re saying it’s  her fault you screwed around on her!” 

“That’s not—” 

From somewhere deep inside, the rage I’d felt for my twin brother came bubbling out. But it wasn’t just from his most recent bout of immature and cruel behavior. This was something deeper, stemming from every moment of my life when I was compared to  him—either  by  others  or  by myself. This was something much stronger. Something I couldn’t stop. 

I grabbed a hold of his shirt. His shocked expression both amused and frightened me. What I was doing wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. And yet, it was satisfying. 

“You’re such a bad person, Aaron. For al  the girls you—” 

Not surprisingly, my brother didn’t let me have the upper hand for long. He grabbed the col ar of my shirt and suddenly we were in a shoving match. I ended up with my back to the living room wal . My knee was throbbing because I’d hit it on the end table. The lamp was on the floor and the telephone was off the hook. 

“You know shit about it!” Aaron yel ed. 

I pushed him back, breaking his hold on my shirt. Seizing the opportunity, I moved away from the wal  and stalked toward him. He took a step back, looking behind him to see what he might trip over. “I don’t have to know the details to understand you cheated on her.” When I was close enough, I pushed against his chest, sending him backward. He bumped into the bookshelf, knocking pictures off and onto the floor. 

I stood stil , fisted hands at my sides. The shock of me standing up to him had worn off, and now he was just pissed. “Wel  maybe if you’d had the bal s to actual y ask her out, none of this would have happened!” 

“Shut—” That’s when his fist connected with the side of my head. I fel  to the floor, stunned for a second. Had my brother actual y punched me? 

Had he felt so passionate about the situation that he  hit me? 

We’d  been  in  arguments  before.  We’d  had  moments  where  our  opposing  views  had  caused  physical  responses,  but  not  since  we  were younger. And even then, we’d never punched each other. 

My ear was ringing. The pain was pretty intense, it took me a few seconds, but when I was able to stand, I positioned myself right in front of him. 

Something in his expression shifted. The crease in his forehead had released. His jaw wasn’t clenched as tight, and his eyes softened. “Adam, I’m—” 

I did what I’d never done before. I hurled my closed hand toward his face. I was surprised when it connected with his cheekbone. But even more surprising was the pain I felt. I backed away, shaking my hand out and put it between my thighs as if the pressure would help it. 

“God damn it!” 

I looked up in time to see my brother stomping toward me, one hand over the left side of his face, the other raised and fisted. I prepared myself to get hit again, but from out of nowhere, Dad came between us. 

“That’s enough.” He didn’t have to yel . Just the power of his voice sent Aaron back. He leaned against the bookshelf, body bent as he cradled his face. “He started it,” Aaron said, pointing to me. 

Yes. I started it, and I’d do it again. “He’s a prick!” 

When I looked into the face of my father, I felt paralyzed by his gaze. I stood up straight, keeping my hand close to my body. “What he did wasn’t right, Dad. He can’t keep getting away with being like this!” 

“You judgmental asshole,” Aaron said. 

“Shut it. Both of you.” Dad pointed toward the kitchen. “You’d better get some ice.” When both of us made a move, he amended, “Adam first.” In the kitchen, I grabbed plastic baggies, fil ed them with ice and then wrapped a towel around them. I could just barely hear my dad talking to my brother. I didn’t care what he was saying. Aaron wouldn’t change. He certainly wouldn’t apologize to me, or to Olivia. 

I went upstairs and lay down on my bed then laid the ice on my swel ing hand and held the other ice pack on top of the left side of my head. 

Despite the pain, I felt great. Never before had I stood up to him. Never before had I felt so angry at Aaron, or anyone for that matter. 

I was done with my brother. I was done picking up after him. I was done helping him out. I was done feeling bad for him. His insomnia was probably just a manifestation of what a horrible person he was. From now on, he could sink or swim without me as a life vest. 

Later that night, I texted Olivia.  Can I catch a ride to school with you on Monday? 





“Oh my God!” Olivia said as I got into her car Monday morning. 

My hand stil  hurt, but my ear and my head were fine. Wel , except for the swol en bruise that had developed.“Looks worse than it is. I’m fine.” 

“Who the hel  did that?” 

“Aaron. But I punched him back,” I said, pride evident in my tone. 

I didn’t exactly expect her to cheer for me or anything, but I didn’t realize I’d get a resigned sigh and a disappointed, “Adam.” 

“What?” 

At  a  stoplight,  she  turned  to  me.  “Fighting  sucks  on  every  level,  but  physical y  fighting  with  your  brother?  That  sucks  even  more. And  over something so stupid!” 

She didn’t  know what we were fighting over. She was just assuming. If she was assuming that we were fighting over how he’d treated her, she was right. Stil , I needed her to know that I’d take a thousand punches if it meant that Aaron was forced to think about how he treated her. “It wasn’t stupid. I don’t real y care if you like what happened between Aaron and me. I’m happy.” Silence fil ed the car until we took off again. Then she said, “Wel , I guess if it makes you so happy it’s okay.” Aaron didn’t show up to Current Events. A part of me was incredibly satisfied that he’d overslept and failed to get to school on time without me. 

When I told Olivia this after class, she gave me a disapproving look. 

“What?” 

“Listen, I know I was upset. I know what he did was bad, but let’s not focus al  of our attention on it. A week ago, I real y liked him. I stil  like him. 

Not the same way, obviously, but stil , Aaron’s not evil. He’s just . . . he’s just . . .” 

“An idiot?” 

“Exactly,” she said. “We should emit energy that wil  help him become a little bit more enlightened.” I stopped. Olivia took a few more steps, then realizing I wasn’t right next to her, she stopped, too. “What’s up?” Shaking my head, I narrowed my eyes as I studied her. She looked healthier today. Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me. “How are you this awesome?” I asked. 

Olivia blushed and looked down. 

I hadn’t meant to embarrass her. I walked over and put my finger on her cheek. My hand stil  stung, but the feel of her overpowered the pain. “I mean, you’re the prettiest person I’ve ever seen, and you’re the kindest, most tolerant and open-minded person I’ve ever met. I don’t understand how you can be this way. Aaron—” 

She looked up. “He hurt me. I felt it. I cried and cursed his name. Then I got over it.” 

“In a day?” I asked, my disbelief apparent. 

“Life’s too short to get stuck. I don’t have time to wal ow in despair. I felt my feelings. I cried my tears, and now I’m ready to get on with it al .” She wrapped her fingers gingerly around my hand. “I get why you’re upset and I thank you for caring, but don’t waste time on negative thoughts like that, okay? He’s your brother, and you know at some point you’re going to forgive him. There’s no reason to wait.” Her hand fel  away from me as she glanced at her watch. “See you at lunch?” she asked. 

I stil  felt a bit stunned by how she was handling the whole thing, but I nodded. I went through the rest of the morning thinking that I’d see her only in passing, but Olivia surprised me again. She sat with me and my friends. 

Casey was beside himself, throwing me looks and stumbling over his words as he tried to speak to her. It was funny. The rest of my friends seemed to take it in stride, but they, too, gave me looks that let me know they weren’t sure what to think. 

“Work tonight?” I asked. 

I was disappointed when she said, “No.” 



Not only would I not get to take a break with her, but I had wanted to catch a ride with her as wel . I didn’t want to have to depend on Aaron anymore. Especial y now that I’d let him oversleep. He would probably stil  be pissed enough to leave me hanging. 

“Do you need a ride?” 

I felt bad for asking, but I  did need a ride. “Would you mind?” 

“Are you kidding?” she asked with a laugh. “It’l  get me out of the house. I’ve been stuck inside with Grandma for too long. I love her, but she’s driving me crazy.” 

The complete shift from the crying, hurt girl over the weekend to the girl who was confidently proclaiming she was over the entire situation with my brother had my head spinning. I’d known of girls who  pretended to be okay with breakups, but they never actual y were. But I believed Olivia when she said she’d dealt with her feelings and was ready to move on. 

It was just as wel . Aaron would always be Aaron, and after what had happened, it was hard to imagine them ever being able to be okay again. 

What she’d said about him always being my brother and me needing to just forgive him was probably right, but I couldn’t do it. I was so mad at him for being such a jerk. I couldn’t believe that we’d come from the same womb. I would’ve never reacted that way. I would’ve never said those things about her. 

Casey had given me a ride to school and had planned on taking me home as wel . It was completely out of his way, so after school I stopped Olivia in the hal way and asked her if I could catch a ride home. Of course she said yes, and of course Casey flipped out in his usual way. He went on and on—out of earshot from Olivia—about how now that Aaron was out of the picture, it was total y my chance. 

I  didn’t  disagree  with  him,  but  I  wasn’t  going  to  make  the  same  mistakes  as  before.  I  was  going  to  be  her  friend—truly  her  friend—and  if something more developed from that, then it was meant to be. 

I only had about a half an hour before having to leave for work again, so Olivia just came in and waited, playing the drums in the garage while I got ready. Aaron wasn’t home and probably wouldn’t be until much later. My dad was upstairs sleeping, but the garage was far enough away from his room that it didn’t usual y disturb him. The only time I ever woke him up was when I was real y wailing on the skins. 

I had ten minutes until my shift started, but I stil  took my time to watch her drum. It wasn’t a fast beat she was tapping out. It was more of a seductive rhythm. It suited her. 

Final y, she looked up and saw me staring. She blushed and put down the sticks. 

“That was good,” I said, stepping into the garage. 

Olivia stood. “Whatever. You’re just being nice.” 

“You’re right. I’m just being nice.” She was close enough to elbow me in the gut. I groaned. “But it  was good.” I was amazed by our easy conversation on the way to the mal . It was as if the past few months hadn’t even happened—like I’d never stopped talking to her, like she’d never been with Aaron, like we were instant friends again. 

My  shift  was  short,  so  al   I  got  was  a  fifteen-minute  break.  To  my  surprise,  Olivia  was  slowly  making  her  way  through  the  Religious  and Metaphysical books at my store. 

“What are you doing?” 

She looked up at me, keeping the book with a picture of someone’s version of Heaven open in her lap. Lots of people did what she was doing. 

They just sat down in the middle of the aisles, legs folded, as they flipped through book after book. “I’m reading.” I chuckled and sat down next to her and she asked, “What are you doing?” 

“Sitting next to you.” She closed the book. I apparently had her undivided attention. “I’m on break,” I said out of pure necessity to say  something. 

“Good to know you’re not sitting down on the job. Books won’t stack themselves, you know?” God, she was adorable. I had to say something. Something she’d like. “Did you know that the world’s largest bookstore is actual y a Barnes & Noble? It’s in New York and it has about twelve miles of shelving.” 

Judging by her expression, this little tidbit delighted her. “Awesome Fun Fact, Adam. Now my turn. Fun Fact: The Harold Washington Library Center in Chicago is the largest public library in the world. There are over two mil ion books in there.” I didn’t know that, and I’d lived near Chicago al  my life. “That’s awesome.” 

“Completely awesome,” she said in a tone that seemed to imply that my inflection hadn’t given enough weight to my words. “We need to go.” 

“Huh? Go where?” 

“To the Library Center in Chicago.” Olivia gathered up the books that she’d laid out on the floor. She stacked them then got up. I stood up, too. 

“Actual y, we need to go to Chicago for a lot of reasons. You know, Passive Disorder is playing at the Metro at the beginning of April.” I opened my mouth to reply, but she started talking again. “Actual y, Violet Plume is going to be at Reggie’s Rock Club at the end of this month. 

We’re going to that.” 

“What?” I blinked in confusion. “We are?” 



“Yep. You and me. Put it on your calendar.” 

I laughed. “Al  right. I’l  pencil it in as soon as I know the date. How much are tickets?” 

“I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. They’re awesome. We’re gonna dance!” 

Violet Plume was sort of a hippie-folk band. I didn’t exactly know how one danced to music like that, but then again, Passive Disorder wasn’t dance music either. It was more of a jam band. Maybe I just didn’t know anything about dancing to  any kind of music. 

“I’m not real y a dancer,” I said. I’d told as much before, but I didn’t want to disappoint her. 

“But you’re a drummer, so you already have rhythm. Instead of moving just your arms to create it, you have to listen to someone else’s beat and move your whole body.” She said it like it was nothing. Like it was something so easy anyone could do it. 

“Drumming’s different, Livie. It’s not—” 

Olivia reached out and squeezed my bicep. I wished there was more for her to squeeze, but banging on the drums did give me better arms than other people, but they weren’t guns like Aaron’s. “You can dance. I’l  show you. Anyway, if you just want to stand there with your arms at your sides and nod your head, that’s fine, too. I won’t judge you.” She paused then added, “Much.” 

“Hey, Adam!” 

I reluctantly turned around to see who’d cal ed me. My manager was beckoning me to him. I glanced at my watch. My break was up. “I have to go,” I said. 

She pressed her lips together then shook her head making her hair fal  away from her face. Then she winked at me and said, “It’s cool. I’l  see you in a few hours.” 

At the end of the stack, I held my hands out and she passed me the books. I didn’t mind that I’d have to re-shelve them. “You don’t have to just hang out, you know?” 

“What else am I going to do?” Olivia walked toward the front of the store, but then turned around. “See you.” Her smile was so beautiful. 

For the rest of my shift, I was absorbed with thoughts about her and realizing that once again, I was hopelessly captivated by the girl who lived across the street. 

The rest of the week finished in similar fashion. I rode to and from school with Olivia. We went to work together, took our breaks together, and then came home together. When she’d gone out with Aaron, it felt like my heart was crushed. But now, my heart was blooming. 

I felt so happy and alive with her. We had a great time when we were together. I didn’t want to be around anyone but her. Despite what people were saying at school, Olivia didn’t seem to have a care in the world. It was if the rumors weren’t even there. I thought they affected me more than they did her. Most of them were the usual name cal ing, stemming from the fact that she’d dated Aaron and was now hanging around me. 

But the one that bothered me the most was less a rumor and more just a rude thing to focus on. My brother’s comment to whomever he was speaking to on the phone that day—the one about her not taking off her shirt—seemed to be juicy news to everyone. Having had a sort of thing with Clare Matthews, I knew that girls were probably insecure about their breasts—especial y considering jerks like Aaron and his group made such a big deal about them. 

I thought Olivia’s were real y nice. Not that I’d seen them. They weren’t  really  smal  like Clare’s, and they weren’t so big they looked painful like a few other girls in school. They were perfect. I mean, they  looked perfect. They were—

“Dude, you’re drooling a bit,” Casey said, flinging a potato chip at me. We were at his house practicing. “And you’re off.” He pointed to the drum set. 

I took a deep breath and tried to shake images of breasts from my mind. I’d been too lost in thoughts about the chests of girls—Olivia’s in particular—to keep a consistent tempo. 

“Sorry.” 

The other guys were staring at me. 

“What?” I asked. It wasn’t as if we were on the verge of being “The Next Big Thing” or anything, so I real y didn’t get why they were looking at me as if I was truly holding them up. 

Casey pul ed the shoulder strap of his guitar up over his head and set his instrument down. “You’ve just been spacey al  day.” He went over to the refrigerator and one by one, he tossed everyone a soda. Then walked back over to me and leaned against the large red toolbox behind me. I swiveled around to see him. “If you’re not into the band anymore, just say so.” My eyes grew wide. What the hel ? “What are you talking about? So I’m distracted today. It doesn’t mean I’m not into the band. You’ve been distracted lots of times.” 

“Yeah,” Cory said. “But you’ve been distracted for a while, bro. I mean, we al  get that you were upset that girl went out with your brother, but that’s over. You’re a better drummer than what you’ve been giving us.” 

I let out an angry breath.  Of course I was a better drummer. I was a better musician al  around than any of them. I’d been a bit passive in the past months, but there was no need for them to gang up on me like this. Deciding it wasn’t best to antagonize them by declaring how I was the only talented person in the band, I went with, “I don’t know what you guys are talking about.” Casey sighed, took a sip of his soda, and then pushed off of the toolbox. I glanced at my watch and stood. “I’ve got to get going.” Cory rol ed his eyes. I didn’t have to see the other two to know that they were annoyed. 

“I have to work,” I said, but they already knew that. “Case, you said you’d give me a ride home, right?” Casey shrugged, but moved to the side door and grabbed his coat. “Sure.” 

On the way to my house, an odd tension fil ed the car. “What’s going on?” I final y asked. 

“That’s what I’m asking  you, man. I mean, we were just getting used to the depressed version of Adam and now some strange, goofy Adam-like person has taken over. Don’t get me wrong, dude. This one’s better than the depressed dork we’d grown to love, but you’re even harder to deal with in terms of our band.” 

“What do you want me to say to that? I’m sorry.” 

“It’s Olivia, isn’t it? You’re al  head-over-heels stupid for her again.” 

The tone of his voice pissed me off. He was one to talk! I’d been putting up with his googly eyes for Hannah—not to mention his stupid behavior over her—for  years. “What does that matter?” 

Casey threw a look in my direction as he pul ed up to my curb. “It doesn’t, real y. We’re al  just wondering what’s up with you, man. I mean, one minute you’re Sul en Sal and the next minute you’re Moonstruck Manny.” 

There was nothing I could do but rol  my eyes at my friend. “I’m not Sal or Manny, Case.” I turned and saw that Olivia’s curtains were open, which meant she was home. “Yeah, I’m hanging out with Olivia, and yeah, a lot of my thoughts are on her, but no more than you think about Hannah.” 

“It’s cool,” Casey said. “Just try to be present during practice, if you know what I mean. The other guys are getting a bit pissed.” 

“Yeah, okay,” I said, but my mind was off in another direction. I was thinking about the drive to work with Olivia. We hadn’t done our Fun Facts or our Word of the Day yet, so I needed to hurry up and figure them out before it was time to go. 

I said goodbye to Casey, then raced into my house and up the stairs. I flipped open my laptop to Google random facts and words while I threw on my work clothes. By the time my phone buzzed, I was ready to go. Glancing at the text on the screen, I saw that Olivia was waiting. 

I peeked out the window. My whole body felt alive and pulsated with excitement when I saw her looking back at me. I wished I was right next to her, but even without the benefit of seeing the freckles on her oddly perfect nose, I was amazed at how pretty she looked. 

I motioned to her I’d be down in a minute. She nodded then waved. When Olivia disappeared from view, it was like the sun passing behind a cloud. My body was stil  warmed by her light, but even the slightest dimming of her bril iance left me shivering. 

I nearly bowled into Aaron in the foyer. He was just kicking off his shoes. My brother looked fatigued—like he hadn’t slept and just played a game. When I saw his gym bag, I figured he’d just had basketbal  practice or an actual game. I hadn’t spoken to him in a while, and didn’t figure I needed to start now. 

I yanked open the door, eager to be close to Olivia again, but Aaron said, “Going to work?” I stopped, surprised that he’d caved and had spoken to me first. Remembering what a jerk he’d been to Olivia, I wasn’t going to make this easy for him. Without turning around, I answered, “Yes.” 

“Need a ride?” 

I couldn’t help it this time; I turned and looked at him. There was nothing extraordinary about him today. He simply looked like a guy—like my brother—like me. Various responses ran through my head. I could just say  No and continue on to Olivia’s car. I could tel  him that I stil  thought he was a jerk. I could say nothing. 

But in the end, I replied, “No. Olivia’s taking me.” 

I was surprised that my voice held no animosity. I hadn’t realized that I’d gotten over the pure anger I’d felt for him. Aaron ran his hand through his wet hair. “Cool.” 

The whole interaction was strange. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it at al . It was like there was more to be said, but I couldn’t think of what. 

Obviously he didn’t either because we just stood there looking at each other for a few silent moments longer. 

“Wel ,” I said, tilting my head toward the open door. 

Aaron took a step back toward the kitchen. “Yeah. Don’t want to be late for work, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay,” he said as he scratched his shoulder. He moved his hand up his neck to the top of his head and wove his fingers in his hair. He was acting weird. 

“Are you okay?” I asked. I’d never seen him like this. He’d been tired before, but this seemed different. He was sul en, or depressed, even. He was usual y such an “up” person that the contrast was almost shocking. 



“I’m cool,” he said. He shifted his eyes toward the door, “She’s probably waiting for you.” Again, I said, “Yeah,” but made no move to leave the house. My hand fel  away from the doorknob as I took a step closer to Aaron. 

Once he realized I was headed his way, he cleared his throat and backed up. “Have a good night at work.” He turned quickly and left the foyer. 

I was left with no choice but to leave. It was where I wanted to be, but I was worried about Aaron. I tugged on my coat on the way down the steps. 

Olivia was inside her car. It was running. The exhaust hung low in the heavy winter air. It was cold out, but I didn’t feel it. That bright smile I loved was waiting for me as I threw myself into the passenger seat. 

“What’s up?” she asked. 

“God, it’s hot in here.” 

Olivia looked up at the ceiling and laughed. “Wel , you know my grandma. She made my grandpa come out here a half hour ago and start it for me. Heaven forbid I be too cold.” 

Her grandma was a bit of a freak when it came to stuff like that. I didn’t understand why she would send Mr. Cartwright out in the cold to keep Olivia from being a bit chil y. I wondered if it had to do with the mystery il ness that sometimes took her out of school. “What’s up with that?” I asked. 

She didn’t reply. Olivia just shrugged and put the car in gear. “So hit me with it,” she said. 

Knowing what she wanted, I didn’t hesitate. “Okay, Fun Fact: horses can’t vomit.” 

“I already knew that.” 

I shifted in my seat so my body was angled toward her. “So?” 

“So you can’t use it. Give me another one.” 

Crap. I only Googled one. “What? That’s not fair.” 

She shrugged. “That’s how you play the game.” 

“Where  are  the  rules?  I  demand  to  see  the  rulebook,”  I  said  in  a  tone  that  resembled  an  outraged  customer  who  wanted  to  speak  to  the manager. 

Olivia laughed. “I’d show them to you, but it’d just waste time. Since you trust me completely, you know I’m tel ing you the truth. Next fun fact, please.” 

I loved her carefree voice. 

“Um,” I said as I struggled to think of something. Then something popped into my head. “Okay. Drumming burns almost three hundred calories every half hour.” 

She was focused on the road, but I saw her expression shift. She liked my fact. “No wonder you’re so skinny,” she said. 

Her hand moved toward me. She stil  wasn’t looking at me, but she pinched my abdomen. Or she  tried to pinch it. I was thin, like she said, so there wasn’t anything to grab hold of. My heart raced at the contact. Without thinking about it, I grabbed her gloved hand and held it within my own. 

I watched her face closely, looking for signs that this wasn’t acceptable. If she wasn’t okay with it, I would let go. But there was nothing indicating she felt like that. For a moment, her lips pressed together, then released. Her tongue darted out to wet them as she took a deep breath. Then Olivia said, “And the Word of the Day?” 

I wasn’t sure I’d be able to speak. The excitement created a deep tickle in the pit of my stomach. My breath was a bit ragged. I hoped she didn’t notice, but I almost didn’t care. I was holding her hand! 

Clearing my throat, I started. “The Word of the Day is ‘auscultation’. It means to listen to the sounds of the body with a stethoscope.” 

“Good one,” she said in a soft voice. 

I didn’t ask her for her Fun Fact or Word of the Day. I liked playing the game, but I needed to quietly absorb the moment. I was holding her hand, and she was letting me. 

By the time we got to the mal , my breathing had regulated and my heartbeat had returned to normal. I reluctantly gave her back her hand so she could put the car in park and kil  the engine. 

As she unbuckled her seat belt, she turned to me. I stared into her deep eyes. They were so knowing. Like they housed an old soul. 

No words passed between us, but something else did. It was indescribable. It was something emotional. Something raw. Something real. 

Something I’d never felt before. 

Again, Olivia warmed me, making every bit of me feel ful  of life. 





As the end of March approached, the weather broke. It wasn’t exactly an early spring, but as soon as I woke up in the morning, I could tel  that it wasn’t the dead of winter anymore. I’d never given much thought to the seasons. Some people could say which one they liked the best, and which one they liked the least. But not me. I’d never real y cared much. 

Until now. 

Now that the deep cold was receding and the snow had stopped, I found myself waking up with happiness fluttering in my chest at the thought of the little budded flowers that would soon be making an appearance. I supposed I’d always found this time of year pretty, but this year it meant something more to me. The spring reminded me of Olivia. She was always so ful  of life—like the new flowers pushing out of the frigid ground. She brought warmth—like the springtime sun. 

I  couldn’t  wait  to  do  things  I’d  never  wanted  to  do  before—like  take  a  hike  in  the  woods.  The  temperature  would  be  increasing,  and  Mrs. 

Cartwright would have no reason to keep us from something like that. Soon we’d be going to Chicago and watching Violet Plume together. 

But even without nature hikes and concerts, the simple things I had with her now made me the happiest I’d ever been. Holding hands was so energizing. I never made a production of it when we were in school. I was very careful not to treat her like Aaron had—like something to show off to increase my social standing. 

It was something quite natural. We didn’t discuss if we were  going out or  dating. I just knew we were. Olivia never sat anywhere else besides my table at lunch, and we walked through the hal s of Lakeside High with our hands clasped together. The first time was the only time I felt insecure. I hadn’t known if she’d wanted everyone to see, so I’d gently took her hand in mine as we got out of her car and headed into school. Once inside, she took her hand away. It felt like a quick jab to the gut. I’d thought she didn’t want to hold my hand in front of other people. But then she shrugged off her coat and took my hand back. The pain in my gut turned to butterflies as she confidently walked to her locker, then to mine. 

Today was Sunday and neither of us had to work. Aaron was out with his friends and my dad was sleeping. He’d taken a few extra shifts this week and was even more tired than usual. Essential y, Olivia and I had the house to ourselves. We’d started out in my bedroom, just hanging out and quietly tapping on the bongos and conga, but then moved downstairs. I flipped on the television. There was almost nothing on. I didn’t want to get engrossed into a show—I just wanted background noise. 

Final y, I settled on a music channel that played old concerts. After just a moment, Olivia began to dance. I felt so stuck for words because in my mind, I just kept thinking:  beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. Her movements weren’t anything crazy. There was no regular teenage gyration like the girls from the dance line at school. Olivia’s body was a curving line that constantly moved. She was like a tal  blade of grass being blown around lightly by a soft breeze. 

When the current song ended and switched to something even slower, she came over to me. Reaching down, she took my hands and pul ed me up. “Dance,” she said. 

“But I don’t—” I stopped when she placed a finger over my lips. I wanted to kiss that finger. So I did. 

It earned me a smirk, but then she took the finger away. “You  can dance. Just move.” I stood there. Pressure was weighing down on me to do something. I wanted to sit back down. I wanted to tel  her that I enjoyed watching her and didn’t want to mess her up by showing what a horrible dancer I was. 

But I didn’t. Then she let go of my hands and grabbed my hips. I took a raspy breath. Our eyes met. “It’s just me, Adam,” she whispered. 

Olivia sort of pushed one of my hips back, while pul ing the other forward. Something released inside of my head and the pressure I’d felt just moments ago was gone. I let her manipulate me into a jerky dance. It didn’t last long because once I accepted that I was going to do it, my body moved on its own. It felt awkward, but the look she gave me was wel  worth it. 

Halfway through, she leaned into me, pressing against me. I imagined this would be what it was like to go to a school dance with her. Our bodies pressed together. There would be other couples al  around us, but we’d only be concerned with each other. I would never take my focus off of her. I slid my hands around, palms flat against the concave curve of the smal  of her back. Her head was against my chest. I was sure she could hear the pounding of my heart. Her smal  hands were on my back, her fingers rubbing little circles over my shirt. 

The awkwardness gave way to a sense of calm. Her body was made to fit into mine like this. I could stay wrapped around her forever, and silently hoped that I would. 

We danced like that until the end of the song when Olivia pul ed back a little, but did not leave my arms. She looked up at me and I gazed down on her. When it proved too intense, I focused my eyes on her heart-shaped lips instead. The thought of kissing them bubbled out of my brain and down to every single cel  in my body. The vibrations of anticipation al owed the thought to rise up and out of my mouth. 

I didn’t just go for it. That would’ve been what Aaron would’ve done. Instead, I said. “You’re vegan.” Olivia laughed. It wasn’t what I’d meant to say. “Yep.” 

I took a deep breath and tried to calm my flip-flopping bel y. “Does that mean you wouldn’t want to kiss a carnivore?” Her silence felt like it stole my breath. I was going to die of embarrassed asphyxiation. What a stupid thing for me to ask! 

Olivia licked her lips. “It depends on the carnivore.” 

It was stupid of me to ask that. I’d already kissed her—twice—and she’d obviously done more than kiss my—

My thought was taken from me when I felt her lips on mine. It was quick. I kept my eyes open. When the connection was broken, she lowered herself back down and said, “You’re an omnivore.” 

She licked her lips again. I was mesmerized by the action. My lips tingled from the sensation of the kiss. My whole body felt on edge. It felt like it did each time the marching band took the field and played. I was breathing heavy. I knew she could tel . 

Olivia pul ed back a little more and placed a flat hand in the center of my chest. “What are you thinking?” she asked. 

I could do nothing but let out a stunted chuckle and al owed my lips to curve up. I was going to be honest with her. I trusted her enough to tel  her the truth. Olivia wouldn’t hurt me with it. “I’m wondering how to make that happen again. How to make it happen al  the time.” Her fingers twisted into my shirt as she lifted up onto her toes. The last thing I saw was her tongue darting out to wet her grinning lips before she once again kissed me. It lasted longer, and was deeper than before. I was hunched over a bit to help the process. My hands were on her hips. 

When the kiss didn’t end quickly, I closed my eyes and just  felt it. Instead of just our lips pressed together, something soft and warm moved against my bottom lip—from right to left. I took in a breath. Maybe it was more of a gasp. I thought for a second that I should’ve breathed in from my nose, but I was happy I’d done it the other way. Olivia took the opportunity to deepen the kiss even more. Her tongue touched mine. 

I had no idea how long the kiss lasted, but I knew it was fantastic. It only ended because I heard a noise coming from behind me. I pul ed back and craned my neck. In the kitchen, my dad was grabbing a coffee cup out of the cupboard. He wasn’t looking in our direction, but I knew that he’d seen us. 

I looked back down at Olivia. There was a laugh twinkling in her eyes like she thought it was funny we’d been caught. She released my shirt as she moved out of my gentle hold. She squeezed my fingers as she walked toward the kitchen. “Hi, Mr. James.” We were no longer touching each other, but I could stil  feel the zing of her skin against mine as I watched her take the step up out of the living room and into the kitchen. Final y, my feet moved and I fol owed her. 

“Olivia,” my father said, acknowledging her with a nod. “How are you?” 

“Wonderful,” she replied. “You?” 

Dad looked from her to me. I gazed at my feet and when I looked back up, he was looking at Olivia again. “Good, thank you. Staying for dinner?” Olivia shook her head. “No. Not tonight. Grandma’s making vegan lasagna for the first time, so . . .” She tilted her head toward the front of the house and let her voice trail off. 

Turning to face me, her eyes were wide. She thought it was funny that we’d been kissing like that and my dad had walked in. She was something else. I gave her a hard look, but couldn’t keep it when she stuck her tongue out at me. 

“I’ve gotta go,” she said, taking a few steps toward me. Again, she rose up on her toes and placed a light kiss on my lips. 

“Bye,” I managed to mumble as she backed away. I should’ve gone to the door with her, but I was frozen. 

Once I heard the front door close, I looked up at my dad. He said nothing, but his eyes were on me. Very slowly, a smal , subtle smile curved one side of his mouth. I shoved my hands in my pockets as I blushed. I wished I knew what to say. It was the first time he’d seen me with a girl— kissing a girl. Risking a glance up, I took in his expression once more, and realized he was proud. 

The day of the Violet Plume concert was fast approaching. Dad didn’t question me at al  when I asked if I could spend the day in Chicago. It seemed like he was so happy that I had a “girlfriend,” that he didn’t want to break the magical spel  of my newly found social life by requiring too much from me. When Aaron found out about my trip, he said nothing, but I knew it bothered him. 

I didn’t think he was truly upset that I was with Olivia. What I thought tore at him was the fact that she was with  me. That she  preferred me. That maybe he’d made a mistake and wouldn’t ever be able to make it up to her. At school, they stayed far away from each other, and when she came over, they were distantly polite, but it wasn’t hard to see that neither one of them was truly comfortable. I worked hard to avoid al  of us being in the same room anyway. 

From what she’d told me, Olivia had a harder time convincing her grandmother that she should be able to go to the concert. She didn’t tel  me what the older woman’s objections were—just that she didn’t want Olivia to go. Apparently, it was Grandpa to the rescue again. Olivia said that he was the one who final y convinced—or strong-armed—Mrs. Cartwright into letting Olivia go. 

It would be late when the concert let out, but I could drive in a pinch. Olivia had taken me out a few more times and while I didn’t have a license, I could operate her Toyota with little problem. My confidence had grown and I’d begun to think about getting my license. Because I was over the age of seventeen, I didn’t have to take Driver’s Education, but I researched a few schools anyway. If I was going to do it, I might as wel  do it right. 

As I stood outside on her porch waiting for her, I could hear snippets of conversation. Her grandmother was giving her rules. She said something about “no dancing.” I stil  found that odd. I wished I could hear her. I wanted to know what she had against dancing, or if there was something about Olivia that made it taboo. I thought about how winded she’d gotten just by jogging a yard or two in the bookstore. 

Pressing just a little closer to the front window, I heard, “You have to take care of yourself, Olivia.” Moments later, my unofficial girlfriend came bounding out of the house. It wasn’t until she was halfway down the steps that she turned around and noticed me. “Hi!” 

“Hey,” I said and went over and squeezed her hand. “Ready?” 

Final y having gained her grandparents’ permission—mainly thanks to her grandfather—we made our way to the bustling city of Chicago and we did exactly as we’d planned to do. We ate lunch at the Chicago Diner. She had the Straight UP Veggie Sandwich, and I took a leap and ordered The Titanic BLT Burger. Olivia took the opportunity to order my side for me. Sesame Kale Salad. I looked uneasily at the dark greens on the plate when it was delivered to me. 

She laughed at me. “Adam, it’s just  vegetables! I mean, seriously, you put things in your mouth every day that are worse than something grown in the ground.” 

“I do not!” I was a little more defensive than I’d wanted. “I eat lots of veggies, thank you.” 

“Yeah, but you’re acting like eating kale is worse than sticking a piece of dead bird in your mouth.” I attempted to say something, but was cut off. 

“Chicken is a bird and you eat chicken.” 

“Look, it’s not that I think it’s gross.” I waved my hand over my plate of food. “It’s good. It’s just different. I’m not used to it.” As if to prove my point, I took the first bite of my sandwich. To my surprise, it wasn’t bad. Whatever the hel  “seitan” was, it tasted pretty good, but I couldn’t help my initial reluctance to eat. The menu had said that it was a wheat protein. It made me a bit happier that it wasn’t tofu. Wheat protein just sounded better than bean curd. 

We settled into eating our meals. I was sure to eat everything on my plate just to make a point. We talked about a few things, like tests that we had taken in the past week and how excited we were to see Violet Plume’s show. But the best part of my lunch was watching her enjoy herself. She ate everything on her plate—not to prove a point, but because she was obviously in love with the food. I supposed there wasn’t much Lakeside had to offer her by way of vegan cuisine. This must have been a real treat. 

We ordered and shared cinnamon rol s as a dessert. 

Our relationship had progressed. The awkwardness was almost nonexistent. I held her hand a lot now, but it never stopped making my stomach tickle. So when I reached across the table and grabbed her hand, I felt it in my whole body. It was like she was an infusion of light and sensation coursing through my veins. I loved touching her. 

Olivia licked her lips. She locked eyes with me, and for a moment, we just sat there looking at each other. It was the kind of moment I wanted to last forever, but knew it couldn’t. The server interrupted our silent exchange to ask if there was anything else she could get us. The disruption in the connection was so sudden that it made us both chuckle. 

It was in this moment that I realized this was what it was like to be in love. I wasn’t just infatuated with Olivia. I wasn’t just crushing on her. 

I loved her. 

But  it  was  way  too  early  to  say  it.  It  hadn’t  been  that  long  since Aaron  broke  up  with  her.  She  was  obviously  over  their  relationship  and  the breakup, but I didn’t want to push too hard. 

After paying for lunch, I took her hand and together we found our way to the Harold Washington Library Center. It was only a few miles away. We drove on Lake Shore Drive, so the scenery was awesome. We stayed at the library for as long as we could, exploring as much as we could. I liked M.T. Shelves better, but was glad there was no demon cat here to terrorize me while I roamed. 

We arrived early for the concert. Reggie’s Rock Club was close to the library. It had an industrial feel about it. I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’d never been to a concert before. I tried not to worry about things like bumping into the wrong person or losing Olivia in the sea of people. We stood by the wal  and people-watched. When the lights went down and everyone turned to the stage, I took the opportunity to slide my hands around her sides, clasping them over her bel y. I stood behind her, my head resting on the top of her head. I knew that our intimacy had grown, but I stil  held my breath in anticipation of rejection. 

But she didn’t reject me. She put her hands on top of mine and leaned back against me. 

The opening band was soothing with a bit of bouncing energy mixed in. I didn’t catch their name. It was an odd choice to open for Violet Plume, but Olivia seemed to like them. I liked how she was dancing while I held her. Her body felt so awesome as it moved against mine. 

When Violet Plume came onstage, I was almost resentful. Olivia moved out of my arms and jumped up and down in excitement. She mirrored the rest of the people in the building. I could take or leave the band. I liked them just fine, but I was here for Olivia. This experience wasn’t about the band. It was about gleaning every last piece of knowledge I could about her. 

She only jumped around for a minute at most. I was glad that she came back to me. I couldn’t see her face as she leaned back on me. The place was loud. The people around us were shouting and hol ering and the band’s instruments, despite Violet Plume being a softer independent rock band, were screaming out of the amplifiers. Through al  of that, I could hear her breathing. I could feel it, too. It was a bit shaky, so I lowered my mouth to her ear. “You okay?” 

“Yeah. Fantastic.” 

Olivia took a deep breath. She stayed next to me for a few songs. Then she stepped out and started to dance. Some concert-goers stood stil ; others moved with the music—some nodding their heads, others tapping their feet. Some danced, mainly staying in one spot. But Olivia moved her whole body. She danced with her whole self. The group around us gave her room, but not because she was being too wild. I thought they gave her room because, like me, they thought she was beautiful and amazing. 

She was dancing like no one was watching. Like she did in her room the first day I’d seen her. During the song “Say Hel o,” she grabbed my hand and pul ed me away from the wal . I was sure if I just stood there, she would’ve accepted it. But I didn’t want to do that. My body responded and swayed with hers. 

We danced soft and slow in the crowd of people. Our physical connection never broke. Even when she took a step away, I was always touching her. 

My heart fluttered and felt like it was going to float away with my head. She made everything sing. I’d never felt comfortable in a room ful  of people—especial y strangers. But tonight I was dancing, surrounded by people I’d never met. 

Olivia was pressed up against me during the ultraslow song cal ed “Home.” The way her body felt against mine was driving me crazy. It was almost too much, but then she pul ed away and kissed me. 

I’d kissed her a few times, none of them topping that first real kiss in my living room a few days ago. But this one did. It was long and sensual. 

There was an added thril  to it because we were in a roomful of people and yet it was stil  such an incredibly private moment. 

The kiss felt like we were standing alone in one of our bedrooms. Her hands were at my waist and mine were just under her arms, my thumbs unintentional y pressing against the sides of her breasts. I moved my hands slightly, not toward her back, but so the palms of my hands were now against the sides of her breasts. Her hands fisted at my abdomen, twisting in my shirt and drawing it tight around my body. 

Olivia deepened the kiss. I felt her tongue against mine. My head felt like it was spinning with an overload of sensation. The song changed. It was only then that I realized we were no longer dancing, but standing perfectly stil . She lowered herself back down. I never wanted to stop looking at her. Her skin was flushed pink. There was a slight sheen as the constantly moving lights hit her face. 

Violet Plume switched to a song that was a bit harder—the band members losing themselves in it as they jammed. The drummer was pretty awesome. After thanking the crowd, the band left the stage. There were two songs in their encore, both fairly subdued. I was thankful because it brought Olivia back into my arms to sway to the music. 

When the lights came up, we stood by the wal  and let the other people filter out first. Without checking my watch, I knew it was late. We walked to her car hand in hand. It wasn’t until we were inside and the overhead light il uminated her face that I realized how tired she looked. She must have overexerted herself. I didn’t understand how a few hours of dancing could drain her like this unless something was wrong with her. 

“You okay?” I asked. 

She nodded, but closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the headrest. “Just sleepy.” I didn’t believe her. “We stil  have a long drive ahead of us,” I said. 

Her  eyes  opened  and  her  lips  curved  up.  “I  know.”  Olivia  reached  out  and  touched  the  tips  of  her  fingers  to  my  cheek.  “Let’s  just  rest  for  a second, okay?” 

“Is there something you’re not tel ing me?” 

“No,” she denied again. “Just tired, I promise.” 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“Yeah. It was just a long day, you know?” 



It  didn’t  matter  if  she  said  she  was  fine.  I  knew  she  wasn’t.  In  the  building  her  face  had  been  red,  but  out  here  it  was  pale.  The  sheen  of perspiration was stil  evident on her forehead even though it was chil y out. “I know,” I said, not wanting to push the subject and upset her. 

“I just need to rest for a sec, and I’l  be fine.” Olivia patted my hand then threaded her fingers through mine. 

“Okay, but not here. Let’s get a little north and then we’l  stop for a bit.” It wasn’t that this neighborhood was horrible, but bad things had been known to happen in the city. I knew as we went north the chances of something dangerous happening went down. 

Reluctantly, she sat up straight and put the car in gear. She drove slowly, keeping her eyes fixed on the road. She stopped just outside the Northwestern campus in Evanston. For a moment I thought about Delaney. I had taken the weekend off, so I wasn’t sure if she’d come back to Lakeside to work for the weekend, or if she was warm in her bed somewhere in Evanston. 

Olivia took the opportunity to cal  her grandparents. “No, I’m fine, Grandpa.” There was a pause, then, “Wel , tel  her to stop worrying. I’m going to take a little break from driving for just a second and rest.” Another pause. I tried not to stare at her, but there wasn’t anything else to look at. “Yeah. 

He’s right here. Don’t worry. We’re just going to take a moment and chil , then we’l  finish the drive, okay?” She turned to me and rol ed her eyes. “Yeah. Be home soon. Love you!” 

Olivia hung up and tossed her phone onto the dash. She pul ed the lever on the side of her seat, dropping the back down. “Hi,” she said. Her voice was almost shy. 

“Hey,” I replied as I dropped my seat back, too. 

She looked better now that she had some color in her face and the sheen of sweat had evaporated. I reached out and stroked her cheek. Olivia responded by grabbing my hand and bringing it to her mouth. She kissed the heel of my hand. 

The center console was between us. I wished it wasn’t. For a brief moment, I wondered if I should just let her rest, but the desire to kiss her won out. I leaned in, moving my hand to her waist and gently pul ing her closer. 

In a few short minutes, our kissing had progressed into something more. We were stil  kissing, but now my hand was on her breast. Moving my mouth to her neck, I kissed the tender flesh there then trailed my lips back up. 

We could’ve been like that for hours or only minutes. I didn’t care either way. The only thing I real y cared about was that I was with her—that we were close like this. 

When she pul ed away, I let her. She had dark circles under her eyes. She needed to rest. I was slightly breathless when I said, “Close your eyes. 

We should take a little nap.” 

With a little nod, she agreed. I pul ed my phone from my pocket and set my alarm. It turned out that we didn’t need it. I fel  asleep for only a short time. The cold woke me up. When I looked over at Olivia, she was shivering a bit. I put my hand on her shoulder and shook her awake. When she opened her eyes, she took in a deep breath. 

“It’s cold,” I said. 

She nodded, raised the back of her seat and turned on the car. She revved the engine and turned on the heat. Olivia rubbed her face with her hands then buckled her seat belt. 

“Are you okay to drive?” I asked. She didn’t look any more rested than before. 

“Yeah. I’m good. Once the heat gets going I’l  be perfect.” 

Putting the car into drive, she focused on getting back onto the road. I reached over and held her hand. Her fingers were like icicles. Careful not to impede her driving, I brought her hand to my mouth and blew my warm breath on the fingers then rubbed my hands over them and then held them tight. 

We didn’t talk on the way to Lakeside, but as soon as she pul ed up into her driveway she turned to me. “Thanks for going to the concert with me.” 

Like it was a favor or something. I chuckled. “Thanks for taking me to the concert.” She laughed, but it didn’t sound right. Cupping her face in my hand, I leaned in and kissed her gently. “You need some real sleep, Livie.” She  lowered  her  head  to  my  shoulder  and  let  it  rest  there  for  a  moment.  The  porch  light  by  her  front  door  came  on.  I  looked  up  to  see  her grandmother standing there in pajamas and an unbuttoned overcoat. “Liv,” I said, raising my shoulder to get her attention. 

She looked at me and I motioned toward her house. When she saw her grandmother, she said, “Guess I can’t stay out here al  night.” 

“That’s a shame, huh? Sleeping in a car is so much fun.” 

“Doing anything with you is so much fun,” she said, making my heart leap. 

We got out slowly. I walked her up the stairs. Her grandmother’s concern was palpable and she eyed me careful y, but said nothing. I was driven to fil  the void. “We had fun. Thanks for letting her go.” 

Al  I got was a short nod as she wrapped her arms around Olivia. Then she whispered something into Livie’s ear. 



Olivia turned to me and said, “I’l  see you later, Adam. I had a great time.” 

“Me,  too,”  I  said.  I  wanted  to  kiss  her  goodnight,  but  there  was  no  way  it  was  happening  with  her  grandmother  so  close.  Besides,  she  was holding Olivia pretty tightly, like she wouldn’t let her go for anything in the world. “Cal  you tomorrow,” I said. 

“Night, Ad,” Olivia said as her grandma turned her around and herded her into the house. 

I ran across the street, eager to get inside my warm house. Not surprisingly, Aaron was stil  up. Blue light flickered out of the open door to his room. Peeking my head in, I gave him a nod in greeting. “Hey.” 

“What’s up?” he asked. His voice was casual as he eyed me suspiciously. “Just get in?” Even though he already knew the answer, I said, “Yeah. The concert was awesome.” 

“Cool.” He leaned back against the headboard of his bed. 

“Can’t sleep?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Sorry,” I said. While things between us were better, they stil  weren’t great. Instead of standing there with nothing to say, I gave him a half wave and left. 

I wanted to take a shower, but I was beat. In my room, I stood in front of my window. There was a soft glow coming from Olivia’s room. The tiny gap in the lace curtains let a little light out. 

Just knowing she was warm inside her room right across the street gave me comfort. I pul ed off my clothes and fel  onto my bed. It was only a minute or two after my head hit the pil ow that I fel  asleep with the memory of dancing with Olivia running through my mind. 





I texted Olivia as soon as I woke up on Sunday. She didn’t text back. I didn’t start to worry until later in the day. I texted her again, but there was no response. After dinner, I threw on my jacket and walked over to the Cartwrights’. Her grandmother opened the door, her arms crossed over her chest as if to brace against the chil  in the evening air. 

Her pose was a bit intimidating. “Is Liv here?” 

When she didn’t say anything, I squirmed. Final y, she said. “Yes, she is, but she’s very tired.” 

“Just tired?” I asked. Even if she was tired I thought she’d text me at the very least. 

“She’s il ,” she said. “She’s not to have visitors at the moment, but I’l  tel  her you stopped by.” I took a step back and looked up toward her window. I couldn’t see anything but the little ledge. With a deep sigh, I looked back at Olivia’s grandmother. The way she was talking led me to believe that she wouldn’t be in school tomorrow. I was just getting used to holding hands at school. 

Now I’d have to go without. I realized it was a selfish thought. If she was sick, she needed to rest. I wanted her to be healthy and wel . “Should I pick up her schoolwork for her?” 

This seemed to please her. “That would be kind of you, Adam.” 

“Goodnight, Mrs. Cartwright.” I turned to leave, but then swung back around. She was just closing the door. I took a step forward and gently placed  my  hand  on  the  door,  stopping  it.  “Excuse  me,”  I  said,  wanting  to  be  polite.  Her  grandmother  made  me  nervous. Actual y,  both  of  her grandparents did. When Mrs. Cartwright opened the door back up, I saw that Mr. Cartwright was coming toward us. 

“Uh,” I said. “I was wondering.” 

She waited patiently for me to continue. 

“Why is she sick so much?” 

There was a strange expression that crossed her face, but I wasn’t sure how to read it. She let out a long breath and looked directly into my eyes. “Olivia doesn’t respect the boundaries of her body. She does what she’s been told not to. She goes beyond what she should, and it leads to il ness.” 

I glanced behind her at Mr. Cartwright’s face which was usual y made of steel, but tonight it somehow seemed softer. He put a hand on his wife’s shoulder,  but  stil   said  nothing.  Olivia’s  grandma—obviously  the  spokesman  of  the  two—said,  “She  values  your  opinion, Adam.  You  can  be  a positive influence on her. Help her make the right decisions.” She paused. “Goodnight.” They closed the door, leaving me confused on the porch. I walked back to my house feeling even more in the dark than before. 

Monday night I went to Casey’s for band practice. I was distracted but kept the tempo and did everything I was supposed to do, just nothing extra. I could sense that the rest of the guys were growing annoyed, but I didn’t know what they wanted me to do. It wasn’t like I could turn off the worry. 

I heard Mrs. Cartwright’s words over and over again in my head. What were the boundaries of Olivia’s body? What was wrong with her? Why wouldn’t she tel  me? 

Practice ended around six thirty and then Blake gave me a silent ride home. If my mind hadn’t been on Olivia, I would’ve been concerned. Blake was never silent. 

I barely said anything to Aaron or my father when I entered the house. I grabbed my book bag and took out Olivia’s assignments then hurried across the street. I hoped I’d be able to see her today. 

My hope vanished when Mr. Cartwright answered the door. He took the books and papers I held out to him. “Is she wel  enough that I can see her? I’d like to—” 

“Not tonight, son.” His voice was deep, perhaps from underuse. He was a bit frightening, but nowhere near as scary as his wife. I didn’t quite understand why I found them both so unapproachable now especial y since before Olivia had shown up, I used to wave hel o to them al  the time. 



I texted Olivia when I got home. No reply. She didn’t text me back until Wednesday night. By then I was going crazy. 

I was at work when her text came in. I stood in the bathroom in the back to read it and reply. 

It was so good to read her name on the display.  Hey, Ad. Sorry. I just got my phone back.  

I texted quickly.  U in trouble? 

Her reply came thirty seconds later.  No. Sick & Gma didn’t want anything to distract me. 

I texted back.  She told me I couldn’t see you. I was getting to the point where I was going to flip out. 

I leaned against the wal  by the door as I waited for her return text.  She’s so overbearing. I can’t wait until I’m allowed out of this bed! 

A hard knock on the other side of the door made me jump. Even though I wanted to stay in here al  night and text Olivia, I couldn’t.  At work. Text later. 

It wasn’t until a week after the Violet Plume concert that her grandmother al owed me to see her. Before I entered the house, she let me know I had a half an hour time limit. Even though she was sort of my girlfriend now, I felt the butterflies in my stomach start up again as I ran up the stairs. 

I knocked on her bedroom door and waited until she told me I could some in. “Hey!” She greeted with a huge grin. 

“Hey,” I said. It was good to see her. She looked fine. I thought she’d be pasty or pale, but she wasn’t. She looked just as pretty as always. I went over and sat on the edge of her bed. She reached out and took my hand. 

I chewed the inside of my lip. I hated the little bit of awkwardness that had crept back in. There were questions I wanted to ask, but I wasn’t sure if I should. She let out a nervous laugh. 

“Weird, huh?” she asked. 

I  shrugged,  but  then  shook  my  head.  My  brow  stitched  together  as  I  looked  into  her  eyes.  “What’s  up,  Liv?  I  mean,  do  you  have  mono  or something?” I didn’t have much experience with mononucleosis, but I knew that it kept kids out of school for weeks at a time. 

“No. I’m fine. Real y.” 

I didn’t believe her, but didn’t say anything. 

She pointed to the desk. Piles of books and papers were stacked on top. “Thanks for the homework.” 

“I thought it’d be more practical than flowers.” 

Olivia squeezed my hand and said, “Such a thoughtful boy.” 

We both laughed, but awkward silence returned. “Your grandma said something about the limitations of your body. What did she mean?” She groaned and I looked back at her. “She shouldn’t have said anything.” She sounded a tad angry, but mainly resigned. 

“She seemed genuinely concerned and wanted me to help you do what she thought was right. But, Livie, I don’t know what she was talking about. What’s wrong with you?” 

“Nothing.” Her voice was stronger now. I’d said something she didn’t like. She let go of my hand and sat up straight. “There’s nothing  wrong with me. You know Grandma. She’s overprotective and overbearing. She had no right to—” 

“Olivia.” While I knew it was up to her to tel  me or not, I felt like I was entitled to something. If Olivia cared about me, then she’d realize that I needed to know about some of this stuff. Now that I was worried, I’d never be able to stop worrying about her until I had more information. 

She blew out a breath, turned her eyes from me, and bit down on her lower lip. Because I’d asked her about her health, she was on the verge of crying. I’d never seen her like this. Perhaps it was just because she’d been sick. Sometimes emotions ran higher when people weren’t feeling wel . 

I touched her face. She looked down at her lap and took in a deep breath. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing’s  wrong,” she repeated. “I’m fine. It’s just that . . .” She looked up at me and saw that I was waiting for an answer, she started again. She probably realized I’d wait al  day if I had to. “I was born with a leaky aortic valve.” 

“I’m not a super-science guy. It’s not my best subject, remember? I know the aorta is in your heart, but what does a leaky valve mean?” Olivia reached up and took a hold of the hand that was cupping her cheek. She wrapped her fingers tightly around it and brought it to her lap. “It means that a little bit of blood goes back through the aortic valve. It’s real y not that big of a deal,” she said. “It was taken care of when I was smal , but my grandma is a bit of a freak about it. She doesn’t want me to do anything strenuous because she thinks I can’t handle it. But things are  fine. 

 I’m fine.” 

While I was glad to have some information, I stil  felt uneasy about the whole thing. “Is that why you’ve been sick? I mean—” 

“No,” she said. “I’m just sick.” The way she said it left no doubt that she was finished talking about it. 

I didn’t want to spend my limited time with her pressing her for information—especial y if it was pissing her off. She leaned back against her headboard and I shifted. Bringing my feet up onto the bed, I lay down on my side. She slid down, too, her position mirroring my own. 

I probably should have felt excited, or anxious, or intimidated by the fact that I was lying right next to her in her bed, but I didn’t. It felt natural, as if we’d done this a mil ion times. 

Silence overtook the room, but this time it was comfortable. We stared at each other. I was shocked how connected I felt just looking into her eyes. It was like our whole selves were connecting. Like our souls were dancing. 

I stayed until the very last minute. Her grandmother hol ered up the stairs. I didn’t want her grandfather to venture up and see me lying with her, so I got up. Leaning down quickly, I kissed her. 

“Feel better, Livie.” 

“Thanks for coming over.” 

“Bye,” I said as I headed out the door. 

Olivia wound up missing eight days of school. On Thursday when she returned, I stuck as close to her as I could, doing whatever I could to help her out. While she seemed fine, her legs looked a bit shaky and her body almost sagged under the weight of her bag. I did my best to meet her at each class to carry it for her. I was late to a few of my own, but it was worth it. 

Thursday night was a work night. Casey took me. We talked about Olivia the whole time. I made him swear not to tel  anyone about her heart. I didn’t think it was off limits, but I knew she wouldn’t appreciate everyone knowing about it either. He agreed, but didn’t have much to offer during the entire exchange. In fact, the only thing he real y said was asking me to confirm our band practice Saturday. 

“Of course I’l  be there.” We always had Saturday band practice unless it was marching band season. 

He said, “Cool.” 

I put as much effort into my job as I could, but my heart wasn’t in it. Most of the night, I was preoccupied by thoughts of Olivia. I kept sneaking off to the bathroom to text her. If I wasn’t doing anything, I was in the Health section, flipping through books to see if there was any information available about a leaky aortic valve. 

I found some, but I knew the Internet would have more to offer. I didn’t use my cel  phone to look anything up, though. Perhaps I didn’t  really want to know in-depth details. Olivia said she was fine—that it was no big deal. 

Most of the books yielded information that wasn’t usable. I had no idea if she’d had anything—like surgery—done or if this was just a condition that she had to live with. The only useful information was about the symptoms. I could now see al  of the times in the past where her heart condition had affected her. 

Some main symptoms included: shortness of breath, fainting, fatigue, dizziness, and chest pain. Just reading it made me think about the night of the concert. She’d exerted herself so much. Maybe even to the point where her heart couldn’t take it. That was why she’d needed to rest before driving us back to Lakeside. And then there was the time at the bookstore. Al  she’d done was run a few yards from that evil, orange furbal , but she was winded, pale, and tired from it. 

I was disturbed the rest of the night. 

Friday came and went. I hadn’t gathered up any courage to ask her about her condition. It seemed like she didn’t want to talk about it, and I didn’t want to upset her. 

It was Saturday afternoon when I stood outside the Cartwrights’ house, listening to a family argument. Normal y, I wouldn’t have done it, but Olivia was yel ing. I couldn’t tear myself away. 

She said, “It’s not going to happen!” 

Next, I heard Mrs. Cartwright. She wasn’t yel ing, so I could only make out a few words here and there—like “healthy,” and “Ross procedure,” and then final y, “normal life.” 

Things were quiet for a second, but then there was some rustling on the other side of the door. Before I could run back down the stairs, the door opened and I came face-to-face with Olivia. She was pissed. 

Without so much as a hel o to me or a goodbye to her grandparents, she stomped outside, grabbed my hand and pul ed me down the steps. 

“We’re taking a walk!” 

“O-okay,” I said, trying to step up my cadence to match hers. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing.” 

I stopped. “Obviously  something’s  going on.” 

Although  she  tried  to  continue  to  pul   me  along  after  her,  she  final y  stopped  when  she  realized  I  wasn’t  budging.  “They  just  want  me  to  do something I don’t want to do.” 

“What is it?” I drew her into me, hugging her tight. “Come on. Maybe I can help.” Olivia shook her head back and forth into my chest, “I don’t want to talk about it.” When she pul ed back, tilting her face up to look at me, I brushed back her dark hair with one sweep of my hand. My other arm stayed strong around her. “Can we please just go have some fun today? Let’s go to the lake.” She said, coupled with a hopeful expression, she made it seem like it was the only thing in the world she wanted. Al  I had to do was agree and she was pul ing me back toward her car. 

The air temperature at Lake Michigan in early April was cold, but we found a nice lightly wooded area to hunker down in. We didn’t go near the water after Olivia’s initial exploration of the gentle surf but from our little spot, we could see the white caps of the waves. 

I sat with my back against a thin tree trunk. Olivia sat between my legs, her back to me, arms resting on my raised knees. It was perfect. We were silent, only talking when one of us observed something beautiful or interesting in front of us. I’d been to the lake many times in my life, but I’d never experienced it like this. Aaron had probably taken a few girls here, but I doubted he ever just sat with them to enjoy the view. 

I now knew why Olivia’s grandmother was a bit of a freak when it came to cold weather. Every time I asked, Olivia responded that she was fine. 

For the most part, I believed her. She had on her warm coat, and my arms were draped around her. 

It was getting late and I thought about cal ing it a day. We probably needed to get back home, but as the sun began to set, she turned in my arms and shifted her weight, forcing me to extend my legs. She sat on my thighs, then she kissed me. It quickly progressed to something more than kissing. I moved my hand from the smal  of her back up under her coat and shirt. I brought it around to her bel y and began moving it upward. She took my creeping hand and moved it back out from under her clothes. She just held it while she kissed the very edge of my mouth. 

It didn’t seem fair that she was denying me. She’d gone way further with Aaron, who gave her  so much less. “Oliv—” She unzipped her coat and moved my hand over her breast. Under my palm, I could feel the round ful ness of it. Just when I began to whine about the fact that she stil  had a shirt and bra on, her arms wrapped around her back, under her coat. She brought her hands back up, and tugged on her shirt. It remained in place, but her bra did not. 

Now it was just the soft feel of cotton that stretched over her skin, separating us. I felt reckless. Her panting breath in my ear was so sexy, and so much more intense than I’d ever imagined breathing could be. 

I tried to move my hand up under her shirt again, but she pul ed away, grabbing my wrist with both hands. “What?” I asked in between heavy inhalations. 

“I’m not like other girls, you know?” 

I didn’t understand why she would say that. I didn’t understand her point. “Wel , I think that’s a given.” Once again, she took my hand and moved it to her breast. Over the shirt was better than nothing at al . She kissed me again. We didn’t stop until the night had overtaken the day. In reality,  she didn’t stop until I careful y pressed her back. I could’ve continued. I  wanted to continue. But it was late and the cold day had already turned into an even colder night. 

“Livie, we should go,” I whispered, trying to keep my voice under control as her mouth moved against my neck. It was distracting. I wanted to get lost in the distraction, but I didn’t want her to get in trouble. I didn’t want her grandparents to think I wasn’t a good influence on her. I didn’t want her to get sick again. So I pushed her back one more time. She licked her lips and flung her hair away from her face. God, she was beautiful. “Liv.” 

“It was worth a shot.” 

When we made it home, it was after eight. We said goodnight, but as soon as I saw her bedroom light come on, I grabbed my phone and texted her.  Are you in trouble? 

She moved to the window and waved.  No. But probably only because my grandmother’s already in bed. Grandpa’s the best. 

Through the course of being with her, I found I was able to speak my mind more. She seemed like she enjoyed it when I did. As I looked at her across the street, there was something I wanted to say to her, so I texted it.  I had fun today. 

I chickened out. I hit send without putting the most important part in there. 

 Me, too. The beach is awesome, she replied. 

As hard as it was to believe, Olivia liked me. She made out with me in the sand as the lake waves crashed in front of us. It was safe to say that she was my girlfriend now. Knowing that for a fact gave me some peace of mind. It only mattered that Olivia brought out everything good in me. I felt confident around her. I felt fulfil ed and wanted and loved. 

 The beach was great, but you were better. I want to do that with you again. I liked kissing you like that. 

It had been more than kissing. It had been ful -fledged making out. Her body had been pressed so closely to mine. I had touched her in places I hadn’t before. 

Her reply back to me was quick.  I could tell. I liked it, too. We can do it again. 

When I looked back at her, I could tel  she was grinning. I wondered if she was blushing like I was. I wanted to tel  her that I loved her, but letting her know by text for the first time didn’t seem right. I wanted to progress our relationship. If it wasn’t time to tel  her how I felt, perhaps it was time to push the physical portion of our relationship. Even though we had a street’s worth of distance between us, there was something I could do to make that possible. 

Maybe I was channeling my brother, but somehow I typed,  Take off your top. 

When I dared to look up, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. She was staring back at me. Without looking down, she returned my text,  YOU take YOUR

 shirt off. 

For a second, I felt like it had al  backfired. My body wasn’t as defined as my brother’s. She’d obviously seen him—I stopped that thought. In fact, I stopped al  insecure thoughts. What was it that Aaron had said? He made things happen, while I was nothing but theory? I  thought,  and  he  did. 

Without any more hesitation, I set my phone down on the windowsil  and pul ed off my shirt. 

I found that I couldn’t look up at her, so I picked up my phone and typed,  Now you. 

Taking a deep breath, I final y glanced across the street. It took a moment, but I saw her hands move to the bottom of her little black T-shirt. It seemed like she pul ed it over her head in slow motion. Little by little, she revealed the lightly bronzed skin. I tried to take my time. I wanted to memorize every little feature. I wished I was over there, then I’d be able to see every little freckle and mole on her shoulders. 

But when my eyes moved lower, the excitement of seeing her black-bra-covered breasts was muted when I saw the big red scar over her heart. 

Now I felt like I couldn’t breathe for another reason. Just as I was about to text her, my phone dinged. 

 Goodnight, Adam. 

I looked up from my phone. Her right forearm was covering the scar and her left hand was pul ing the lacy curtain closed. 

Now I understood why she wouldn’t let me touch her under her shirt, and why, like Aaron said, she hadn’t taken off her shirt when they’d made out. 

I could think of nothing else for the rest of the night. I wanted to cal  her. I wanted to text. I did neither. She’d shut her curtains—a sign of needing space. I could give her that, even if it caused me a poor night’s sleep. 

Sunday morning I made breakfast for my dad and brother, but my mind was stil  on that scar. Obviously that leaky valve had been repaired at some point. But if it had, why did she stil  have the symptoms? I wanted answers, I  needed them. 

When we were alone in her room, I just came out and asked. “You had surgery?” 

Olivia turned away, twisting a stuffed dog in her hands. “Twice.” 

“Two times?” I felt like an idiot. Twice meant two times. I felt numbed by the shock of it al . 

When she faced me, she was chewing on her lower lip. She didn’t look me in the eye. “When I was five, I had what’s cal ed a “bicuspid” aortic valve repair. It was supposed to last at least ten years, but my mom had hoped for a lifetime fix. Then when I was fifteen, I had a homograft valve replacement.” 

That sounded scary. “What’s that?” 

“They took an aortic valve from a donor and—” 

“A ‘donor’?” 

“A cadaver.” 

I knew that stuff happened. I knew that dead people’s parts were given to live people, but for some reason thinking about Olivia’s beautiful body having someone else’s valve in it made me feel queasy. I sat down on her bed. 

“So they replaced my leaky one with the donated valve. In some people it could last twenty years, but not for me. I guess young people don’t fare as wel  with them.” 

The way she said it set me over the edge. I was already on edge to begin with, but now it sounded like she . . . like she was saying there was something  real y  wrong  with  her  heart  again.  I  felt  sick  and  spun  out.  The  threat  of  something  ruining  Olivia  seemed  too  much  to  bear.  “Your grandmother wants you to have another surgery?” I asked when I final y pieced it al  together. 

“It’s cal ed a Ross procedure. I don’t want to have it.” 

I felt the bed depress next to me, so I tilted my head and looked at my beautiful girlfriend. “What is it?” 

“They’l  remove my pulmonary valve and replace the aortic homograft with it. Then they have to replace the pulmonary valve. It’s a long surgery, and basical y the whole thing might leak anyway. I don’t want it done.” 

I stood up and said, “But you have to.” Olivia looked away. “That’s why she doesn’t want you to dance, right?” She nodded. “So that whole thing after the concert was—” I couldn’t finish. I was hyperventilating, so I turned around and attempted to compose myself. When I’d calmed I said, “So you could’ve died that night or something?” 

“No,” she said, but I could tel  she was lying. “I’m not going to live my life in fear of dying, Adam. If I want to dance, I’m going to dance. What’s the point of living if I can’t  do anything?” 

“Because you’l  be able to share your life with people who love you. I would never—” 

“But it’s not your life!” she yel ed. “It’s mine! It’s  my life, and I’m tired of having surgeries that can’t fix what’s wrong.” The anger drained from her face, and I was left looking at an emotional y honest version of my girlfriend. It was in this moment that I could see how tired she real y was. 

I sat down next to her on the bed, laid my hand on her thigh, and took a deep breath. Maybe I could stil  convince her to give it another shot. “I don’t want you to die. If a surgery can help . . .” 

Covering my hand with her own, she said, “My life wil  be over when it’s over. Einstein and countless quantum physicists have proven that energy never goes away, it just transforms. I’m not scared of that.” 

With  those  few  words,  I  realized  why  she  liked  science  so  much.  She  studied  it  to  make  sense  of  death.  She  liked  books  on  metaphysics because she was trying to understand what happened to the spirit after the body died. I’d thought it was to gain peace about her mother’s death, but real y it was to come to terms with her own eventual end. 

“What is the chance of a semi-healthy life without the surgery? You know, like with a modified lifestyle?” I asked. 

Olivia shrugged then leaned into me. “No one wil  tel  me, but I make my own existence, Ad. Maybe I’l  live forever and the doctors wil  write whole books about me.” 

I wrapped my arm around her waist and rested my head down on hers. “I like that version.” Instead  of  just  wal owing  in  the  heaviness  of  the  situation,  we  watched  television.  Some  medical  drama  in  reruns  was  on,  but  she  changed channels quickly. For the rest of the day, we watched funny movies and television shows. She was even more gorgeous when she laughed. Her grandmother hol ered up the stairs a few times, and we emerged for bathroom breaks and food, but other than that, we were alone in our own world. 

We were lounging on her bed, and she was laughing about something a character said in a teen comedy from the 1980s. I stared at her. She was absolutely beautiful, but more than that, there was something deeper I recognized within her. 

“What?” she asked with a laugh. 

I shook my head, a bit embarrassed, “You always look like you know the secret of life.” 

“That’s because I do.” 

“What is it? Or can’t you tel  me?” I said as I pinched her stomach. 

“Of course I can tel  you.” She leaned up, bracing her weight on her elbow. “The secret of life is: Live.” Wel , that wasn’t what I’d expected. “Live?” 

“Yeah. Live life. Do you know how many people sit around watching life go by? I decided a long time ago to do the things that brought me joy. I dance, even though everyone tel s me I shouldn’t. I watch comedies instead of dramas. I kiss cute boys named Adam,” she said. I accepted the little kiss she gave me as she leaned down to me. “And I don’t waste precious moments worrying about the past or the future.” 

“Live,” I said. Then, “Liv.” 

I  knew  she  didn’t  understand  the  connection  I’d  just  made.  Olivia’s  philosophy  was  Olivia  herself.  Liv  believed  the  secret  of  life  was  to  live. 

“You’re awesome.” 

“I know,” she said flippantly, then moved closer to me. “But so are you.” 

I kissed her. Her grandparents were downstairs, her door was closed, and it was warm in her room. There was nothing stopping us from moving forward. As my tongue touched hers, I slipped my hand under her shirt. This time she let me. 

After, as we lay in her bed, my body feeling like it never had before, she brushed back the dampened hair from my forehead. “What are you thinking?” 

“I’m thinking about how much I love you.” 

“Real y? Because of what we just did or—” 

“I’ve loved you since the first day I saw you over here dancing.” I hated that she asked it. Rising up over her, I looked deeply into her eyes, hoping that our souls would connect, and she would truly feel what I felt for her. 

She kissed me. “I’m sorry I didn’t let you know about my heart. I just didn’t want you to treat me like some kind of breakable porcelain dol , you know?” 

I  did know. I understood. After one more kiss, I left her bed. When I was dressed, I asked, “Are you okay?” 

“Perfect.” 

“I’m only leaving because I think your grandpa’s gonna come exploring soon, and I’m pretty sure he can kick my ass.” 

“It’s cool. I’l  see you tomorrow?” 

“Absolutely.” 

When I was almost out of her door, she cal ed my name. I turned back around and found her sitting up, the sheet clutched to her chest. “I love you, too.” 

There was nothing in the world that could break the happiness her words created. 





I felt like I was soaring on Monday morning. Sunday, despite knowing that Olivia had something seriously wrong with her heart, had been the best day of my life. Maybe that was ridiculous. But Olivia seemed to think she was okay. I felt like I had to trust her. She’d been living with this al  her life. 

I’d Googled everything she’d told me when I’d gotten home. I believed she was right. There were quite a few case studies where the homograft valve  replacement  lasted  fifty  years  or  more.  Many  of  those  patients  had  a  little  bit  of  a  leak  again,  but  nothing  life  threatening.  I  would  just encourage her to modify her lifestyle, and not let her go crazy and dance al  night like she did at the concert. 

Honestly, when I got into her car Monday morning, I wasn’t thinking about her physical heart at al . I was thinking about the metaphorical heart, the one that held the love for me. I couldn’t stop looking at her as she drove us to school. Me looking at her made her giggle, her giggle made me blush, my blush made Olivia bite her lower lip as she grinned, and that just made me feel warm and loved. 

Al  in al , the ride to school was fantastic. 

We got there a bit early, but instead of heading inside, we sat in her car and held hands. It was something out of a cheesy romantic movie –

something I’d never experienced before, but I liked getting caught up in it. I could stare at her al  day. 

My good mood was put to the test when I saw Casey at lunch. We usual y walked the hal s together, but that was before Olivia was my girlfriend. I didn’t even see him today until I was in the lunch line next to him. Olivia was talking to Jasmine Brown over at the salad bar. I was torn between watching her and talking to Casey. I decided to nudge my best friend with my shoulder and say, “Hey.” He turned around. His expression was not his usual happy-go-lucky one. His lips were pursed, cheeks sunken, eyes wide and glaring. 

“What’s wrong?” 

He let out an irritated breath. “Seriously? ‘What’s wrong?’ ” 

I figured he was angry enough. I didn’t want to say anything to make it worse, so I shut up and let him finish. 

“You total y ditched practice on Saturday! I mean, you said you’d be there. We were waiting and waiting and waiting. You didn’t even answer your phone.” Casey’s voice held an edge I’d never heard from him before. 

“I honestly don’t even remember my phone ringing,” I said. I felt horrible for missing practice, but Olivia was more important. “I’m sorry, Case.” 

“Yeah, whatever.” He turned back around, and grabbed a chocolate pudding from the station in front of him. 

“Look, something came up and—” 

“Yeah, I know,” he said loudly. “Aaron answered your house phone and told me you were with   Olivia. Good to know you’re choosing her over the band and your friends who’ve stuck by you for years.” 

He was obviously riled up, but I didn’t like that he was putting this on Olivia. “Case—” 

“It’s like she’s Yoko Ono or something!” 

He wasn’t looking at me, so I let my food tray rest on the metal bars and pushed him slightly. When he turned his face to me he was furious. 

“What the hel ’s the matter with you? I mean, I’m happy that you got a chick and al , but forgetting about your friends and your obligation to the band because of some girl is shitty, man. And if she was a great girlfriend, or whatever, she’d  want you to spend time with us!” I shoved him again. It wasn’t hard, just enough to force him to take a step back. I was aware that we were in the middle of the cafeteria, but I couldn’t focus on the fact that tons of people were watching us fight. 

“You can’t blame this on Olivia! She didn’t know we had practice, and she didn’t have anything to do with me missing it. The fact that our crappy little band sucks isn’t her fault.” 

I realized I’d said something very wrong when his angry look shifted into a guarded expression of indifference. “Wel , geez. Don’t I feel stupid? I wasn’t aware that our  crappy band sucked so much. Here I thought we were al  working toward something. Stupid me.” He took his tray and pushed it toward the cashier, effectively cutting me off. I felt bad. I hadn’t meant to say anything negative about our band. It wasn’t that I thought we sucked, but we’d al  be heading to col ege in a few months, so what was the point? 



I placed a light hand on his shoulder. Casey whipped around and shoved me. It was much harder than I had shoved him before. 

“You know what, Adam?” he said, not quite yel ing, but definitely loud enough for everyone to hear. “Go hang out with your girlfriend. We don’t need someone who doesn’t believe in the band or in us.” 

Although I didn’t want to fight with him, the fact that everyone was staring at us and he was being derogatory about Olivia pushed me into being angry right back at him. It wasn’t  my fault that Hannah Newsome didn’t like him and that Olivia  did like me. “Where you gonna find another drummer, Casey?” 

He shrugged, backing away from me. “Who cares? We’l  set a new trend. No drums. Just bass, because who the hel  needs a drummer who doesn’t give a shit about anyone other than himself?” 

I took a step toward him, but I felt something on my forearm. Looking down, I saw Olivia’s hand. I trailed my eyes up from her hand, to her wrist, up her arm and shoulder, past her neck to her eyes. It was like an instant infusion of calm. 

“Come on,” she said. She was holding her salad in one hand as she led me past al  of the curious eyes over to a smal  corner table. After a while, people turned their attention to other things. 

“What was that about?” Olivia asked. Like she didn’t know Casey made the whole thing about her. Everyone in the cafeteria had heard how he blamed everything on my girlfriend. 

I wasn’t sure I should tel  her. She might take it the wrong way and accept the blame he was placing on her. On the other hand, I wanted to talk to someone about it. Casey and I had never fought like that in al  of the years we’d been friends. 

In the end, I pushed thoughts of Casey and the band to the side and focused on Olivia. 

I didn’t get a chance to fight with Casey again because he seemed to avoid me at al  costs after that day. It didn’t hurt as much as I’d have thought it would. I didn’t seem to miss band practice or interacting during  WoW. The only thing I  did miss was his actual presence. I missed seeing his face and hearing his laugh. 

But Olivia fil ed the void and then some. We spend as much time together as possible. That was part of the reason I was dreading spring break so much. It was later than usual this year—the very last ful  week of April instead of the beginning of the month. Spring break meant col ege visits. I didn’t even know which school I wanted to attend, but I was forced to go to at least one col ege. I didn’t want to be away from Olivia for that long. 

It was the Saturday after Easter and Olivia and I were sitting at my dining room table. I was watching her peel a mango. 

“Mangos are sexy,” she said conversational y. 

I gave her a questioning look. I liked how she said the word “sexy.” 

“Taste one and tel  me they’re not.” 

She handed it to me and I took a bite of it. It was sweet and somehow tasted a bit like pine. It was good, but I didn’t think it qualified as sexy. 

She took another bite, and then I got it. She was right. Mangos were sexy. The juice was dripping down her chin. Yel owish lines were coursing their way down her forearm as she held the fruit. I wanted to lick it off of her skin. “So sexy.” 

“So when do you leave?” 

“The twenty-third.” 

“For how long?” she asked and then held the mango out to me. I leaned over the table and took a bite of it as she held it. 

“I’l  be back the twenty-sixth,” I answered through a mouthful of mango. 

“That’s not too long.” 

“It’s long enough. I don’t even want to go to Duke.” 

“Then why are you visiting it?” Olivia asked before moving to the center of the table and taking a bite. 

I would’ve thought she’d have figured it out. “Aaron’s going there.” 

With a tilt of her head, she leveled me with a look. Using just her pinky finger, she pul ed a stray lock of hair—moistened by the fruit juice—away from her face. “You do realize that high school is almost over, and you don’t have to go to the same col ege as Aaron. You can redefine yourself as anything. You can be  anyone.” 

“Maybe I won’t even go. I’l  just be a free spirit like you.” It seemed logical since I didn’t want to leave her anyway. 

“Nah,” she said with a shake of her head. “You’re meant to be a professor of something cool. Adam James, PhD.” I chuckled, “You think?” 

“Total y.” Olivia stood and licked a line of juice. “By the way, your ass of a brother apologized yesterday.” I fol owed her out to the kitchen. “Real y?” 

She nodded and threw the pit of the mango away then moved to the sink to wash up. Forgetting about Aaron, I took the opportunity to draw up close to her press myself to her back and wrap my hands around her waist. 

“You’re sticky!” she said, turning around and pressing her wet hands to my chest. “Gross,” she said as she slipped out from between my arms. 



“Get away.” Olivia darted through the kitchen, and into the living room. 

I was close behind her. When we got to the living room, my arms encircled her waist again. Together, we flopped down onto the couch. I landed on top of her, careful y propping myself up on the arm of the couch. I didn’t want to crush her. 

I loved being close to her like this, but when I looked down I noticed that she was pale. Immediately I sat up, pul ing her up with me. I cupped her face in my hands, pushing back her hair. She was struggling a bit for breath. “Olivia?” She shook her head, twisted her body so her feet were on the floor, and bent down, head between her legs. I placed a hand at the smal  of her back. 

What an idiot I was! She shouldn’t be doing things like running. I shouldn’t have grabbed her like that. I was supposed to be a  good influence on her! “Livie, I’m sorry.” 

She sat back up and leaned back into me. “I’m fine, Ad. Just got dizzy.” 

“But you barely even ran. It was only a few feet and . . .” She didn’t need to be reminded of the frailty of her body. I pul ed her gently toward me, resting my head on the top of hers. 

We sat in silence until she asked, “I’m waiting for you to ask me.” 

“Ask you what?” 

“To the Spring Fling.” 

“But you’re not—” 

“I’l  dance if I want to,” she said. “And I don’t care if we dance, I want to go. If you do, that is.” It took less than a second for me to decide. “Of course. Do you think your grandparents wil  let you go?” 

“If you convince them that you’l  make me be good,” she said. 

“Wil  you be good?” I asked. I needed convincing, too. If she danced like she did at the concert, things could get real y bad. She nodded. “I don’t believe you.” 

Olivia held up her right hand and pasted a super-serious expression on her face. “I swear! I just want to get al  dressed up and go somewhere with you.” 

I had to admit, it sounded nice. I imagined her in a pretty dress, slow-dancing with me, her head on my chest. “Should we go out to dinner, too?” She crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “Name a vegan restaurant in town.” I felt triumphant. I’d actual y done some research into this, and was excited to share the information. “The new Thai restaurant has a bunch of vegan options.” 

Olivia,  obviously  feeling  better,  got  up  onto  her  knees.  With  her  hands  on  my  shoulders,  she  leaned  in  and  kissed  me.  “It’s  a  date,”  she whispered. 

I wasted no time asking her grandparents if I could take her. 

She worked Sunday night, and I didn’t so I took the opportunity to visit with the Cartwrights. After I’d gathered enough nerve to knock on their door, the rest was easy. I was a very logical person and I assumed her grandparents were, too. Her grandmother was a bit more emotional, but I was sure her grandfather could balance the scales. 

Sitting in the living room, surrounded by al  of the things the Cartwrights had col ected over the course of their lives, I felt a sense of calm settle over me. It felt amazing to just be able to talk and not worry about what they were going to think. I had absolute confidence that I’d be al owed to take her to the dance. 

I started off by thanking them for letting me date Olivia and I launched into my campaign. “I know how you feel about her exerting herself too much, and I want to let you know that I feel the same way. That being said, I’d like to take her to the dance next Saturday.” 

“No,” was Mrs. Cartwright’s response. 

Then Mr. Cartwright said, “Now, Maggie, let the boy finish.” 

“It’s being held at the gym, so it won’t be like the concert where we’re out of the city. The hospital is only two blocks away—not that we’l  need it. 

But she real y wants to go and she said she didn’t even care if we danced. She just wanted to get dressed up and do something special. I give you my word I won’t let her do anything dangerous.” 

“She’l  need to be home by one,” Mr. Cartwright said. 

“Andrew!” 

Both Mr. Cartwright and I looked at Mrs. Cartwright. She looked shocked, which was exactly how I felt. I couldn’t believe that he’d just given in like that. I had thought it would be more difficult. 

I stopped staring at Olivia’s grandmother and flicked my eyes between the husband and wife. There was some kind of silent discussion going on. I thought only twins did that. Obviously, I was wrong. 



Final y, Mrs. Cartwright’s face softened. “Fine. But you’l  bring her home by twelve thirty, and you have her cal  us by nine to check in.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“And you’l  promise that you won’t indulge her in her recklessness. No fast dancing, no parties, nothing that wil  stress her heart.” 

“I swear.” 

“She’s our only grandchild, you know.” 

“I know.” As I walked to the door, I said, “Thank you, I promise she’l  be fine.” The week seemed to fly by, especial y after I told Olivia I’d gotten her grandparents’ blessing to take her to the dance. I’d never known she was so  girly.  For  the  next  four  days,  we  spoke  of  almost  nothing  else  besides  dance-appropriate  clothing—suits,  dresses,  skirts  and  shirt  combos, shoes, flowers, and hairdos. 

My first instinct was to zone al  of it out. I wasn’t quite sure if I cared what color dress she wore, even if it impacted the color of my tie. Then I realized that regardless of whether I truly did care,  Olivia did. And if she cared, I shouldn’t be so blasé about it. I didn’t make any of the decisions. I left that to her since she so obviously wanted to make them, but I wasn’t mental y absent during the discussion and I offered my opinions when she wanted them. Sometimes she didn’t take them—like the case of which color she should wear. I thought lavender, but she decided emerald green. 

Sometimes she went with my choice—like the case of her hair up or down. She wanted to do something that swept her hair up, leaving just little strands hanging down around her neck and shoulders. I wanted her hair down. As soon as I told her it was because I loved running my fingers through it, my choice won out. 

I had to ask Aaron what type of flowers to get her. I didn’t know if the Spring Fling was something you bought corsages for or if that was only for the  more  formal  dances  like  Homecoming  and  Prom.  Once  he  said  I  needed  to  buy  something,  I  began  to  ask  him  other  questions.  She  was wearing a green strappy dress. How would she put a flower on that? 

I ended up going to the florist with him. He was going with Maya Conway. He’d wanted to go out with her for a long time. It was actual y the longest amount of time I’d seen him interested in a girl. It was too bad that he just asked her out a few months before he’d move away for col ege. 

I got Olivia a wrist corsage. I thought it’d be annoying to have that thing strapped to your wrist al  night, but Aaron said most girls liked those better anyway. He helped me pick out one that involved white orchids with pale purple in the middle, white beads, and emerald ribbons. It was a bit expensive, but there wasn’t much I spent my money on anyway. 

Plus, I knew Olivia would love it. 

Before we left the shop, my twin turned to me. “I apologized to her, you know.” 

I nodded, but kept my mouth shut. I guessed it made him a little bit better of a person now that he acknowledged what he’d done, but stil , I couldn’t understand why he’d cheat on someone as awesome as Livie. 

When he continued to stare at me, I figured he wanted some kind of verbal sign that I heard him, so I said, “Yeah. She told me. That was cool of you.” 

That was al  it took for us to move on. 

I had Aaron take me out driving an hour every day after school. I’d gotten my permit, so I was perfectly legal; I just hadn’t gone to the DMV to take the tests. 

The Saturday of the dance Olivia was busy al  day. I didn’t get to see her at al . It seemed pretty sil y to waste an entire day by being apart, but via text messages she assured me that it was important for her to have time to get ready. Despite those texts, I stil  thought it was a waste of a day we could’ve spent together. I could watch her get her nails done. It wouldn’t have affected the mystique of Olivia Cartwright in my eyes. 

At  five,  I  headed  over  to  the  Cartwrights’.  Olivia’s  grandfather  let  me  in.  Despite  him  being  a  driving  force  in  al owing  us  to  go,  I  was  stil intimidated by him. We sat in the living room together, the television on, but muted. I felt uncomfortable in my suit and tie, but hoped Olivia thought I looked nice. The clear clamshel  box with the corsage rested on my knees. 

He wasn’t staring at me. In fact, he wasn’t looking at me at al . He was reading a magazine. Mr. Cartwright stood up when we heard, “Okay,” coming from the steps. It was Mrs. Cartwright’s voice. Moving back to the foyer, I looked up and saw her coming down very slowly, wobbling a little. 

Helping Olivia get ready must have been important to get her upstairs. 

Suddenly, I was a bit nervous. Apparently tonight was a big thing and I worried that I wasn’t going to do enough or be enough to ensure Olivia had a good time. 

Just like out of a scene from a movie, as soon as her grandmother moved out of the way, Olivia appeared at the top of the stairs and started walking down. Now I understood what those films were trying to portray. My heart was thumping and my breath was racing. I couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. The dress was the perfect dress—long and loosely draping over al  the right parts, while a bit snug on al  the other right parts. 

I took a step forward and held out my hand. She took it. The feel of her skin sent bolts of energy coursing through me. It felt insane and exciting. 

When our eyes met, she nibbled on her lower lip. “Stop looking at me like that,” she whispered. 



“I can’t.” I could barely say it. I could barely breathe. I wanted to look at her for the rest of my life. Reaching a hand up, I ran just the tips of my fingers through her hair. Most of it was down, but just a few strands were pul ed up away from her face. It was the perfect hair for the perfect dress, worn by the perfect girl. 

“You look handsome,” she said. 

“Thanks. You look fantastic.” 

Now, Olivia blushed. “Thanks.” 

“Here,” I said, holding the box out to her. Remembering what Aaron said, I took out the corsage myself and held the loop open for her. She slid her delicate wrist into it. The look on her face made the price tag of the orchids seem cheap. I would’ve paid double to make her this happy. 

Soon after, her grandmother took control. We were positioned at the bottom of the stairs for photos then moved around to the door for more pictures. 

It was warmer than it usual y was in the spring, but I helped Olivia with her shawl. 

As we were leaving, Mr. Cartwright gave me a hard look. “Be careful.” 

It was such a simple, wel -used phrase, but there was a deeper meaning in it. 

Mr. Cartwright wasn’t stupid either. I was sure he knew what kids got up to after dances. Drinking, more dancing . . .  sex. 

There was no denying that I wanted to make love with her tonight. She looked beautiful and sexy, but I wanted him to know that I would never do anything to hurt her or jeopardize her health and safety. I loved her. 

“We wil  be,” I said as I took her hand. 

Her skin was gorgeous and glowed. I wanted nothing more than to touch her, but it would have to wait. Her grandparents were watching us. She threaded her arm through the crook of mine and we descended the porch steps. As we got to her little Toyota, I led her to the passenger side. Olivia looked up at me, a suspecting little smile dancing upon her lips. 

Plucking the keys from her hand, I bent to unlock the door. I helped her inside, the way gentlemen do in al  the movies. When I got in and started the car, Olivia laughed. “Show off.” 

As I pul ed away from the curb, I casual y agreed, “Maybe.” 

It didn’t take long to get to the restaurant. It never took long to get to any place in Lakeside. When we got there, I hurried around to her side and opened her door. Again, she looked impressed with how proper I was being. There was a fine line between being proper and being plain sil y. I wasn’t sure which side I was on. “My dad gave me a bunch of advice before I left the house.” Taking a moment to just look at her, the now-familiar bubbling sensation of excitement in my bel y tugged at me. I didn’t want to move. This was the perfect moment. She was happy. I was thril ed. I knew we had to go to the dance—we were committed now, but I wanted to steal her away from it al  and have her for myself. 

With one step, I brought myself close to her, pressing our bodies together as I cupped her face. I kissed her, bringing my hands up, fingers tangling in her hair. Her hands moved to my waist and gently pressed against me. Her lips opened slightly. I ran the tip of my tongue along the top of her bottom lip. It was al  that needed to happen to deepen the kiss. Olivia was leaning back against the car. My hands moved down her shoulders and arms until I was holding her body. I loved the curve that flowed between her breasts and her hips. The little dip was fascinating and sexy. 

The whole thing was sexy. 

But I couldn’t do what I wanted to do in broad daylight, outside the little restaurant. I ended the kiss, slowly pul ing back, letting my tongue touch her lip for just a moment before I stood up straight. 

“Wow,” she said, sounding a bit winded. I took her hand. After two steps toward the restaurant, she asked, “Did your dad give you advice on that?” 

I looked down and shook my head. “Nope. No advice needed on that one. That was an Olivia-inspired kiss. If the dance is lame, I’l  show you what else you inspire me to do.” 

We enjoyed a nice dinner and when we got to the gym, I realized that the dance wasn’t lame at al . Olivia’s eyes sparkled in the twinkling lights that were supposed to mimic the stars. She was by far the prettiest girl there. The music was the normal dance music—a mixture of slow and fast-tempo modern songs. Some I knew, others I didn’t. 

She didn’t even try to pul  me onto the dance floor for the fast songs. We only danced to the slow ones. I wasn’t sure there was anything better in the world than having her in my arms, her head against my chest. 

I saw Aaron and Maya. He gave me a wave, which I returned. To my surprise, I saw Casey at the dance. He was with Clare Matthews. They looked good together. I thought about saying hel o, just to see where we stood as friends, but he never looked at me. 

Knowing I could keep her out until after midnight was awesome. The dance would end at eleven, but at ten I asked if she wanted to leave. Two hours of a high school dance seemed like enough. Olivia agreed. 

The night had cooled off, so I ran the heat in her car on high. Now that we had left the dance, I didn’t know where we should go or what we should do. I drove us around the high school campus and parked near the stadium. Olivia leaned over the center console and kissed me. We didn’t stop kissing until the heat of the car and the heat of our bodies grew to be too much. 

“Come on,” she said as she pul ed the keys from the ignition. She grabbed her shawl, then popped open the door. 

“Livie, it’s kind of cold, and—” Stopping when I realized she couldn’t hear me anyway, I got out, shoving my hands in my pockets and raising my shoulders to brace against the chil  in the air. She was digging around in the trunk. 

“My grandpa makes me keep al  this stuff in case of emergency,” she said as she straightened. She had a bundle of blankets in her arms. “Can you close that?” She nodded toward the trunk. 

I shut it then asked, “What are you doing?” 

“You’l  see,” she said. Without waiting for me, she headed toward the stadium. We stopped at the wire fencing. There was a little spot where the fence had been peeled back. It was just big enough for someone my size to squeeze through, but we’d have to crawl. 

She squatted down, shoved the blankets through, and then got onto her hands and knees. “Liv, your dress!” 

“Hold the fence up so it doesn’t snag.” 

I did as she instructed. I wasn’t sure how I’d explain a ripped dress to her grandparents. She’d pul ed her dress up a bit, so her knees were bare as she slipped through. 

From the other side, she said, “Your turn.” 

“Liv, I don’t know about this. It’s real y—” 

“Yeah, yeah. It’s cold. That’s what the blankets are for. Now get over here, please.” When I was on the other side, I swiped at my knees. The ground wasn’t muddy, so most of the dirt came off my dress pants easily. “What are we doing?” I asked again. 

She took my hand and led me out onto the field. The lights were off, so there wasn’t much to see. I knew the field wel , though, so I could tel  we were  somewhere  along  the  thirty-yard  line  when  she  stopped.  We  weren’t  in  the  center  of  the  field,  more  toward  the  visitor’s  side,  when  she dropped the blankets. 

She looked up at the sky. “It’s so pretty tonight.” 

I didn’t look up. I looked at her. There was nothing more beautiful in the world than her right now. “Liv,” I said as a chil  ran through me. If I was getting cold, she must have been, too. 

She spread the blanket on the ground. “Sit.” She said, pointing, so I sat. Draping a blanket over my shoulders then swinging another blanket over hers, Olivia stood right in front of me. I couldn’t help but reach out and touch her legs. She moved closer and sat down on my lap. 

Extending her blanket, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. We were in a cocoon of warmth. Now I thought her plan was bril iant. The blankets and body heat made it feel like we were snug inside one of our bedrooms, but our surroundings were so much more intimate somehow. 

“The dance promised fun under the stars,” she whispered, “so it’s only appropriate that we have some.” I didn’t know if she was talking about having some stars above us or some fun. Either way, she was right. Natural y, the closeness of our bodies drew us together and the light kisses I began with gave way to heavier caresses and touches. Those gave way quickly as wel  and soon we were merged together. 

I was total y in the moment. The portion of my mind that normal y would’ve been worried about everything else quieted, and soon I found myself absorbed in the feel and sensation of Olivia. 

I was so captivated by her, that even after we had stil ed and were pressed together, just listening to the sounds of each other’s body, I was unaware of anything outside the little bubble we’d created. 

“Al  right, lovebirds, break it up.” 

Neither of us noticed the beam of light that bobbed closer to us until it was too late. My stomach knotted when I heard the voice. 

Olivia gasped and we both looked up. We weren’t naked, but we did have to adjust our clothing. 

At first, Olivia thought it was funny that a security guard found us. I didn’t think it was, but I wasn’t incredibly remorseful about what we’d been caught doing until the guard mentioned police and trespassing. 

The guard made us stand outside the stadium by Olivia’s car for a half hour before a lone squad car pul ed up. Olivia was tightly wrapped in a blanket. I added the one we’d been sitting on when I noticed how badly she was shivering. Mine was bunched up on the hood of the car. I was too nervous to be cold. 

The  cop  knew  me  on  sight.  Not  that  I’d  ever  been  in  trouble  before,  but  because  he  was  an  old  friend  of  my  father’s.  He  studied  me  for  a moment. 



“It’s usual y Aaron we find doing this sort of thing,” he said casual y as he looked me up and down. He probably took note of my disheveled appearance before turning to look at my girlfriend. 

The  guard  fil ed  him  in  on  finding  us.  It  took  another  forty-five  minutes  before  Officer  Davis  let  us  go.  Because  we  were  both  eighteen  and because he knew my father, he didn’t make a big deal about it. He was sure to let us know that if he wanted to, he could arrest us for trespassing. 

He must’ve gotten a kick out of the two of us getting caught like that. I wondered if he’d cal  my dad. It didn’t real y matter. I knew my father wouldn’t punish me or anything, but I worried about him cal ing Olivia’s grandparents. They’d be pissed. 

As it turned out, they didn’t need a cal  from the cops. When we arrived at her house, it was almost two in the morning. A ful  hour and a half past her curfew. Olivia was pale as her grandmother pul ed her into the house, leaving me out on the porch. Mr. Cartwright looked tired as he stood to the side, hand braced against the open door. 

From outside, I couldn’t see what was going on, but I heard Olivia try to explain to her grandma. I looked up at Mr. Cartwright and did my best to sound confident. “I’m sorry, sir, I just—” 

“Goodnight, Adam,” Mrs. Cartwright said from inside the house. 

“But . . .” I didn’t go on because I decided no excuse would be good enough for them at this point. 

“We said twelve thirty. You brought her back at two. I asked you   not to indulge her, and you bring her back in such a state that I don’t even have to wonder if you did or didn’t. Do you have any idea how sensitive her condition is to the cold? Do you—?” Mr. Cartwright interrupted his wife. “Go in and get her warmed up. Let the boy go home.” As Olivia’s grandmother backed away from the door, I swal owed hard and looked at her grandfather. Again, I said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep her out too late, we just—” 

He shook his head. “I don’t need to know what you were up to, son. Olivia’s got a mind of her own and when it’s set there’s no changing it, but right now it’s time for you to go home. She’l  settle down,” he said, then added, “in time.” I was up until four in the morning, waiting for some sign of how Olivia was doing. Her light came on around three, and at three fifty-five, I received a text.  I’m sorry. I had a good time. Gma is flipping out, but I kinda think it’s worth it. 

 I had a good time, too, but I feel bad. She’s so pissed. 

 She’ll get over it. Besides, she’s not so pissed that she took my phone. 

That didn’t make me feel much better.  Do you think I can see you tomorrow?   Are you feeling okay? 

 I feel fine. We should be able to see each other tomorrow. She can’t keep me inside. I’m not a baby. Besides, we have gpa on our side. 

It was late, and I knew she needed to sleep, so I decided to worry about it in the morning.  Good night, Livie. I love you. 

 I love you too, Ad!  The text made me beam. 

But the next day I found out that Mrs. Cartwright  could keep her inside al  day. Via texts, Olivia told me she fine, but her grandma was trying to prove a point. 

The point was proven again and again. By the time Monday rol ed around, I hadn’t seen her at al , except for a glimpse in the window. I headed off to North Carolina with my dad and brother, worried about whether I’d ever be al owed to see my girlfriend again. 





It wasn’t until the Saturday after my trip when I saw Olivia again. By that time, it had been a week, and I was going crazy. My phone buzzed and beeped on my nightstand. I sat up in bed and stretched. When I picked up my phone, I saw it was nearly midnight. 

 I’m sneaking out to see you. Open your front door in 2 mins. 

It  took  a  ful   thirty  seconds  for  the  words  to  sink  in,  but  when  they  did,  I  hopped  out  of  bed  and  went  to  the  window.  The  street  was  barely il uminated. Only the street lamp a few houses down and porch lights broke through the black of night. Olivia’s room was dark, just like the rest of her house, but movement on the porch caught my attention. 

Damn! She was already out of the house. Wasting no more time, I tore out of my room, down the stairs, and to the front door. I opened it just as her feet hit the top step to my house. Moving out, I took her by the waist and brought her to me. I shut the door when we were both safely inside. 

It was so good to see her, but it was even better to feel her. I pressed her back against the foyer wal  and bent down to kiss her. The positioning was awkward because the coat hooks were right behind her. Everything kept fal ing down, but I didn’t stop kissing her. 

Final y, she placed her hands on my chest and pushed gently. Reluctantly, I stood up straight, but didn’t take my eyes off of her. She kicked off her shoes and then as she stepped away from the wal , I kissed her again. Aaron, returning to his room, a bowl of cereal in his hand, stopped in the foyer and gave us a look. I couldn’t read his expression, but it seemed like perhaps he was amused that Olivia was here so late. The air around us seemed too tense for amusement. It was the first time al  three of us were together. 

“Hey, Aaron,” Olivia said, breaking the tense silence. 

“What’s up?” he said, his tone was casual, almost as if they’d never even had a relationship. Maybe it was better that way. 

“Nothing,” she said. “Except potential y getting in serious trouble for sneaking over here.” His eyes moved from her to me. The edges of his lips pul ed downward as he jutted out his bottom lip and nodded his head. What was that? 

Pride? “Nice,” he said. 

Aaron moved to the stairs and I waited until I heard his bedroom door close before saying, “That was . . . pleasant.” She shrugged. “I don’t like to hold grudges.” 

Kissing her once more, I could’ve made out with her forever downstairs in my little foyer, but again, she careful y pressed me back. I bit my bottom lip as I backed away. When I focused on her—not my want of her—I realized she was a little paler than usual. Her breathing was heavy, and as she took a step toward the stairs, her legs wobbled. 

I took her arm and we climbed the stairs slowly. Once in my room, behind a closed door, she sat down on my bed. Olivia held a hand to her chest, and tried to give me a grin. 

“What’s going on?” 

“Nothing. Just wanted to see you.” She thought she was comforting me, but she wasn’t. She was short of breath from the walk to my house. 

Perhaps making out with her in the foyer had been too much, but it seemed absurd that she’d be like this just from kissing. 

Sitting down next to her, I ran my hand through her hair and said. “Something’s wrong.” 

“No. There’s nothing wrong, I’m fine,” she said. “My grandma’s freaking out.” 

“Stil ?” 

Olivia shook her head. “Not about the dance. I fainted on Wednesday, and—” 

“Why didn’t you tel  me?” I stood up quickly as my mind raced with worry. 

She encircled my wrist with both hands and pul ed me down onto the bed. Once I was sitting, she laid her hand flat on my chest and pressed until I was lying down. Olivia took the covers at the foot of the bed and drew them up over us as she lay back. Her head rested in the crook of my shoulder as her leg hitched over mine. 

“I didn’t want to worry you. You would’ve wanted to see me, and Grandma wouldn’t have let you.” She sounded like she was breathing better now. 

I hated the thought of her passing out. I hated how pale she was. I hated that even now, resting against me, she held a hand to her heart. I wondered if she was in pain. She would probably never tel  me. “You have to have that surgery.” 

“I don’t want to.” 

I  pushed  her  hair  back  from  her  face  and  made  sure  she  was  looking  right  into  my  eyes  when  I  said,  “I  don’t  care.  I’m  starting  to  see  your grandma’s point about you not knowing the limitations of your body.” 

She sat up, bracing al  her weight onto one arm as she looked down at me. “You two talk about me behind my back? What? Do you two get together and discuss my medical file or something?” She was struggling for breath. “Thank God Grampa is on my side!” Now she sat al  the way up, swinging her feet over the side of the bed like she was preparing to leave. I gently held her by her shoulders, keeping her seated on the bed, and bringing her back against me. One of my arms slipped around her waist and the other around her upper chest. I hugged her, resting my chin on her shoulder. “I’m just worried about you,” I whispered. “This is scary.” 

“I’m  fine,” she said in a breathy voice, and final y relaxed back against me. 

I  laid  us  back  down,  keeping  her  within  my  arms.  “You’re  not,  and  you  know  it.  I  know  you’re  cool  with  al   this,  but  I’m  not.  Neither  is  your grandma. And if your grandfather supports your decision to do nothing, it doesn’t mean he’s not freaked out. He probably stil  wants you to choose something else.” 

She was silent for a while, then she said, “I don’t want to be cut open again, or another replacement.” Shifting, I moved onto my side, covering her cheek with my hand as I stared right into her perfect brown eyes. “Don’t you want to be with me?” She looked confused. “Of course, I do.” 

“Then have the operation. We can go to whatever school you want to. If you don’t want to go to col ege, if your grandparents want you to stay here, I’l  go to Northwestern and commute. I’l  do anything you want. I’l   go anywhere you want. But you have to do what’s necessary to be healthy, Liv. Please?” I was begging her. 

She nestled closer to me, burying her face in my chest and I locked my hands behind her. We said nothing, but I took the opportunity to real y enjoy the feel of her body in my arms. If she’d been feeling better, I would have kissed her again until we were both dizzy from it. 

But I didn’t. I didn’t want to take any breath away from her. As much as I would have loved to physical y show Olivia my love for her, I settled for holding her, hoping that she could feel the energy I was trying to give to her. 

It was nearly one in the morning when she said, “Fine. I’l  have the surgery. But if this one doesn’t work, I’m done.” I smiled against the top of her head. “It’s going to work.” 

I fel  asleep the happy. 

Morning came quick and with it, a heavy-handed knock on the door. The door opened before I could extract myself out from under Olivia. My father stood in the doorway, face unreadable as he scratched his head. “The Cartwrights are downstairs.” Oddly enough, I wasn’t panicked or worried. They’d already cut off my right to see Olivia for the past week, so there wasn’t much they could do beyond that. Besides, Olivia had agreed to get the surgery and that would make her grandma happy. Maybe that would be enough to tip the scale in my favor. 

“They’re taking Olivia home.” 

I cleared my throat as I nodded. Sliding out from under her, I stroked her face and said her name. It took some coaxing, but her eyes fluttered open. My heart swel ed as she beamed at me. “I like this,” she said in a sleep-addled voice. 

Her hair was al  over the place. I tried to straighten it a little. “Your grandma’s here.” Olivia nodded. It wasn’t a shock that the Cartwrights would come for her here when they discovered her bed empty. We hadn’t done anything to be ashamed of, so I didn’t think either one of us felt badly for fal ing asleep together last night. She leaned toward me and kissed me. It was lengthy. 

I loved it, but my father coughed. 

She pul ed back and laughed. We both got out of bed. I was a bit worried that she’d be shaky on her feet. My dad went back downstairs. I took the opportunity to kiss her again. “I love you,” I whispered. 

“I love you, too.” She took my hand. “I think Grandma wil , too, once I tel  her about the Ross procedure.” She was right. We got the evil eye until Olivia hugged her grandmother and said, “I’l  have the surgery.” After that it was nothing but smiles until they left. While we weren’t able to be in the same room, we sat at our windows and traded texts al  day. 

Monday morning, we picked up where we’d left off before the Spring Fling. We drove to school together and were inseparable for the rest of the school day. I had to work, but she’d been forced to quit her job. She wasn’t able to hang out like she’d done before. While I was al owed to see her, Olivia’s grandmother had become even stricter, so while she dropped me off, she couldn’t spend al  night at the mal . She couldn’t pick me up either. Aaron had to. 



Tuesday was the same until after school. We stayed in her room al  night, mainly talking while the television served as background noise. 

We spoke briefly about the surgery. It had already been scheduled for next week. She didn’t know how long she’d be out, but I promised to help her keep up with school. We didn’t talk about it. She was quick to change the conversation to happier topics like prom and graduation. 

At nine thirty, as expected, Mrs. Cartwright let me know it would be time for me to leave soon. Olivia was tired. She was yawning so much it was hard for her to carry on a conversation. 

At ten, she shook me awake gently. Her head was on my shoulder. “You should go, Ad.” I then moved to tickle her, but thought better of it. “Come on, Liv, can’t we hang out a little longer? I bet they’re already asleep down there.” She laughed. “If you want me to fal  asleep on you.” 

“I’d love that actual y, thank you.” I brushed her hair back then asked, “Or are you saying I’m so boring that I’m putting you to sleep?” 

“No,” she said. “I’m saying I’m tired.” 

I sat up. “Fine,” I said in an exaggerated voice. “But I cal  dibs on you taking me to school tomorrow.” Olivia laughed again. “I  always take you to school!” 

“So I’l  see you then?” 

“Yep,” she said as she repositioned herself. “In the morning.” 

I leaned down and gave her a peck. I almost stood up straight again, but decided I liked the feel of her lips too much. I gave her a kiss we hadn’t shared in a while. It drove me wild when she responded. Her fingers twisted in my hair. God, it was crazy to feel what I was feeling. Lust and love in equal measure. 

When I noticed her chest rising and fal ing rapidly, I pul ed away. Laughing at her little whimper-like groan, I said, “There’s time for that later. Rest now.” 

She nodded then closed her eyes. It seemed like she fel  asleep, but when I reached the door, I heard, “Fun Fact: You’re awesome, Adam.” I paused. “Fun Fact: You’re amazing, Olivia.” Then added, “I love you.” 

She didn’t respond as she was truly asleep now. I headed home, excited as always to see her again in the morning. 

Sleeping like a rock as usual, I felt pretty good as I turned off my alarm. When I got downstairs, I set everything out for breakfast. School days were  simple—toast,  fruit,  coffee,  but  not  in  that  order.  It  only  took  twenty  minutes  to  rouse  Aaron  today.  He  seemed  more  rested  than  most mornings. I almost asked, but as I left the room I saw a box of Tylenol PM on his dresser. I didn’t say anything, but I made a mental note to discuss it with him soon. 

He saw me look at the medication and could already tel  what I was thinking. “I have a test today. If I don’t pass it, Mrs. Unstead won’t let me take the  final.”  When  I  got  to  the  doorway,  I  turned  around. Aaron  explained.  “I’l   fail.  I  just  wanted  a  good  night’s  sleep  for  once.  It’s  not  a  habit  or anything.” 

I narrowed my eyes and sighed. 

“Don’t freak out. I swear, if I’m stil  having issues after school lets out, I’l  tel  Dad.” 

“Okay,” I replied. I didn’t think he took pil s regularly, but I was concerned with how long he’d been dealing with insomnia. 

When he was finished cleaning up, we ate our breakfast together. The conversation was light—mainly about graduation and summer plans. I didn’t need him to tel  me that he and his buddies had planned a cross-country road trip. It was something he’d been talking about since freshman year. 

I wanted to tel  him about the surgery Olivia was going to have. I’d told him a while back that she had something wrong with her heart. It made him very uncomfortable. I thought that it was his conscience eating at him. He’d crossed a line with Olivia that he’d never crossed before. His sense of right and wrong was put to the test. Not only had he acted like a jackass to such a kind girl, he basical y never cared enough to find out her secret. 

After eating and cleaning up, I wished him luck with his test then headed out to meet Olivia. Most days she was waiting for me if it wasn’t too cold. Being so close to May, the morning air was fifty degrees with a slightly cool breeze. I took the steps up to the porch two by two then knocked on the door. Her grandparents were always prompt in answering, but I waited a ful  minute, maybe two. Figuring that they must not have heard me, I knocked louder, then I rang the doorbel . 

Again, a long minute passed without anyone answering the door. I stepped over to the railing and peeked around the house to the garage. It was closed. Olivia’s car was stil  next to the curb. I ran down the stairs and looked up to her window. The curtains were stil  closed. She usual y opened them when she first woke up. 

I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t texted her yet this morning. Maybe the power had gone out and reset al  of the clocks in their house. I thought older people natural y had an infal ible internal clock, but maybe the Cartwrights had been up late last night. 

But that couldn’t be. I’d been there until late. Olivia’s grandparents were in bed before I left. 

I grabbed out my phone and sat down on the step, texting quickly,  Hey, where are you? 



I waited and got no reply. Across the street, Aaron was trudging out to his jeep, cup of coffee held tightly in his hands.  Livie, what’s up? Are you sleeping? Wake up!! 

Nothing. 

“Where is she?” 

I jumped at my twin’s voice. “I don’t know. No one’s answering.” 

Aaron let out a long breath as he tilted his head up and looked at her darkened window. “Maybe they took her to school.” 

“No, that wouldn’t happen.” 

“Maybe her car’s got something wrong with it,” he said. 

I didn’t buy it for a second. “Why didn’t she text me?” 

“I don’t know. We’re going to be late. Do you want a ride?” 

I ran through everything I knew about Olivia’s upcoming surgery but I couldn’t remember when some of her appointments were. She said there were a bunch of them before the actual operation; I just didn’t know if one was today. It had to be. 

But last night she’d confirmed that she was taking me to school. 

Maybe she had forgotten she had an appointment and hadn’t gotten a chance to text me, so I took Aaron up on his offer. 

I chewed on my bottom lip as I walked to my brother’s jeep. I hoped that I’d see her before lunch. If they had an eight o’clock appointment in Chicago, she’d be in school by lunchtime. 

But she wasn’t. 

At my request, Aaron sped home after school. His vehicle wasn’t even in park when I hopped out and raced across the street. 

Olivia’s bedroom was stil  closed off. I pounded on the door. Anxiety and dread had set in. I felt panicked. Shaking and having trouble breathing, I never stopped pounding on the door. 

It wasn’t until my dad came over that I stopped. Al  it took was his hand on my arm and mine fel  limply to my side. I slumped, al  of the energy was gone. I stil  felt anxious, but it was muted. With my back to the door, I slid down until I was sitting and then rested my forehead against my knees. 

Dad squatted down next to me. 

“I  don’t  understand,”  I  whispered  and  shook  my  head.  “They  must  stil   be  pissed  about  the  dance.  They  just  pretended  to  be  okay  with everything.” I looked up at my father. There was something pained in his expression. “Why would they do that? It’s cruel to make me feel like things are okay and then—” 

“Adam,” he said. 

“I mean, I understand I messed up. I brought her home late, and she was out in the cold and—” 

“Adam,” he said again, this time placing a big hand on my shoulder. 

I blinked and looked out at the street. Aaron was on the sidewalk in front of us. Connecting my eyes with his for just a second, I knew. He looked away. I felt sick. My breath was taken from me. The air had gone rancid. My stomach churned. 

“He cal ed an hour ago.” 

I didn’t know what my dad was talking about.  He who? I didn’t know who  he was, and in this moment, I couldn’t have cared less about him cal ing my father. 

Something  warm  pressed  against  my  cheek.  It  applied  pressure  and  turned  my  head  until  I  was  gazing  into  my  dad’s  eyes.  His  other  hand moved to cup my other cheek. He was holding my head up, not al owing me to focus on anything other than his face. When he spoke, his words were slow. “Mr. Cartwright,” he said, pausing for a moment. “He cal ed an hour ago. Olivia went into sudden cardiac arrest early this morning.” I felt numb. I was cold. I wanted to lose it—to either cry or vomit. I struggled in my father’s hold. I wanted to stand up. He kept me stil . “Is she in Chicago? Wil  you drive me?” Never before had I regretted so deeply my decision not to get my driver’s license. 

“She’s not in Chicago.” 

“Great!” I said, again trying to get to my feet. 

He moved his hands from my head to my arms, his fingers wrapped around my forearms. I didn’t understand why he was using so much effort to restrain me. I just wanted to go see Olivia. He should be taking me to see her. He stil  had plenty of time before work. I could either catch a ride home with the Cartwrights after visitation hours were over, or Aaron could pick me up. 

“Adam!” The loudness of his voice shocked me. I stopped struggling. For a moment, Dad’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. It was like he was trying to force himself to say something. I looked at Aaron, who immediately turned away. His hands were in his hair and he was chewing on the inside of his cheek. 

Suddenly, I remembered what I’d seen on his face only a few minutes ago. My stomach plunged again. I felt like I was fal ing. I looked back at my father. “Dad?” 

His breath hit me in the face. I couldn’t control my rapidly beating heart or the way my chest heaved. Once again, my dad held my head in his hands. Final y the words came from him. “She died, Adam.” 

When I heard them, I wanted to shove them back into his mouth. 

Although I was aware that slow, hot tears were winding their way down my cheeks, I could barely feel them. There was nothing my father could do to stop me from getting up. He was bigger than me, but I shoved him back. 

With fisted hands, I pounded on the Cartwrights’ door. “You’re lying!” 

My fists thudded again and again in an irregular beat of rage. They couldn’t keep her from me, not even by pretending that she was dead. I couldn’t believe my father would go along with something like that. He’d never lied to me before. The Cartwrights must have been so pissed at me in order to do something this horrible and to get my dad involved. 

Arms wrapped around my shoulders. I twisted around and pushed at my dad’s chest. “Why are you doing this?” My dad grabbed my wrists, bringing them together in an X as I pul ed and pushed and twisted. I registered the pain, but couldn’t feel it. I pressed forward,  pushing  him  off  balance.  His  hold  on  me  weakened,  and  I  ripped  my  hands,  pounding  on  the  door  again.  I  was  screaming  for  the Cartwrights to let me in, pleading with them not to do this. 

Sometime later, I felt Aaron beside me. My arms fel  to my sides again. I turned and stared at him. Slumping back down and bringing my knees to my chest, I wrapped my arms around my legs. Aaron sat down next to me. He said something to my dad, but I wasn’t paying attention. 

My dad went back across the street and emerged from our house a few minutes later. Bringing a bottle of water that I didn’t want it, he sat down on the steps in front of me. 

No one spoke. 

I had no idea what time it was when a car pul ed up in the drive. I stood and wiped my eyes, watching as Olivia’s grandparents slowly made their way up to the porch. I kept looking for Olivia, thinking she was hidden behind them. I’d been so sure they had been inside, that the fact that they were out on the porch with me and my family startled me. 

Suddenly, I had nothing to say. Everything that I’d been thinking about yel ing since my dad had told me the lie, evaporated. Mrs. Cartwright’s face was red, her eyes puffy, but it was Mr. Cartwright’s expression that was like a jab to the stomach. He looked tired. He looked so sad that I couldn’t even find a word that could adequately describe it. 

I didn’t wait for anyone to say anything. I shoved my way through everyone and ran across the street. I needed to be away from them. Once inside my house, I stumbled from room to room until I was in the bathroom, on my knees, throwing up into the toilet. 

After that, there was no tel ing what happened. It seemed like a blink of my eye and I was in my room. Aaron sat at my desk. It was dark outside. I hoisted myself off of my bed and went over to the window. My chest tightened. Olivia’s curtains were stil  closed. Part of my mind was perfectly aware what was happening, but it was overridden by the part of me that was sure Olivia was fine. Everyone was just conspiring to separate us. 

Aaron was jealous because he realized that Olivia was awesome and she liked me better than him. My dad wanted to keep us apart because he wanted me to go to col ege unattached to some girl with a heart defect. 

And the Cartwrights were stil  pissed off that Olivia didn’t do what they’d told her to do. They were pissed at me for not making her. They were angry because they knew we had a physical relationship. It was just ridiculous that they were going to these lengths to make me feel like this. 

I texted her.  Olivia, call me, okay? Everyone’s being horrible. They’re saying horrible things. I need you to call me. I’m worried. 

I knew it was very late. I didn’t care. Without hesitation, I ran downstairs, out my front door and across the street. Again, I pounded my fists on the Cartwrights’ door. “Olivia! Olivia!” There was no response, so I yel ed, “You can’t keep her from me forever!” The door opened. Mr. Cartwright stood in flannel pajama bottoms. Olivia’s grandmother, a few feet behind him, a purple robe wrapped tightly around her body. I wanted to yel  at them, but something sapped my energy. Instead, I begged, “I’m sorry for whatever I did to make you hate me, but don’t keep her from me!” 

“Son,” Mr. Cartwright said. He put his hand on my shoulder and I shoved him back. He was a strong man, and I didn’t push very hard. With one foot behind him, he braced himself. “Adam, she’s not here.” 

It was the sad emptiness in his voice that caused me to stop. Looking into his eyes, I saw they were glassy, like tears could spil  out at any moment. 

Mrs.  Cartwright  squeezed  past  him,  put  her  hands  on  my  shoulders  and  drew  me  into  a  hug.  It  felt  strange,  and  I  wanted  to  get  out  of  the embrace, but I let it happen. “You can go upstairs if you’d like.” 

It was al  I needed to step into the house and tear up the stairs. I knocked on her door just like I always did. When I didn’t get an answer, I opened the door slowly then I flicked the light switch. I wasn’t prepared for the sight of her room without her. 



I stood there silently taking it in. Half of the bedcovers were on the floor. Her pil ow was in the middle of the bed. The stainless steel bottle of water she kept on her nightstand was on its side on the floor, her cel  phone was right next to it. 

I picked it up. Sitting down very gently on the bed, as if it would break under my weight, I flipped through the messages on her phone. They were al  from me. 

Again, I looked around. My chest felt heavy. Olivia had never kept a clean room, but the blankets on the floor seemed to scream at me. The part of me that had held hope that everyone was lying died quickly as my imagination supplied visuals of what possibly happened. 

In my mind, I saw Olivia’s grandmother hobbling up the stairs to check on her after Olivia failed to come down for breakfast. I could imagine her yel ing for Mr. Cartwright when she saw that Olivia wasn’t breathing. Mr. Cartwright would’ve scooped up Olivia’s light body that had already begun to lose color. He was fit, so he’d probably had no trouble getting her downstairs and into the car. He might’ve had to come back up to gather Mrs. 

Cartwright. She’d probably been so devastated she couldn’t move. 

Or maybe Mrs. Cartwright had been in the room when it happened. Maybe she saw the whole thing. Maybe they were able to get an ambulance here before . . . before . . . 

I couldn’t complete the thought. 

Not able to look at the blankets anymore, I got up and made her bed. I righted her water bottle and put her cel  phone on the nightstand. Kicking off my shoes, I placed them careful y by the door before sliding under the covers. The bed smel ed of Olivia. I covered my eyes with my arms. 

A minute later, sobs wracked my body. I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t do anything but cry. 





I must’ve cried myself to sleep. I woke up feeling horrible, and dehydrated. It took a moment to figure out where I was. Once I realized I was in Olivia’s room,  why I was in there hit me like a Mack truck. 

When I rol ed out of bed, I was weak. Struggling to stand and walk, I pul ed on my shoes. 

Downstairs, my father was drinking coffee with Olivia’s grandparents. I had no energy to speak, so I just stood there. My dad got up, said thank you to the Cartwrights, and then we left together. With an arm around my shoulder, he held me as we walked back home and sat me down at the table. The house was silent. Aaron was probably at school. 

Dad set food in front of me, but I didn’t touch it. He spoke, but I didn’t listen. At some point, I got up and stumbled through the house. Settling myself in the shower upstairs, I let the water rain down on me until it grew too cold to bear. 

I shivered. The cold reminded me of Olivia’s heart condition. It reminded me of what took her away from me. 

I was a zombie for days. I moved through the routines, but was not an active participant. Aaron spent time with me, but I didn’t talk. I thought Casey had come over, but I wasn’t sure. On Friday, I woke to the sight of my suit—the one I’d worn to the Spring Fling—hanging up on my closet door. 

I sat up and scratched my head, staring and remembering the night of the dance. I thought about how beautiful she’d looked, how fantastic she felt; how wonderful it was to be with her. Now I realized it was the beginning of the end. It could have been that night that set her heart on the path to failure. It had been cold, so maybe . . . maybe . . . 

I stopped myself and took a deep breath. Something calming settled over my body, kil ing the anxiety of my mind. It was a smal  moment of peace. 

Around nine, Dad came in with Aaron behind him. “The viewing’s at eleven. It’s time to get up.” The viewing. The showing. The wake. The funeral. 

I would see her body in a few hours. I would see the empty shel  of who she once was. I would see the body I loved, but not the life. They wil  have taken  out  her  insides  and  made  her  an  unnatural  abomination.  She  wouldn’t  have  wanted  that.  She  wouldn’t  have  wanted  to  be  pumped  ful   of chemicals and decorated. She wouldn’t have wanted to be buried. 

“Are we going to a cemetery?” I asked, voice crackling. 

“No.” Dad paused and before continuing, he brushed the sleeve of my suit. It looked like there was a bit of dusty dirt on it, probably from the field. 

The jacket was discarded relatively early. It had landed in a dry patch of dirt on the sidelines. 

“She’s being cremated.” 

Oh. Olivia’s body was being cremated. “Good,” I said. I felt sick after I said it, though. 

“Come on,” Aaron said, extending his hand to help me up out of bed. 

I felt like an invalid, but there was nothing I could do about it. 

Aaron and my dad had to practical y hold me up as we entered the funeral home. I nearly lost it when I saw the casket in the front of the room. 

“Do you want to go up?” my dad asked. 

Aaron answered for me. “Not yet.” 

The  Cartwrights  stood  next  to  the  casket.  People  filed  past,  shaking  their  hands  and  saying  things  in  low  voices.  I  felt  numb,  but  there  was something bubbling inside of me. Tears were flooding my eyes. It seemed like my feet moved on their own and propel ed me toward the front of the room. 

I could feel Aaron next to me as I stared down at the body that used to house Olivia. I tried to remember everything she had taught me about loving and respecting life. I tried to remember her views on death. Quantum physics stated that there was no death of energy, just transformation. 

But it was clear to see that the body I’d loved touching and kissing was dead. If it was true that the soul, the spirit, the energy left the expired body, the thought didn’t make me feel better. It just highlighted the fact that she was now absent from my life. 

A chil  passed through me as I stared at her face. The makeup wasn’t right. I hoped they’d chosen a cruelty-free brand. Her coloring wasn’t right at al . The heavy cream they used was the wrong color. And her lips weren’t red like that. 

Her eyes were closed. I wished I could see her eyes again, but realized they’d be a hol ow void. I didn’t  really want to see them. But stil , my chest ached at the loss of them. Had I known this was going to happen, I would’ve stayed in her bedroom al  night and kept her awake. I would’ve never stopped gazing into those beautiful brown eyes. 

When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I walked to the end of the casket. Mrs. Cartwright enveloped me into a tight embrace. Then Olivia’s grandpa patted me on the back. Aaron flanked me; my father walked behind. 

There were people al  around—some sitting, some standing. I caught sight of Casey, Blake, Seth, and Cory. They were al  watching me. Cory gave me a little nod. Seth looked away. Blake held up his hand in a silent greeting, and when Casey’s face lifted in a sad show of support, I broke like a baby weeping for his mother. 

I started to shake, and it was only because my brother caught me that I didn’t fal  to the floor. Aaron was strong enough to hold me up long enough to get me to a chair. 

The funeral was massive, not because the Cartwrights made it a social event, but because the whole town seemed to be there. I was pretty sure the entire school had shown up. I hadn’t paid attention during the year, but Olivia had made a lot of friends. It looked like everyone had known her. 

While I was present for the funeral, I wasn’t real y there. 

By Monday, my dad made me go to school, he said, “wal owing won’t bring her back.” Grief counselors were there for a week. I had a mandatory meeting with one, but I didn’t talk to her. 

The first day back was long and difficult. The second was worse. By the Friday after Olivia’s funeral, I was completely numb. I traveled the hal s as a ghost. I looked at nothing and spoke to no one. Finals were coming up, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to study. I would fil  out the forms. I knew what I knew, but I didn’t have enough energy to  try to do wel . I either would or I wouldn’t. 

I didn’t so much quit my job at the mal  as I just stopped going. I couldn’t stand even the thought of walking the same paths I had with Olivia. I didn’t want to see the toy store, or the spot in my bookstore where she’d sat and read for an hour waiting for me to take a break. I didn’t think I could handle the food court either. 

The Cartwrights let me spend time in her room. I sat at her desk, flipped through her books; reading passages at random, wondering what she’d been thinking when she read them. I sat on her bed and cried. Her last night, we’d lain right here, her head on my shoulder, hand over my heart. 

I remembered how nervous I’d been each time I was close to her. How when she’d smile, I’d feel myself relaxing. 

The drawer of her nightstand was fil ed with al  of the notes and little things I’d given her. One day I’d ask the Cartwrights if I could have them. I wanted to remember the words I’d written, words that were meaningful enough to make her save them. But I couldn’t read them yet. 

I curled on her bed and breathed in the smel  of her stil  left on the pil ow. We’d lain here like this before, laughing, holding each other, talking about the present while I dreamed of the future I’d have with her. 

Now Olivia was dead. She was nothing but ash and bone in a box. She would never laugh, never dream, never be in my arms again. 

It seemed I was rarely alone when I was home. When he was awake, my dad seemed hyperaware of where I was and tended to be in the same room with me more often than not. Aaron’s obligation to high school sports was official y over, so he hung out with me more than ever. We didn’t do anything, and for the most part, I didn’t acknowledge him much. I was aware that he was with me, but I didn’t feel that I had any energy to do much else. 

From time to time Casey stopped by. Today, he had his guitar. He was strumming out a song as he sat at the foot of my bed. Before he sat down, he’d brought over the bongos. Obviously I was meant to play along with him. 

I just stared at the drum instead, remembering when Olivia had first come over and we’d tapped out a beat together. It was enough to send me back under the covers, curled in a bal . I kicked the drum off the bed, and felt satisfied when I heard the hol ow thump as it hit the floor. 

“Dude,” Casey’s muffled voice penetrated my ears. 

I was sure he was going to tel  me to lighten up, or to grow up. I didn’t want to hear it, “Go away.” There was a moment of silence, then, “Nope. You’re stuck with me.” Casey strummed the guitar again. 

“Go away,” I said again. 

“Want to play  Warcraft? Or  Magic?” He seemed hopeful. I resented it. 

As I sat up, the covers pooled around my waist, I leveled a look at him. “Does it seem like I want to play a game?” Casey turned his head away and mumbled, “No.” 

I felt bad. I knew he was trying to help and somewhere deep down, I appreciated it, but I wished everyone would just leave me alone. I didn’t want to be around people. I didn’t want anyone trying to make things better. They would  never be better. “Olivia’s dead.” When Casey looked at me again, sympathy apparent, I realized I’d said that out loud. He took a deep breath and stood, careful y resting the guitar against my desk. He walked to the window and looked out across the street. If Olivia was alive, he’d be looking right into her room where perhaps she would be studying, or talking on the phone, or dancing. 

“I don’t think she’d want you to be like this.” At Casey’s words, I narrowed my eyes. The rate of my breathing increased. It didn’t matter that he could’ve been right. The anger was swift, and it seized me. 

“Shut up,” I said in a loud, firm voice. “Like you even  knew her. Like you even knew anything about her.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, casting his eyes down. After a quiet moment, he said, “But she loved you, right?” Of course she loved me! She told me al  the time. She showed me even more than she told me. I opened my mouth to yel  at Casey, but found I had no voice. The anger was draining away from me, leaving me with nothing but emptiness again. 

“If  she  loved  you,”  he  said,  “then  I  didn’t  need  to  know  her  to  know  she  wouldn’t  want  you  suffering  like  this.  You’re  my  friend.  If  something happened to me, I wouldn’t want you to feel like this.” 

He  left  shortly  after.  I  felt  rage  at  being  left  alone.  I  was  angry  at  Olivia—not  so  much  for  dying,  but  for  getting  involved  with  me  at  al !  She shouldn’t have let anyone get so invested in her when she knew her heart could give out at any time. I scanned my room and then I came upon the picture of us before the Spring Fling. 

I knocked it off of my dresser then took everything else off in one huge swipe. I turned to my bedside table and did the same thing. My Little Boy Blue lamp broke as I hit the floor. I picked up the long metal rod that ran from the base to the bulb and yanked the cord from the wal  then used the rod as a weapon, smashing it down over and over again on the top of my desk. 

Things went flying. I wasn’t sure what I had damaged and what was left untouched. I could barely see through my tears. 

It wasn’t until my entire room had been upended that I stopped and slumped against the wal . Later, the door opened. My eyes were closed, but I knew it was Aaron. While there was something instantly calming about my twin’s presence, I wasn’t in the mood to acknowledge it. 

He’d treated Olivia horribly, and I wanted him to hurt for it. I wanted to make him leave my room, but I couldn’t muster the energy. Besides, it was hard to want to hit him when he was cleaning up my room for me. 

“Laptop survived,” he said as he replaced it on the desk. When he was finished, he came over to me, mirroring my position, knees up, arms resting on them. The only difference was that while my head hung low, his was held up. “I know she meant a lot to you—” 

“No,  you  don’t know. She wasn’t like one of the  many girls you’ve been with. I know she was just another one to you, but she was my first, my only. And now she’s  dead. You don’t know how that feels at al .” 

“You’re right,” he said. “Sorry, I just . . .” 

I remembered that Aaron used to be my best friend in grade school. Back then we focused on our similarities and not our differences. We never cared to define ourselves as individuals. Above that, he was my twin, my brother. The things I felt, he felt, like when he broke his arm and mine tingled for weeks. Like when we were eight and I slipped and slammed my head on the kitchen floor. He had a headache for nearly as long as I did. 

Aaron might not be experiencing the same things I was, but I knew he was feeling something akin to it. I looked at him. He turned his head, and our eyes connected. I swal owed hard as I felt my eyes burn again. Trying to hold it together, I bit on the inside of my cheek. Just when I started breaking down, Aaron drew me into a hug. 

I was thankful for his embrace. 

The only thing that made it through my sobs was, “This hurts.” 

His arms tightened around my shoulders. “I know.” He hugged me for a long time. Final y, when I pul ed back, feeling so very tired, he said, “It’s okay to feel like this, you know? Everyone understands, and I think it’s normal. But don’t let it take over your whole life. Feel your feelings, be as sad as you need to be, but then make the decision to move on, okay?” 

I could hear Olivia’s voice saying the same thing to me.  Life’s too short to let sadness overpower you for long periods of time. Like you said, everyone dies. I felt my emotions, cried my tears, and then came to peace. You don’t ever get over something like that. All you can do is embrace the experience and do your best to go on. 

I stared at my twin, wondering if he knew what he’d just said—if he understood at al . I didn’t know if he’d come up with that al  on his own, or if Olivia had shared her thoughts with him, or if he was channeling her. Could she—her energy—be with me? Could she be comforting me through him, reminding me of the philosophy that had helped her get through tragedy? 

Suddenly, my mind started firing rapidly and I stood. “Wil  you take me to the bookstore?” 

“You want to go to work?” 

“No. M.T. Shelves. I need to go there.” I pul ed Aaron to his feet. The need felt pressing, like I had to go   right now  or I’d never be able to move on from this. 

My brother put up no resistance. Within a half hour, I was down in the basement of the independent bookstore I loved. I sat in the metaphysical section, surrounded by the books that had made a difference in Olivia’s life. I flipped through a few, but I couldn’t read them. Maybe they would’ve helped, but I didn’t think I could focus long enough to read the words. 

I sat there trying to get Olivia’s energy to come to me. If she’d worked through Aaron, she would definitely come to me here. This was one of our favorite spots. We’d spent hours down here together. We’d shared so many personal things right in this very spot. 

I knew she would come to me. Her energy would settle down right beside me, and I’d feel her calming effect. 

I sat down there for an hour, cal ing to her with my mind. If quantum physicists knew what they were talking about, that would be al  it took to bring her to me. I wanted so desperately for her philosophy, her belief in how the universe worked, to be correct. 

But I couldn’t feel her. 

The only thing I could feel was the warm furbal  named Beast rubbing up against my leg. I watched the cat for a moment. As I ran my fingers through his fur, he arched his back as he raised his eyes to me. 

I’d never had this cat be so friendly to me. I’d never experienced anything other than claws and hissing. As I petted the animal who had always been my adversary, I suddenly felt at peace. When I sat up straight, and withdrew my hand, it hopped up onto my lap. I scratched its cheeks then stopped. He reached up with his paw and tapped me on my chin. 

I chuckled. “Maybe you  are a Buddha and not a Beast.” With its whole body, the cat rubbed against me, reminding me of a loving embrace. It was what I needed. 

I sat there for an hour with that cat—the one who’d never liked me before. My mind was wonderful y quiet, my body stil . With closed eyes, I recognized the serene tranquility al  around me, realizing that Olivia and Einstein were right. 

Energy never ceased to exist. It only changed. 

As I got up, and patted the orange cat who was now my friend one last time, I smiled as my mind connected al  of the things I’d learned. People never died. Only their frail bodies. Olivia was with me. She’d be with me always. Maybe her energy was in the cat now. Maybe it was surrounding me completely, protecting me against the harshness of the world, or perhaps it existed somewhere within me. 

I  found  my  twin  brother  upstairs  reading  a  comic  book  from  the  1980s.  The  time  alone  in  the  bookstore,  made  me  feel  as  though  I  final y understood the words both he and my Olivia spoke. I felt my feelings. I cried my tears. And when I was ready, I decided to carry on. 

She would always be my first love. I might never experience anything like what I felt with her ever again, but I wouldn’t close myself off. I wouldn’t lock myself away forever in grief. It would be hard. Every day would bring a new chal enge, but knowing that she was stil  with me, I could meet those chal enges. 

My life wasn’t over. As I felt the love from and for my Olivia fil  my heart, I knew that my life was just beginning. 





The summer heat hadn’t let up, even as September got underway. I was starting my sophomore year at Northwestern University as a physics and astronomy major, working my way toward two minors—philosophy and history. I’d never liked science much, but now found it to be a perfect fit. 

The beginning of the first year was a bit difficult. It was my first time living away from my childhood home in Lakeside and even though it was only a short drive home, the distance felt significant. It was also the first time I had been away from Aaron. He was al  the way in North Carolina. We hadn’t planned it, but we settled into a habit of cal ing each other once a day. Sometimes there was nothing to talk about, but we didn’t need words to connect. Just knowing he was on the other end was enough. 

I’d started off my freshman year alone. Delaney stil  attended classes here, but I rarely saw her. While we’d been friends back in Lakeside as we re-shelved books at the Barnes & Noble, it didn’t translate to friendship on campus. We were acquaintances. We grabbed coffee a few times, but other than that, it was a wave here or there as we passed each other. 

As the year went on, I made friends. Most of them were people in my program or bandmates. I was a member of the Wildcat Marching Band which was one of the best marching bands in the United States. I auditioned for al  of the drums, and was told I could do any I wanted. Tenor drums offered more diversity than the others, so I chose that. 

Freshman year was fil ed with practice and performances, parties and get-togethers. By November, I felt like I belonged. 

I missed Olivia more than I missed anyone. I stil  spoke to Casey from time to time, but I couldn’t talk to Olivia. Wel , that wasn’t true. I talked to her al  the time. I was pretty sure she answered me. I just couldn’t see her. 

I’d just finished practicing for our pep ral y that was coming up in a few days. Squatting down, I slipped off my drums and retied my shoe. I felt good from the movement. The sun was shining down on me. My decision to get out of bed this morning had been a good one. 

It had been a chal enge today. I’d been up late, messing around online most of the night. When I’d awakened this morning, I felt empty. Olivia’s absence in my life hit me hard and I almost stayed in bed to wal ow in it. 

But when I closed my eyes again, the only thing I could think about was Olivia tel ing me that I may never get over losing her, but I had to do my best to embrace the experience and move on. Thinking hard, my eyes opened again. 

Experiencing her had given me the confidence I now had. She’d let me know that I was worth something. She’d told me that I didn’t have to live in the shadow of my brother. Loving her had awakened the piece of me that had been frozen at birth. I no longer wanted to be cocooned safely within my highly guarded wal s. I wanted to feel the good, the bad, the great, and the average experiences life had to offer. 

While I wanted Olivia to be lying in my bed with me, she was stil  the reason I got up, took a shower, got dressed, and reported to practice every day. 

There were a few people stil  tapping out a rhythm on their drums. After I stretched, I sat down next to my set and beat the rhythm with them. 

“Wow, you’re pretty awesome at drumming.” 

I must’ve been real y into the beat because I hadn’t heard anyone come up. When I glanced toward the sky, the sun shining in my face making me squint, I saw the form of a girl. I stood. She was about half a foot shorter than me. Recognizing the face, I didn’t know her name. She was one of the girls from the color guard that performed with the band. 

My first instinct was to look away, maybe even  turn away. But then the sun caught her hair. She had the most beautiful honey-colored hair. 

“Thanks,” I said, feeling my stomach do a little somersault. 

“You must like to dance then, too, right?” I squinted at her. No one had asked me about dancing since Olivia. My expression must have made her  nervous  because  she  shifted  her  weight  and  flipped  her  hair  over  her  shoulder.  “You  know,  with  that  kind  of  innate  rhythmic  ability,  I  would assume you’d be great at dancing, too.” 

This felt like a defining moment. I could see she was growing more uncomfortable with every silent second, so I pushed myself to speak. “Life’s too short not to dance.” 



As I took the hand she offered, she said, “I’m Hope.” 

I let out a heavy breath. Her name was Hope. With a grin, I said, “What a beautiful name.” As  we  walked  off  the  field  together,  I  silently  thanked  Olivia  for  giving  me  the  strength  to  get  out  of  bed  this  morning.  There  was  a  pang  of sadness as I thought of her, but I was fol owing her philosophy. I had my arms around the experience, embracing it. I would never be   over her, but maybe I was ready to move on. 
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