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Chapter One

 


CALL ME
BLUE. Everyone else does. My birth
certificate says my name is Serena Blue Rivers, but no one calls me
Serena. My grandma Merry named me Blue. Not because I was born blue
or because my eyes were blue, not even because my grandma Merry had
the blues for as long as anyone could remember. She said she named
me Blue because the color blue made her feel free. I didn’t know
what that meant for a long time. As far as I could tell, Grandma
Merry had always been free. She gave me the name Serena too. She
named me Serena Blue, she said, because those were her wishes for
me: freedom and serenity.

When I was about five
years old, my mother Cara told me that the name Serena also meant
“mermaid,” as in la sirena, as in siren.

Stories of mermaids
followed my family like stories of alcoholism or gambling or heroic
deeds followed other families. Only in other families, those
stories were probably true. But mermaids? It was the twenty-first
century. Mermaids only existed in fairy tales. Or on my bedroom
wall.

My mother was a painter.
And she painted mermaids. Even when we lived in Boston with my
father. Actually, it made more sense to paint mermaids when we
lived in Boston, right next to the ocean. My mom left my dad when I
was five and took me back to Santa Fe where she’d grown up, and she
continued to paint mermaids. In the desert.

She was a portrait
painter. She painted portraits of people as mermaids—or mermen. One
tail or two. Your choice. Even though I didn’t like my mother
talking about Old Mermaid Sanctuaries or obsessing about some other
better place to live, I liked the mermaid paintings. I had the
“Welcome home, Serena Blue” mermaid hanging in my room.

My grandmother did not
like mermaids. She had an aversion to them like some people have an
aversion to snakes. She did not like going into my room because of
the Old Mermaid painting on my wall. The mermaid had black hair,
brown skin, and a shiny blue tail that somehow glowed night-sky
blue in the dark. The mermaid held a sign in front of her breasts
that read, “Welcome home, Serena Blue.” My mother had painted the
mermaid when she was pregnant with me. The sign had read, “Welcome
home” until my grandma named me, and then my mother filled in the
words “Serena Blue.”

The mermaid on my wall was
not a young mermaid. Or a little one. Her shoulder length hair
flipped up at the end, and her green eyes were wild-looking. Her
entire expression was wild—as if any moment she was going to leap,
swim, or dive off that canvas into my room and take me on some kind
of adventure.

My mother told me that
when she was a girl, her mother—Grandma Merry—used to whisper
stories about the ocean to her late at night. Mom would wake up to
find her mother leaning over her, spilling stories into her ear,
stories about mermaids and Old Mermaid Sanctuaries that were hidden
in plain sight all over the world.

“These are places where
people like you and me could live, baby girl,” Grandma Merry told
her. “Where we could thrive, where other people like us live—people
who are still wild, who are still connected to the great Old Sea
and all the wild things. We could go to an Old Mermaid Sanctuary,
baby girl, and be welcomed and never have to change our ways to be
like everyone else, to fit in like a book on a shelf where all the
books are the same shape, size, and color and when you open any of
them they all tell the same story. Old Mermaid Sanctuaries are
places where beauty, love, and magic still hold sway, where old is
beautiful and young is becoming.”

My mother would smile and
kiss her mother and whisper, “old is beautiful and young is
becoming,” as she fell back to sleep.

My mother loved those
stories. She told them to me as I was growing up. My grandma
stopped telling them to my mother when Mom was about five, and now
Grandma Merry didn’t remember ever telling stories to my mother or
anyone else.

I didn’t mind the mermaids
when my grandfather was alive. Sometimes Grandpa and I would sit in
the plaza watching the people go by. He’d nod to this woman or that
man and say something like, “I bet she’s from the Old Sea. You can
tell by the glitter in her hair.” Or, “He’s definitely from the Old
Sea. I heard bells when he walked by. Did you hear
them?”

I always said, “Yes, of
course, didn’t everyone?” even when I wasn’t sure I’d seen or heard
anything.

Grandpa only talked about
the mermaids when Grandma wasn’t around. We all knew Grandma didn’t
want to hear any fairy tales about mermaids, especially fairy tales
where she was a main character.

One hot summer day when I
was about ten, Grandpa and I sat in the plaza watching the tourists
lean over hand-made jewelry Native American artists had spread out
under the portal at the Palace of the Governors. The sky was more
blue than I had ever seen it.

I asked my grandpa about
the Old Mermaid Sanctuaries.

“Why’s Mom always looking
for them?” I asked. “Grandma says they’re not real.”

“Your mom has always been
restless,” he said, “ever since we took her away from the sea.
That’s where she was born, you know. And your grandma, too. I was
just an old fisherman who lucked into this family, although some
would say it wasn’t luck; it was downright thievery.”

“Because you stole
grandma’s heart?” I asked.

Grandpa grinned. “You were
always a quick one,” he said. “No, I didn’t steal her heart. I
stole her tail.”

“What?”

“You can’t tell your
grandma that I ever mentioned this,” he said. “Or your
momma.”

I agreed.

“Where we lived on the
coast, in Bandon, Oregon, the mermaids sometimes came ashore,
usually during the full or dark moons, and they’d dance and sing on
the beach. They’d step out of their tails—most of them had two—like
you and I would step out of our clothes. Only it was different.
Hard to explain. It was a sight to see, I tell you. It seemed like
all the colors in the world came alive on that sand. And the air
had a kind of strange electricity in it. You just knew that
anything was possible. After they took off their tails, they’d lay
them on the sand, as though to dry them out, or display them for
all the world to see. Oh, Blue, they were so beautiful.

“I liked your grandma. I
liked the way she laughed and danced. So one day I sneaked down to
the beach and picked her tail up off the sand and I took it! She
asked for it back. But I said no. I probably would have given it
back, but she kissed me, or I kissed her. I’m not blaming her. I’m
just saying we kind of forgot about her tail, at least I did. Her
sister mermaids went back to the ocean and she came home with
me.”

“What happened to her
tail?” I asked.

“I hid it,” Grandpa said.
He shook his head. “Wasn’t a nice thing to do. I guess I was afraid
she’d leave me if she found it.”

“But she loves you,
Grandpa,” I said. Sadness darkened my grandfather’s
eyes.

He shook his head. “It was
wrong. So much happened though, and I just forgot about it. Forgot
to tell her where it was.”

“You can tell her
now.”

He looked at me and
smiled. “I don’t think I remember any more where it is.”

“That proves it, Grandpa,”
I said. I pinched his arm.

“Proves what?”

“If you can’t remember
something, then it was a lie to begin with,” I said. “That’s what
Grandma always says.”

He shrugged and looked
away from me. “Must be right if Grandma said it. Grandma is a very
wise person.”

That was the last time
Grandpa and I sat in the plaza together. He got sick soon after and
died a year or more later. About then I told Mom I didn’t want to
go on any more Old Mermaid Sanctuary hunting trips.

My friends went to places
like Yellowstone Park and Disneyland on their vacations. I went to
the Serpent Mound in Ohio or the Black Hills in South Dakota or
some tiny town that had a beautiful three-tiered waterfall in it.
Or a small coastal town in Maine. I guess those were interesting
places. When I say it out loud, it sounds interesting. But I didn’t
want interesting. I wanted not to feel my mother’s restlessness.
She wasn’t at home in this desert; I wasn’t at home in my body. I
never had been and when I started to become a teenager, I felt even
less at home.

So Mom kept going a
wanderin’, she called it. But I spent more of my vacations in
Boston with Dad. For a couple years at least. That was all right. I
hung out at the big old Central Library while Dad worked. I met his
various honeys. My dad and I liked each other, I guess, in our way,
at least when I was younger.

When I started high
school, Mom stopped looking for the Old Mermaid Sanctuaries. She
seemed to settle into her life in Santa Fe just as I started
getting more and more unsettled.

I missed Grandpa. After he
died, I noticed that Grandma Merry and my mother got on each
other’s nerves. Mom said it was like they were water and
sand.

“Don’t you mean oil and
water?” I asked when she told me this.

She shook her head. “No,
water and sand. When we’re together everything gets muddy. I know
it’s hard for you to understand because you and I get along so
well.”

I laughed.

“What?” she said. “Don’t
you think we get along? I listen to you. You can tell me things.
Right?”

“Okay, Mom,” I said. It
was too much trouble to burst any of her many fantasy-life
balloons.

“You know you can tell me
anything, right?” she asked again. She kept trying to look into my
eyes. I looked away from her and kept laughing. A nervous habit of
mine—laughing at strange times.

“Sure, Mom,” I said. “I
can tell you anything.”

You won’t listen, but I
guess I could tell you anything.

“At least your life has
been an adventure,” Mom said. “Not many kids can say that. Never a
dull moment.”

“You’re right about that,
Mom.”

An adventure. That was how
Mom viewed our life. I saw it as a never-ending quest for me to be
comfortable in my own skin.

High school wasn’t awful.
I wasn’t the belle of the ball or anything, but I had friends:
Kaitlin and Jordan. I even had a boyfriend: Stephen.

I could write pages about
Stephen. Maybe even a book. He was gorgeous. Tall, dark, and
handsome, like someone in a fairy tale. Only, really, he was
tall, pale, and
handsome. I met him on the Plaza one afternoon. I was there with my
art class, but I was alone, sketching, by the Palace of the
Governors, when he came and stood in front of me.

“Care to sketch me?” he
asked.

I didn’t say anything.
Mostly because I couldn’t think of what to say. He smiled and kind
of ducked his head. Then he said, “I’ve been looking for you, you
know.”

“Me?”

He nodded. “I’m new in
town and I wanted you to show me around. I knew as soon as I saw you that you were
the one.”

I said, “Well, the library
is over there.” I pointed. “And the mountains are over there.” I
pointed again. “The acequia madre—the mother ditch—is a couple
blocks that way. And the famous Santa Fe sky is above
us.”

I had meant to be clever,
but as soon as I said it all I felt like an idiot. I was so
embarrassed I started to laugh. He laughed too.

“Ask a stupid question,
get a stupid answer,” he said.

I continued to
laugh.

“I must be getting old,”
he said. “That line always used to work.”

I smiled. Now I really
felt stupid.

“You mean you aren’t new
in town?”

“That depends,” he said.
“I’ve lived here for ten years, but I’m new to you.” He held out
his hand. “Let’s start over. My name is Stephen Johnson, and I’ll
try not to be such an idiot next time we meet.”

Next time?

I shook his hand. As soon
as my skin touched his, I felt at home with him—like he was what I
had been waiting for. I had felt so uncomfortable, so off-balance
most of my life. You know what I mean? When Stephen and I first
touched, I knew where I belonged. I belonged with him.

“I’m Serena Blue Rivers,”
I said. I hesitated and then I said what I always said, “Everyone
calls me Blue.”

He nodded. “Would you like
to go out with me, Serena Blue Rivers?”

“Uh, sure,” I
said.

I said yes before I asked
my mother. Later when I told her he was a senior at another school,
she wasn’t too thrilled. That meant he was older than I was, plus
she didn’t know his parents. She said she had to meet him first, so
he came over to the house. After that, she agreed that I could go
out with him. I could tell she didn’t like him. She didn’t say
anything, but I knew.

He took me to dinner and a
movie that first time. I had never had a date like that before.
Usually it was just me and my friends, girls and boys. Stephen
picked me up in his little red car, came to the door and got me,
and then drove us to a restaurant. A Mexican restaurant.

Once we started eating he
said, “I should have asked you where you wanted to eat. You
probably get sick of Mexican food.”

“This is good,” I
said.

“I mean because you
probably get Mexican food all the time,” he said. “I’m new at this.
I’ve never gone out with a Mexican before.”

“I’m not Mexican,” I
said.

“Really?” he said. “I
thought you were.”

“My father’s ancestors
were from this area,” I said, “back when it was Mexico.”

“Oh, sorry,” he said. “I
thought you were. You’re so dark. And beautiful, of course. Does
that mean you’re Mexican-American? All legal and
everything?”

“I guess,” I said.
“Although my grandmother was a mermaid captured by my grandfather,
so I guess technically she’s not legal.”

“Really?”

“That’s the family story,”
I said.

He shrugged. “It’s a good
thing I didn’t take you to a fish place then,” he said. “We might
have accidentally eaten one of your relatives.”

I laughed.

That’s how we started.
Everything was good. I loved going places with him. People always
watched us. Especially the girls. I guessed they wished they were
with someone like Stephen, but he had chosen me. Me, me, me. I
loved it. And I loved him.

It was perfect except for
one little thing. Sometimes Stephen didn’t realize his own
strength. We would be kidding around—roughhousing he called it—and
he’d do something that hurt. He didn’t mean it; it just happened.
“You’re such a girl,” he’d say and laugh. “That’s right,” I’d say.
“Remember that.” A couple of times he was joking around and he
pushed me, and I fell down. He felt really bad about that. He
slugged me in the shoulder once, and I told him he had to remember
I wasn’t his brother or one of his guy friends: He couldn’t hit me,
even if he was only goofing around.

“I’ll try to remember,” he
said. “But when I’m having so much fun with you, I forget. I
promise I’ll do better.” Then he wrestled me to the ground and
kissed me.

Everything seemed like a
fairy tale, for months. Then after school one day, something
happened. He was supposed to pick me up in front of the school.
When he didn’t show up I went looking for him. I found his car in
the parking lot but not him. I looked all over. I finally decided
to walk around the school. I saw him over by the maintenance
shed.

At first I didn’t think it
was him. I saw a boy kissing a girl. Eva Rodriquez. I knew her
right away. We had never been friends. She used to threaten to beat
me up when we were in middle school. My heart started racing. It
couldn’t be Stephen.

I felt like I was going to
throw up.

It couldn’t be
him.

Eva opened her eyes. Saw
me. She kept kissing the boy.

They shifted a little as
they pressed against one another and I saw that it was him.
Stephen.

I stumbled back and ran
away.

My heart was beating so
loud in my ears I thought someone was playing the drums nearby. I
hurried home. Ran most of the way. What an idiot I had been to
believe someone like Stephen would ever want to be with someone
like me. Eva was such a beautiful girl.

My grandma and Mom were at
home when I got there, sitting at the table drinking coffee. The
kitchen smelled of cinnamon and chiles.

“What’s wrong,
sweetheart?” Mom asked. She got up and came over to me.

I wiped away my tears with
the palms of my hands. Too late to pretend nothing was
wrong.

“I saw Stephen making out
with another girl,” I said.

I began crying harder and
louder. Mom put her arms around me.

“I’m so sorry, honey,” she
said. “I know that must hurt.”

I pulled away from her. I
didn’t like when she was empathetic, when she pretended to
understand what I was going through.

“Just because Daddy
cheated on you doesn’t mean every man is a cheater,” I said.
“Grandpa didn’t cheat on Grandma.”

“What? Where did that come
from?” Mom asked.

“I’m just saying,” I said.
“Grandpa didn’t cheat on you, did he?” I asked Grandma
Merry.

She looked at me and
pressed her lips together.

“No, I don’t think he
did,” she said. “But I don’t know. After a while, I hardly noticed
him. He was like this door I could never open.”

“What?” I
asked.

“What?” my mom
asked.

“Is there anything we can
do?” Grandma Merry asked. She looked at me and then at my
mom.

“Mom, you’re too young to
start losing your marbs,” Mom said.

“I’m not losing anything,”
she said. “My goal is to find all that was lost.”

“Oh geez, Mom,” my mother
said.

“This is about Blue,”
Grandma Merry said. “What can we do?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I
should have punched the girl.”

“Yes, that would have made
everything better,” Mom said.

“This boy is trouble,”
Grandma Merry said. “He is no good.”

“Grandma,” I said, “you
don’t know him.”

Someone knocked on the
door.

I shook my head. Mom
shrugged and went to answer it.

“So you want to hurt this
girl?” Grandma Merry said. “Is that how you solve problems? Sounds
like you’re in a gang. Is that girl in a gang? Gangs are trouble,
Serena Blue. They’re trouble.”

“No, Grandma, I’m not in a
gang.”

“Besides, why don’t you
want to hit him?” she asked. “Why are you so mad at the other
girl?”

“Because I’ve never liked
her,” I said.

Grandma laughed. “Okay,
then.”

I heard Stephen’s voice.
Grandma heard it too. We both got quiet and listened.

“Please, I want to explain
to her what happened,” he said.

I didn’t hear what my
mother said, but a moment later, Stephen and my mother came into
the kitchen. My stomach lurched. My heart skipped a beat. I wished
so much I hadn’t seen him kissing Eva. I wanted to go back to what
my life had been twenty minutes ago. My mother stood by the fridge
with her hands on her hips. My grandmother sat at the
table.

Stephen said, “I’m so
sorry, Blue. Can I talk to you alone?” He looked at my mother. “Can
I talk to her alone, Cara?”

My mom bristled. I could
tell she didn’t like him using her first name.

Stephen must have noticed,
too, because he said, “I’ll make it right, ma’am.”

Stephen reached for my
hand. I didn’t let him have it. I brushed by him and left the
kitchen.

“Don’t be long,” Mom
called. “It’s a school night and you’ve got chores to
do.”

I went outside and stood
near Stephen’s car. He followed. The air was dry and still. A crow
flew overhead, its wings whoosh, whoosh, whooshing as it went
by.

“I’m so sorry you saw me
with Eva,” he said. “It wasn’t what you think. I was putting
something away for Jolly. You know Jolly. The maintenance guy. He
used to work at my school. I saw him here and we got to
talking.”

I didn’t know Jolly.
Didn’t care about Jolly.

I folded my arms across my
chest. I wanted there to be an explanation. I wanted my heart not
to be breaking.

“Anyway, I guess Eva
followed me. She kissed me. We used to date and it felt familiar,
so I kissed her back.”

“You could have pushed her
away,” I said.

“Hey, I’m a guy,” he said.
“She kissed me and I kissed her back and then I thought of you and
I pushed her away. That’s when I saw you running away. I promise.”
He held up his right hand. “Nothing else is going on. I’m so over
her. She means nothing to me.”

I looked into his eyes. He
smiled. He had the most beautiful convincing smile.

Could I believe
him?

I had to.

I couldn’t imagine being
without him.

He leaned against his car
and reached for my hands. This time I let him have them. He pulled
me to him and wrapped his arms around me. I closed my eyes and
listened to his heartbeat.

“I didn’t mean to lie to
you,” he said. “I don’t know why I did.”

I looked up at him. “Lie
to me?”

“I said I’d never dated a
Mexican,” he said. “Eva was my first. But I thought she was
Filipino.”

Sometimes he said the
strangest things.

“When did you break up
with her?” I asked.

“A few months ago,” he
said. Stephen and I had been going out for almost six months. I
tried to pull away from him. He held me tighter. I looked up at
him.

“I know, I know,” he said.
“But it’s only you now, baby Blue. Just you.” He leaned down and
kissed me. “Let’s go for a ride. I really need you now.”

“I can’t,” I said. “You
heard my mother.”

He moaned, kissed me, and
let me go.

“See you when I see you
then,” he said.

He got in his car and
drove away. I wondered if he was going to find Eva.

I went back into the
house. Grandma Merry and Mom were both sitting at the
table.

“What do you see in him?”
Mom asked.

“Why don’t you like him?”
I asked.

She shook her head. “I
don’t want to push you into his arms by telling you what I don’t
like.”

“He cheated on you, for
one,” Grandma Merry said.

“He didn’t!”

“Have you had sex with
him?” Mom asked. “He’s probably having sex with the other
girl.”

Why would she say such a
thing?

I felt my face turn red. I
had to bite my lip to keep from crying.

“That’s my private
business,” I said. I turned to leave. Mom grabbed my
hand.

“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Sit down. Talk with us.”

I pulled out a chair and
sat at the table with them.

“He doesn’t seem very
respectful of you,” Mom said.

Grandma looked out the
window. She was “gone.” She had lost interest in the conversation.
She did that. She’d be in the room with us or I’d be on the phone
with her and suddenly she’d go away.

“Stephen is respectful,” I
said. “And I haven’t had sex with him.”

I had almost asked, “what
is your definition of sex?” But I knew that would open up a whole
other can of worms.

Stephen wanted to have sex
with me. Lately, most of our conversations seemed to revolve around
him wanting me to do something sexual to him. I wasn’t sure why I
kept saying no, but I did. I mean, I loved him, so why didn’t I
just do what he wanted?

My grandma looked away
from the window and back at us.

“Blue likes this boy
because he’s pretty,” Grandma said. “You feel rootless and homeless
so your daughter feels rootless and homeless. Now she has found
herself a pretty boy. Everyone admires her. The other girls want to
be her. She’s never experienced that before.”

I stared at Grandma Merry.
Sometimes she was long gone and other times she could see right to
the truth. Even if it wasn’t a truth I wanted anyone else to
know.

“It’s more than that,” I
said. “I feel safe with him.”

“Safe?” Mom said. She
frowned. “What do you mean?”

“When I’m with him, I feel
like there’s no one else in the world but us,” I said, “like I’m
pretty and interesting.”

“But you are pretty and
interesting,” Mom said.

I laughed and wiped my
eyes before any tears fell down my cheeks.

“You’re my mother,” I
said. “You see me through momma eyes.” I looked at my grandmother.
“And grandma eyes. Most of the time I feel like nothing and nobody.
Like I don’t have control over anything.” I shook my head. “You
wouldn’t understand.”

Mom squeezed my
hand.

And then out of the blue,
apropos of nothing, Grandma Merry said, “Warren’s sister Geraldine
died last month.”

Mom and I looked at her.
She didn’t say anything else.

Finally Mom said, “I’m
sorry she died, Mom.”

“She’s your aunt,” Grandma
Merry said. “Blue’s great aunt.”

Mom looked at me and
rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the genealogy lesson, Mom. I don’t
think I ever met her. And we were talking about Blue and how she’s
feeling.”

“That’s all right,” I
said. “Let’s forget about me.”

“Geraldine has left her
house on the Oregon coast to us,” Grandma Merry said. “It was
Warren’s house. I mean the one he grew up in. There’s some land,
too.”

“She
left it to us?” Mom said. “Don’t you mean she left it to you?”

Grandma Merry shook her
head. “No. She left it to Merry, Cara, and Serena Blue Rivers. The
will stipulates that we have to go to Bandon and claim the
property, even if we want to sell it. If we don’t go within three
months, the land and house will then be donated to the state
government to do with it what they will.”

“Do all three of us have
to go?” Mom asked.

Grandma shrugged. “I’m not
sure.” She looked at us. “But why don’t we go anyway, all three of
us? School will be over in a week. Let’s go claim our
inheritance.”

“But, Mom, you hate the
ocean,” Mom said.

Grandma Merry looked at
her daughter. “What makes you think that?”

“Because you told me you
do!” She looked at me. “If I go, will you go?”

“You mean I actually have
a choice?” I asked.

“That’s a good question,”
Mom said. “I’ll have to think about that.”

“I already bought the
tickets,” Grandma Merry said. “And I’ll lose a lot of money if we
cancel.” She pushed away from the table. “So really,” she said,
“neither one of you has a choice. I’m the eldest and the wisest,
and I’ve decreed we’re going.”

“Mom!” my mother said.
“You can’t do that.”

“I just did,” she said. “I
don’t ask either of you for much, and this is
important.”

“It’s probably some dumpy
cottage that’s falling into the sea,” Mom said. “Probably not worth
anything.”

“Maybe not,” Grandma Merry
said, “but I want to go and I want my daughter and granddaughter to
come with me. You don’t have to stay long, either of
you.”

“Don’t you mean ‘we’ don’t
have to stay long?” Mom asked. “You’re not staying there, are
you?”

“Of course not,” Grandma
Merry said. She shook her head. “Remember, I hate the
ocean.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


I WAITED TWO
days before I told Stephen I was leaving for
Oregon. I don’t know why I waited. I guess I was afraid he would go
running back to Eva. He picked me up from school and we drove down
Cerrillos to a fast food place Stephen liked. Before we got out of
the car, I said, “I’m flying to Bandon, Oregon right after school
gets out. A relative died and she left us a house.”

“When will you be back?”
he asked.

“A week,” I said. “Maybe
two. I don’t know for sure. But you and I have almost a week before
I leave. We can be together until then.”

“Baby Blue, I’m
graduating,” he said. “I’ve got things to do.”

“I can come to your
graduation,” I said.

He shook his head. “No,
that’s family crap,” he said.

“I’d be all right with
that.”

“You’re not getting it,”
he said. “I’m going to be partying for the next week.”

“And I can’t come to those
parties with you?”

“I don’t think your mom
would let you,” he said. “Besides, it’s just going to be my buddies
and me. We’ve been planning this for four years.”

“You and the guys,” I
said. “Isn’t that a little—”

He grabbed my left hand
and bent back my thumb, hard. I yelled.

“Isn’t it a little what?”
he asked.

“Stephen! You’re breaking
my thumb!” The pain made me cry. Which I hated to do. Especially in
front of someone.

Stephen threw my hand away
from him.

“What is wrong with you?”
I asked.

“I didn’t like what you
were going to say,” he said.

“I was going to say ‘isn’t
that a little boring,’ just you and the guys,” I said. “I’d be
bored with just my friends.” Not that I had seen my friends much
lately. I spent most of my free time with Stephen. The only times I
saw Kaitlin and Jordan any more was in the two classes we had
together.

I shook my hand. My thumb
was starting to throb.

“Oh,” he said. “I thought
you were going to say it was a little gay, to be going out with the
guys.”

“What are you talking
about?” I wiped the tears off my cheeks. My thumb hurt, and I
didn’t understand what had just happened.

“Even if I was going to
say that,” I said, “that’s no reason to break my thumb.”

“I didn’t break your
thumb.” He reached for my hand and I pulled away.

“Let me look at it,” he
said.

“No.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I
didn’t mean it. My brother is always calling me gay. While he’s
beating the crap out of me.”

“I want to go home,” I
said.

“Let me get some ice for
your thumb,” he said. “That always helps my bruises.”

He got out of the car and
went into the restaurant. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and
started to call my mother. She’d come get me. Wherever I was,
whatever was happening, she would come get me.

I stared at the
phone.

And then she would never
let me see Stephen again.

I put the phone
away.

Stephen returned with a
bag of ice. He gently put my hand in it.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch,” I
said.

“I’m so sorry, baby Blue,”
he said. “I guess I’ve been feeling frustrated. You’re the last one
I wanted to take it out on.”

He had tears in his
eyes.

“I’m so, so sorry,” he
said again. “I love you. I wouldn’t ever want to hurt you. I can’t
believe I did that.”

“You love me?” I
asked.

“Of course I love you,” he
said. “Why do you think I get so upset?”

“It doesn’t sound like you
love me,” I said. “I’m leaving in a week and you’re going to be
with your friends instead of me.”

“I’m a loyal person,” he
said. “I promised them.” He shrugged. “You wouldn’t want me to
break my promises, would you? How’s the ice on your hand? Should
your new name be Black and Blue baby?”

He laughed. I
smiled.

“And I’m not a homophobe,”
he said. “I don’t want you to think I am. Don’t tell your mom. I
know she’s one of those old hippies who thinks we should love each
other and get along with everyone.”

“My mother is too young to
be a hippie,” I said. “Maybe my grandparents were. I don’t know.
Anyway, I’m not going to tell my mother anything.”

“Promise?” he
asked.

“I promise,” I
said.

“What happens between us
is between us,” he said. “Right? It’s our world and no one else is
welcome in it.”

“It’s between us,” I
said.

We stayed at the fast food
joint and got something to eat. By the time Stephen drove me home,
the swelling had gone down in my thumb. I hoped my mother wouldn’t
notice.

“You got a story about
your hand for your mom?” Stephen asked when we parked in front of
the house.

“I’ll think of something,”
I said.

“Baby Blue, I won’t see
you for a while,” he said. “I’ll miss you.” He kissed me. He was
gentle, his lips were soft. Butterflies tickled my stomach. He
whispered in my ear. “Come on. It’s dark. No one will see.” He took
my hand and pushed it down on his crotch.

“Ouch,” I said. “My hand
still hurts.”

“Okay,” he said.
“Okay.”

He moved away from me and
unzipped his pants.

“It’ll feel so good,” he
said. He put his hand on the back of my head and tried to push my
head down toward his lap.

“Come on, baby,” he
said.

I elbowed his hand away.
This was not the first time he had tried this.

“Please,” he said. “It’s
because of you that I’m so frustrated. You’re so
beautiful.”

“Anyone could walk by,” I
said. “I’ve got to go.”

He let go of me and zipped
up his pants.

“I’ll see you when I see
you then,” he said. He looked away from me.

“Stephen,” I
said.

“Get out,” he said. “I’ll
see you when you get back.”

“You don’t have to be such
an asshole,” I said. I jerked the car door open and got out. I
slammed the door shut and the car squealed away. I didn’t know if I
wanted to cry or scream.

My mom was sitting at the
kitchen table when I came into the house.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
She got up and came over to me. She put her arms around me. “Are
you all right?”

I nodded and pulled away
after a bit. “I fell,” I said, “on those steps. We should get them
fixed. I hurt my thumb.”

I held out my hand, and
she looked at it.

“You sure seem to be
falling a lot lately,” she said. “Here, let me find you some
arnica. Anything else going on?”

I shook my head. “No,” I
said. “I’m just tired.”

She looked at me for a
second. I stared back at her. She went to the cupboard, opened it,
and got down the arnica bottle.

 


THE LAST FEW
days of school were filled with nothing. We never
did anything the last week of school. It was always a complete
waste of time. And Stephen didn’t call me. I didn’t call him
either. I wanted to. I wanted to call him more than anything. I
wanted to apologize for making him angry. I knew he had trouble
with his parents and his brother. I knew they were pressuring him
to go away to college and he didn’t want to leave me. I should have
kept my mouth shut.

I kept thinking about my
last conversation with Stephen. I ran it over and over in my mind.
If I had only done what he wanted. What was the big deal? It was a
biological urge he needed satisfied. A stress releaser. If I loved
him, I would want to touch him, be with him. That’s what he always
said. I did love him.

Whenever he started
pressuring me, I heard my mother’s voice in my head. “Don’t do
anything before you’re ready. And even if you think you’re ready,
think about it. Sex is a great and beautiful thing and it changes
everything. Sometimes it changes things for the better and
sometimes for the worse. It’s very intimate.”

“Yes, Mom,” I said the
first time she said this to me. “It’s the very definition of
intimate, isn’t it?” I grinned.

She ignored my attempt at
humor. She said, “And if someone ever tries to force you to do
something you don’t want to do, there is something very wrong with
them.”

So that meant something
was very wrong with me, too, because I loved that person,
right?

Friday night after the
last day of school, Kaitlin called and asked if I would go to a
party with her and Jordan. I didn’t want to go, but it was on the
other side of town, and I figured Stephen might be there. So I
agreed to go.

When I got off the phone
with Kaitlin, Mom asked, “Was that Stephen?” She was sitting on the
couch reading a book.

I shook my head. “Kaitlin.
We’re going to a party. Is that all right?”

My mom glanced up at me.
“You look like you could use a party,” she said. “No drinking,
smoking, or doing drugs.”

I nodded. “Okay.” How
about sex? Could I have sex?

“I’m glad to see you’re
going out with your friends,” she said. “Boyfriends come and go,
but girlfriends are forever.”

“Did you get that off a
greeting card?” I asked. I sat on the couch next to her.

She laughed.

“I don’t see you going out
with your friends,” I said. “Do you have any friends?”

“Of course I do,” she
said. “There’s Butterfly and Sherry, you remember Sherry. And
Melissa.”
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