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Part 1

 



Chapter 1. Melody

 


Winter 2006

 


The girl's restroom is cold, dark and empty.
I feel like I'm trespassing. Even the faint scent of cigarette
smoke mixed with fruity body spray feels forbidden, and it's how
this bathroom always smells. I'm here because I hate to pee in the
company of others, and when you're in high school public peeing is
an everyday reality. Not tonight. Tonight I refuse to suffer in any
way, shape or form. So I told Axel I'd be back shortly, and I snuck
up to the English hallway, away from the noise and hustle of the
school dance. Here I can pee and primp in peace.

I flush the toilet, straighten my dress, exit
the stall, and admire myself in the grimy mirror above the sink.
All my effort and suffering has paid off. The hours spent working
at Subway to buy this dress, the strategic flirting with the most
popular boy in school, the lying to my mom about what I was doing
tonight—it's all been worth it. Finally I will no longer just be
academically successful. Tonight is the beginning of my social
success as well. But even more importantly, if all goes well, I'll
have a boyfriend I can count on, and maybe even love.

I take one more appreciative glance at my
expensive black strapless gown that, combined with my ultra high
heels, makes me look like a slightly shorter Audrey Hepburn. I
check that my dark hair is secure in what's supposed to look like a
loose upsweep that took no time, and head out to find Axel. I'm
startled to discover him standing right outside the bathroom, by
the water fountain.

"Hey," I say with a smile. "How did you know
I was up here? Did you follow me?"

"I figured you wanted me to follow you." He
steps closer to me, and I can smell the liquor on his breath. When
did he have a chance to drink? Was it just now, or had he been
drinking before he picked me up? I don't have much time to
contemplate because in a moment he is kissing me. Softly at first,
but then his tongue is in my mouth, his slobber is on my lips. I
turn my head to the side.

"Let's go down to the gym," I manage to
squeak out.

He presses into me. "Why? Aren't we having
fun right here?"

I play along with a little laugh but gently
push him away, creating some space between us. "Well sure, but
there's plenty of time for this later. I want to dance." And I want
the rest of the school to see me dancing with you, I silently add
to myself.

"High school dances are over-rated," he says.
"I want to be alone with you."

He grabs me and kisses me again. At first I
kiss him back, wondering if this is what passion is supposed to
feel like. But his tongue goes so deep down my throat that I begin
to gag, and the smell of his breath does not help. I wiggle out of
his arms.

"Axel, slow down."

He smiles like he knows some wicked secret.
"Don't tell me you're not up for this. You pretend to be all prissy
and shit, but I read your notes."

It's true, I did write him sexy notes, ones
filled with ideas I got from studying endless copies of
Cosmo—articles like "How to Drive Him Crazy in Bed," or "His
Pleasure Zones (and there are more of them than you think!)." The
last note I wrote said, "I need some of your frontal friction to
heat up my hot spot." They all said something like that. Anyway, I
would slip these notes into his locker during passing time after
second hour. Then I would see him fifth hour, where we sit next to
each other in History. He would whisper all sorts of things to me,
and I would bat my eyes and giggle, although sometimes I couldn't
hear or completely get what he was saying. Honestly, I wasn't even
always one hundred percent sure of what my notes meant as I was
writing them. I am a virgin after all. But I was just playing,
flirting really. That's what flirting is.

Then he started asking me out. Other girls
would have been thrilled with his requests, but I knew better. When
he'd suggest that we meet up after a game, or go for a drive
together after school, I would just grin and shake my head, and
tell him I was busy. I do have standards, by the way, and my
refusal to simply answer a booty-call was finally rewarded when,
after several weeks, he asked me to the Valentine's Day dance. Such
an invitation proves he not only likes me, but respects me as well.
Me, Melody Madsen is going out with Axel Radcliffe, star basketball
player and everyone's favorite guy. My stock has gone way up.

Except now things have gotten a little out of
control. So I take a deep breath to compose myself, and turn away.
I figure if I don't answer but make it clear I'm walking down to
the dance, he'll have to follow. Then things will get back on
track.

I hear him behind me as he catches up.
Suddenly his hand is on my arm and he yanks it, hard, forcing me to
turn towards him.

"Ouch! Don't do that!"

His face contorts with aggression and flushes
to a deeper shade of red. "Then stop being such a goddamn tease!
You know I only asked you here because of those notes."

He captures my body and squashes his mouth
into mine; this time he isn't even a little bit gentle. "Come on,"
he mutters after he comes up for air, "haven't you always wanted to
do it here at school? I sure have."

"No," I say.

He doesn't listen. Instead his mouth covers
mine again, and his hands cover my breasts. First they are above
the fabric of my dress, but soon they are beneath it. Then he pulls
my dress completely down, leaving me exposed due to the unfortunate
ease of removing a strapless gown.

He stops kissing me and buries his face in my
chest. I feel bile rising from my stomach and tears squirting from
my eyes. There are two things I pride myself on never doing—crying
and puking—and I'm about to do both at once. But then I feel this
push from inside me, and I realize it's my own strength.

"I said no!" I yell, and kick him squarely in
the balls. He gasps in pain and I begin to run, pulling my dress
back up as I go. I don't run towards the dance, to the safety of a
crowd. That would be the obvious choice, the smart direction to
choose. But instinct or my gut or some unnamed force propels me the
opposite way down the hall, and I have only moments to escape.

Because he recovers quickly. "You bitch!" he
yells, and runs in my direction. Even in pain he's quite the
athlete, and soon he's close enough to tackle me, forcing me to the
floor. His hand covers my mouth, but I scream through it anyway, a
muffled scream swallowed with fear and nausea. He climbs on top of
me, tugging my dress back down, and I think, This is it. This is
really going to happen.

Then, like magic, his weight is no longer
pressed against me. He's been lifted away, and I open my eyes to
see light from a classroom spilling out into the darkened hallway.
Mr. Linden's classroom. We are in front of Mr. Linden's classroom,
and Mr. Linden has grabbed Axel and shoved him against a wall.

"What the hell are you doing?" he cries, as
he shoves Axel again, banging his head and perhaps punching him in
the stomach. I can't quite tell. Then he lets go of Axel and comes
over to me. Too late I grab my torn dress to cover myself. Mr.
Linden looks away but I know what he saw. And I realize I don't
care, because in the space of a moment I have discovered what this
night is actually about. Tonight is about destiny; it is destiny
that drove me towards Mr. Linden's door. I'll be tied to him
forever.

"Are you okay?" he asks.

Instantly a fresh batch of tears surface, and
they are much more passionate then any I have yet to cry. It's just
- I can't remember the last time anyone has cared enough to ask me
if I'm okay.

 


 



Chapter 2. Samantha

 


Early spring, 2006

 


When I was three years old, a miracle
happened. It wasn't quite on the level of seas parting or water
turning to wine, but within my own personal context, it was
definitely epic. My dad took me to see my first movie, Cinderella,
and I discovered a more perfect and entertaining version of the
world, reflected off that giant silver screen. From that moment on,
real life just couldn't compete, and I began to watch whatever my
parents would permit me to see.

I'll admit it: occasionally I like to pretend
that my life is a movie, and that I'm the star. No problem feels
insurmountable if I'm humming a heart-rousing movie soundtrack in
my mind. No conversation is too painful or awkward if I can utter a
truly quotable line. And no mistake is too asinine if I can imagine
an audience's sympathetic laughter at my ineptitude. This used to
work for me all the time, but lately, not so much.

You see, there are very few leading ladies
over thirty-five. I think it's quite unfair. There's such a double
standard in Hollywood when it comes to age and gender. Harrison
Ford is almost twenty years older than Julia Ormand in
Sabrina, and it's a barely mentionable plot point. Yet, in
Prime, nearly forty-year-old Uma Thurman falls for some guy
in his twenties, and that's what the movie is about.

Anyway, no, I've haven't been preoccupied
with this inequality for my whole life, and I realize there are far
more serious concerns to devote my energy to, like curing cancer,
ending world hunger, and stopping global warming. However, this
particular issue hits close to home since I myself married a man
ten years my junior. That sort of thing doesn't happen in movies,
and neither does the following:

 


1. Peoples' eyes immediately darting to my
belly whenever I tell them about my sudden wedding. Since my belly
is naturally a little bloated, their eyes stay there slightly
longer than is comfortable or even decent, in an effort to
ascertain whether my belly is in fact, any larger than normal.

 


2. After deciding that it's impossible to
tell whether or not I'm pregnant just by looking at me, they are
left with a decision—are they going to be blunt, or indirect? Most
people take the latter route, and say things like, "Wow, that's
great! You must be so excited to start a family?" But I actually
respect directness more, like when my dad said, "Sam. Tell me you
married him because you wanted to, and not out of some false
nobility that you've never even had."

 


3. Bad as these questions may be, at the end
of the day I'm haunted with another question that nobody has been
rude enough to ask—What does he see in you? Even I don't have the
answer to that one.

 


The only person I've shared this with is my
best friend, Jane.

"You need to trust him, Sam. That's what
marriage is about."

She says this to me as we're driving home
from her nineteen-year-old cousin's baby shower. It's 1:30 p.m. on
a cloudy and cold Monday afternoon, and Jane suspects she was only
invited to this thing because her aunt thought she'd be working and
unable to come. Jane teaches film and television production,
full-time, at the local community college. However, Jane has no
classes on Mondays. Still, I don't understand why she went, even if
she does believe in the value of putting herself in uncomfortable
situations to "appease her fears and develop her ability to grow."
I volunteered to go with her; nobody should have to grow on their
own.

"I do trust him," I say, focusing on what she
just said to me. "It's myself that I don't trust."

Jane cocks her head and tightens her mouth
into a firm little line. "I can't think why. You're certainly the
most honest person I've ever met."

"You are mad, aren't you?"

"Sam, I just think there's a time and a
place…"

"I was standing up for you!"

"And I appreciate it. But was it worth it,
after the commotion you caused?"

Jane is referring to a comment I made at the
shower. You see, her cousin Brittany did not plan this pregnancy.
So people were talking about how it must be God's will for her to
have gotten pregnant, because God believes that Brittany will be a
fantastic mother. After several minutes of this conversation, I
couldn't take it anymore, and I broke my silence with, what I still
maintain, was a very simple question.

All I said was: "Come on! Do you all
really believe in this 'God's will' stuff?"

I was faced with a bouquet of blank stares.
There was that awkward silent time that went on for a few seconds
too long. I kept hoping someone would answer me with laughter in
her voice, but it was not to be. So I continued.

"All I mean is, Jane would make a fantastic
mother. And God hasn't willed her to have a baby. If it is
God's fault that Jane hasn't had a baby yet, then I think she has
reason to be pissed off."

Jane's aunt answered me. "We can't
rationalize God's will. It's not for us to question, but to accept.
God works in mysterious ways, and we have to trust him."

All the other women, sans Jane, started
nodding their heads in agreement. I know I should have let it go,
but the look on Jane's face reminded me of a toddler in the school
yard: the littlest one, left out of the bigger kids' games, the one
who is trying to be brave but is utterly transparent.

I shook my head. "No. I won't accept that
there's some cosmic reason why Jane can't have a baby and Brittany
can, not while every year tons of babies are born to unfit mothers
who won't love them. The minute I accept that…" My voice trailed
off. If I accepted that, then what? I wasn't sure, and being glared
at by everyone in the room wasn't making my thinking any clearer.
And it also didn't help that I was looking right at Brittany when I
said that "unfit mother" thing, because people got really worked
up.

Jane and I left the party fairly quickly
after that.

Now, I look over at Jane, who is gripping the
steering wheel as she speeds down the freeway, weaving in and out
of traffic. Jane drives like someone who suffers from ADHD and a
bladder problem at the same time. It's her one habit that doesn't
fit with the rest of her calm and nurturing personality.

"It wasn't that much of a commotion…" I
say.

"We were asked to leave."

"So? You didn't want to go anyway."

She takes a deep breath. I can tell she's
trying not to yell, but her words sound like they're being
forcefully pushed out of her mouth anyway. "Not the point!"

"I'm sorry! Okay? Really."

She breathes again, and her death grip on the
steering wheel loosens just a little. "Sam. It's all right. It's
just, are you sure it was me you were sticking up for?"

"Who else would I have been sticking up for,
if not you?"

"Yourself."

"Yeah, right."

"No. Really. I was thinking at the time,
maybe what they were saying was pushing your buttons."

"Well, it wasn't. That was about you." I
brush my hair out of my eyes and turn my face away to look out the
side window.

"Okay. Whatever." She speeds up, and honks at
the guy to her right as he tries to cut her off. "Where did he
learn to drive? Geez." Suddenly, her whole body relaxes. "Oh
whatever. You were right. Brittany is going to suck ass as a
mother."

We both laugh and the tension in the car
evaporates.

"Let me take you out for a late lunch," I
say. "There's a Don Pablos over there. On such a gray and icky day
we need margaritas and greasy Mexican food."

Jane smiles in answer as she exits off the
highway.

Later, after two full size margaritas and way
too many chips with salsa, I head home. It's 4:00 in the afternoon
when I open the door to our apartment, and the first thing I see is
Nathan, lying on the couch and reading a book. He's changed out of
his formal school clothes into jeans and his college sweatshirt, so
he looks like a frat boy.

"You're home early," I say.

Nathan smiles—the type of smile that changes
the entire shape of his face—the type of smile I worried I would
never elicit from anyone again. He gets up, and crosses the room to
kiss me.

"I missed you," he says as he leans down and
kisses me. "Besides, I had no meetings, no after school activities,
and I'm even up-to-date on my grading. Figured I'd take advantage
of my good fortune and rush home to see my wife."

I giggle, as I've done every time he refers
to me like that. Wife! Even during our wedding vows the word made
me giggle. Good thing the witnesses were people we only met that
day at the Wisconsin Dells.

"So what do you want to do? We could go for a
bike ride, or a walk, or out to eat for an early supper. You name
it—I'm yours for the entire afternoon and evening."

I wrap my arms around him, a gesture made
partly to express affection, but mostly to reassure myself that my
good fortune is real. He is not just a figment of my
imagination.

"I thought you were mine forever," I say.

He hugs me back and kisses the top of my
head. "That too," he responds. "That too."

I close my eyes and revel in his warmth.
Surely God didn't will Nathan and me to be together. Yet, in his
arms, I feel that I've finally discovered what my fate is. It's to
love Nathan Linden.

 


 



Chapter 3. Melody

 


This morning when I get to school I find
whore written on a piece of paper, taped to my locker. I pretend I
don't care while I rip it off the hospital-green metal door. I hear
someone laughing behind me, but I refuse to turn around. I won't
let them think they're affecting me.

It's been a month and a half since Mr. Linden
saved me from Axel and Axel got expelled. But the school hasn't
forgiven me for it. The very next weekend we played in our division
championship basketball game and lost. Lost—because Axel wasn't
there to win the game for us. And whose fault was that? According
to popular opinion, it's mine. Mine and Mr. Linden's.

So even though his classroom is way far away
from my first hour, I stop in every morning to say hello. Outcasts
have to stick together, after all. When I walk into his room I see
him sitting at his desk, his blond head leaning over a book, his
fingers messing with the collar of his shirt. Mr. L wears a tie to
school every day. I'm not sure why because he's always tugging,
trying to loosen it. But his ties are his trademark, and I think
it's nice he makes an effort. So many people are slobs nowadays,
but not Mr. L. Today his tie is dark blue with green polka dots,
and it brings out the color of his eyes beautifully.

"Good morning Mr. L."

He looks up, and half a smile teases the
corners of his mouth. He can't act too pleased to see me, it
wouldn't be professional.

"Miss Madsen, how are you this morning?"
Every morning he asks me this, and every morning my answer is a
lie.

"I'm great, how are you?"

"I'm fantastic," he beams, "as usual."

This is what we do; it's our code. But I know
the truth. He's hurting on the inside from being ostracized just as
much as I am.

"I looked for you yesterday after school, but
you weren't in your room."

"Yeah, I was actually able to get out of here
early for a change. Did you need something?"

My right index finger is twisting itself into
the metal wire that loops through my notebook and binds it
together. The top part had become unwound from its pages, and now
my finger's circulation is cut off. "Well, I was wondering if you
could use an aide next trimester."

He frowns and digs his heels into the floor,
pushing himself backwards with the wheels of his office chair. His
chest raises and lowers with a careful sigh before he answers
me.

"Melody, do you really think that's a good
idea?"

This is the first time he has ever called me
by my first name! Mr. L always, always calls students by our last
names. Finally, the moment I have waited for has arrived! Now I
know without a doubt that I mean something to him, that I am more
than just a student. In my shock and joy I forget to answer his
question though, so he continues on.

"I just think we need to be careful. People
in this school love to talk, and if I took you on as my aide things
could get worse before they get better."

My joy increases—he just referred to us as a
"we." We need to be careful—it sounds so scandalous! "But
I'm fine," I say, wiggling my finger free and holding my notebook
tightly to my chest. "And I don't care what people say. Besides, I
could do a great job for you." I walk over to his file cabinet and
open the top drawer. With a grin I turn to him. "Really Mr. L! This
drawer is a mess! I could organize this; I could organize all of
these!" I sweep my arm up and down, gesturing toward his cabinets.
Then I walk over to his bookshelf. "And these shelves!" I look back
over at him, expecting to see him smile, but I'm met with a scowl
instead. "I'm sorry," I continue. "I don't mean to insult you. I
know you're creative and smart and all, and you don't have time to
think about details. That's why you need to let me do it for
you."

"Miss Madsen…" he tries to cut me off, but I
step in before he can.

"Mr. L, please! Let me do this. Give me the
chance to thank you for… you know." I look down, and will my cheeks
to flush. I can feel the warmth creeping across my face, and I
mentally pat myself on the back for spending hours alone in my
room, mastering this skill. After all, older guys like girls who
embarrass easily, so that they can feel worldly and
experienced.

He hangs his head down momentarily, like he's
memorizing the scuffed linoleum floor. "You don't need to thank me
any more than you already have. You never needed to thank me. I
just did what anyone would do."

"That's where you're wrong," I say. And I
mean it. Mr. L doesn't realize how special he is. That's why he
needs me. He needs me so much that I'm willing to do anything in
order to be in his life. "What you did, it's the nicest, most
decent thing anyone has ever done. Please, Mr. L, let me be your
aide. I'll work really hard."

His hand creeps up to massage his neck. "I
have no doubt you would, but I still think it's a bad idea."

I look down, away, and wipe a phantom tear
that, if it were real, would be blocked from his view.

"I see," I say, and start out the door. His
voice stops me, just like I knew it would.

"Miss Madsen…" but he doesn't finish. So I
take my last, best shot. It's a gamble to play this card so soon,
but I'm confident it will work. Besides, it's the truth.

With my back turned, still half way out the
door, I say, "It's just, your room is the only place in the whole
school where I feel…safe."

He sighs again, this time with resignation.
"My prep hour is fifth."

I turn around. "That's perfect! All I have
fifth hour is study hall!"

His same half-smile threatens to escape
again. "I'll let the office know."

 


 



Chapter 4. Samantha

 


The phone wakes me up. I pick up on the
second ring. "Hello Dad," I say, before he has a chance to greet
me.

"How'd you know it was me?"

"I've told you before; you're the only one
who calls me this early."

He raises his voice, and I hold the receiver
away from my ear. "It's 10:00 a.m.! I've been up for hours!"

"Yeah, but you go to bed at 9:00. I work till
midnight."

His voice lowers back to a normal level.
"Well, I'm sorry honey. I guess I forget your schedule. You know
me. I was raised with the farmer mentality. Early to bed, early to
rise, and too much sleep is a sin."

"I think we can agree that sleeping till
10:00 is the least of my sins."

He chuckles like what I just said was a joke,
even though we both know it isn't. Then his voice turns serious.
"Samantha, it's never too late to change."

I count to three and remind myself how much I
love my father. "Did you need something?"

"I just wanted to know if it's okay for me to
sell your old bedroom set. I found a second hand store willing to
buy it."

"Dad, I've told you twice that I don't care.
It's fine if you want to get rid of it."

"I just thought you might want it someday, in
case you ever have kids. Now that you and Nathan are together…"

His voice trails off and there's a pause.
Sometimes I worry. He's been living alone in Chicago, in the home I
grew up in, for most of the last seventeen years. But I left that
home more than half my lifetime ago, and he still has trouble
accepting that except for visits, I'm not coming back.

"Dad, do what you think is best. If you want
the space it's okay to sell it. If Nathan and I decide to have kids
there are plenty of cheap bedroom sets around."

"But this is a nice set, been in the family
for years. Not like the cheap stuff from that Swedish place you
like…"

"Ikea?"

"Yeah. That stuff is made of cardboard. I
wouldn't want my grandchild sleeping in a cardboard bed."

"Then maybe you should hold onto my bedroom
set. Just in case."

"Fine. I just needed to know, one way or the
other. So I won't sell it then."

"Sounds good, Dad."

"Okay, I'll talk to you later."

"Bye."

He hangs up first, then I set down the phone,
wondering how many similar conversations we'll have this week. Dad
never calls just to chat, there's always a question he needs an
answer to. Once he gets the answer it takes him less than thirty
seconds to get off the phone, but he'll keep calling back with the
same question until he gets the answer he was looking for.

I get out of bed and walk towards the mirror,
examining my morning face and hair. Not bad for a thirty-five year
old with no makeup or comb. Time has been good to me, better than I
deserve. The lines in my face are little ones, around my mouth and
eyes, appearing mostly when I'm stressed or tired. My brown hair is
still untouched by gray, and it's as thick and shiny as it was in
my teens. That's the good news. I look down, away from my
reflection, to examine my belly and thighs. Time hasn't been quite
as good to me in this area, although still I can't complain. So
what if I'm never a size eight again? There are worse things than
being a size ten (or a size twelve on my bad days), and at least I
have the big boobs to compliment my expanding hips and
buttocks.

Truthfully, I've never been more insecure
about my appearance than I am now. This is what marrying a man ten
years my junior has done. Plus, Nathan isn't just any man; he's one
who spends his days with size-two girls who dream up romantic
scenarios with him as the hero. Early in our relationship Nathan
confessed that quite a few of his students harbor crushes on him,
but that's just par for the course, he said. It's what young
teachers have to deal with.

I know he'd never take advantage of that;
Nathan would sooner die than do something that unethical. But
still, most of these girls are closer to his age than he is to
mine. That's food for thought, if nothing else.

My reverie is broken by my phone ringing
again.

I pick up. "Hi again, Dad."

"It's me, Sam." Through static and background
noise, I hear Jane's voice.

"Where are you calling from?"

"I'm in my car. I'm sorry to call so early,
it's just sort of an emergency…oh, crap!" A car horn blares. "Watch
where you're going, asswipe!" Jane yells. "Sorry, Sam. Are you
still there?"

"Still here."

"That jerk just totally cut me off."

I try to make my tone light. "Maybe you
shouldn't be driving and talking on your cell phone at the same
time?"

But my effort to speak diplomatically is
wasted because she snaps at me anyway. "Please don't give me that
lecture again, okay? I wouldn't have called if it wasn't an
emergency. I… oh crap, hold on a second."

There's hushed swearing while I wait for the
return of Jane's phone voice. "Sam?" she says, after a moment.

"Yeah," I say. "Still here."

"Anyway, you'll never believe what happened.
This morning this woman from Milwaukee called. She saw our name on
one of those adoption lists, and she's having her baby in, like,
two weeks. She wants to interview Jake and me, because she's
looking for a couple to give her baby to."

"That's great, Jane!"

"Yeah. But she wanted to meet today. No
notice—I guess giving up the baby is a split second decision, so I
don't know how much she can be trusted. But I'm driving to pick
Jake up at work, and we're heading out. Can you cover my class at
the college for me?"

"Um, I guess. Am I qualified to do that?"

"You'll be fine. Just show them how to use
the video-editing equipment. You could do it in your sleep."

"Okay," I say, with more confidence than I
feel.

"The class starts at three. You don't have to
work today?"

"Nope," I lie. "It's not a problem. Don't
worry about a thing, Jane. I've got everything covered."

"Thanks so much!"

I hear a knock at my door. Since when did I
become in such high demand? "Jane, I've got to go. Good luck, and
drive carefully!"

She thanks me and hangs up. I go to look
through the peephole, and am horrified to see an unbearably
familiar face, one that I know better than my own.

Without opening the door, I shout, "Collin,
what do you want?"

He yells back, "I just need to check your
stove, that's all."

"Why do you need to check my stove? It's
fine."

"Sam, I have a key. Either open the door or
I'll let myself in."

"Hold on." I run and throw on a pair of jeans
and sweatshirt over my nightshirt, not taking the time to put a bra
on as well. I cross my arms over my chest and hope nothing is too
noticeable. I open the door and there he is, looking how he always
looks, sort of like an older, bigger-nosed version of Orlando
Bloom, but not like the strong, sexy guy in Pirates of the
Caribbean. No, he's rather like the defeated yet unfortunately
cute loser of Elizabethtown. Collin is the manager of our
apartment building, and he's also the reason why I wound up in
Shannon, Wisconsin, a small city perched on Lake Michigan, a few
hours away from my hometown of Chicago.

"Why do you need to check my oven? It's
fine."

"Because 2G had a leak. If she hadn't noticed
it in time, the whole building could have blown up."

"So just because her oven was leaking gas you
think all of them are?"

"They're all old ovens, Sam. I don't think
it's a good idea to take chances." He grins. "Don't worry. I'm not
making up excuses to see you. Believe me, I've moved on."

"So have I," I remind him.

"Thank God for small miracles" he says, as he
moves past me into the kitchen. I follow him, and watch as he pulls
out the stove, then bends down to examine the pipes behind it.
Without turning to look at me he asks, "How's married life?"

"Great" I say. "Sorry you weren't invited to
the wedding. It was really small and quick."

"Hopefully you can't say the same about your
husband." He laughs at his own joke, while he raises himself up and
pushes the oven back against the wall. Then he starts to fiddle
with the stove dials. "Anyway, don't sweat it. I'm the last person
you should have invited to your wedding. Although… it would have
been nice if you told me yourself, rather than just adding his name
to your lease."

I shift uncomfortably. "Sorry," I say. "I
guess I thought, after everything that's happened between us, you
wouldn't care."

He turns back around and his gray eyes
squarely meet mine. "It's because of everything that's happened
between us that I will always care."

I look down, switch my weight and hug my arms
closer to my chest. "Is the stove okay?"

"Perfect," he says. Then without another
word, he strides out of my apartment, so quickly it makes me wonder
if his entire visit was a figment of my imagination, sort of like
the questions you're left with at the end of that terrible Tom
Cruise movie. What was it? Oh yeah—Vanilla Sky. I hate it
when movies leave you wondering like that. If the entire story was
supposed to be an invention of the main character's thoughts or
dreams, fine. But at least be clear about it so the audience won't
feel like they just wasted $10 and two hours of their life.

Uhgg. I've been awake for less than twenty
minutes and already I'm having a bad day, and seeing Nathan is the
only thing I can think of that will make me feel better. I look at
the clock. It's at least 6 hours until he gets home, and I have to
find someone to cover for the first part of my shift (Yeah, I lied
to Jane about not having to work. Why complicate things with the
truth?).

I stroll into the bathroom and turn the
shower faucet on. The water coming out is hot and steams up the
tiny space. I stand in front of the mirror, watching as my
reflection slowly disappears.

 



Chapter 5. Melody

 


I'm sitting in my fifth hour psychology
class, daydreaming about reorganizing Mr. Linden's entire
classroom. Second trimester is almost over, and at this time next
week I will be putting his life in order. Finally I will be doing
something useful with my time at school. I mean really—so many of
the classes here are just plain stupid. Like this one. I took
psychology because I thought it would help me figure out what other
people were thinking, but all I've learned so far is about the id,
ego, and superego. Who cares? Give me something practical I can
use, not some dumb theory hardly anyone is aware of and even fewer
people care about.

At about 2:00 my cell phone vibrates in my
pocket. Crap. Almost an entire day had gone by without hearing from
her. I know I will pay later if I ignore the call, so I fish my
phone out of pocket and flip it open. Normally I'd be discreet
about answering, but Mrs. Regis is oblivious, and I sit in the back
anyway.

"What?" I say into my phone.

"I need you to stop by the store for me and
pick up some things."

"What?"

"Cigarettes, soup, Mountain Dew, and English
muffins."

"What kind of soup?"

"Doesn't matter, as long as it has beef, and
it's the chunky kind. After that they all taste the same."

"Okay. But I won't be home until late. I have
newspaper layout tonight."

"Melody, they don't really need you for
that."

"Yes they do Mom, and Ms. Corey will kill me
if I'm not there."

"I want you home by five."

I start to protest, because layout won't even
begin until at least six o'clock, after all the last minute changes
to the stories have been made. But I'm unable to because my phone
is snatched from my hand. Mrs. Regis is standing above me. I hadn't
even noticed her coming. She snaps my phone shut and drops it in
the pocket of her organic cotton dress that's baggy enough to be
worn by a pregnant lady. "I'll see you after class," she says.

How could a day that had been going so well
suddenly turn so bad?

 


 


Mrs. Regis me kept after class for fifteen
minutes, lecturing about how I'm not living up to my potential, and
is there anything going on in my life that she should know about?
Like I would talk to her! She thinks just because she teaches
psychology that she's some sort of therapist, and it took all my
self-control not to tell her what I really think about her, her
class, and her taste in clothing (everyday she wears big dresses
with even bigger jewelry.) But I sucked it up, smiled, and told her
how sorry I was and that I will try to do better.

Then I had to go tell Ms. Corey that I
wouldn't be there for newspaper layout. As expected, she freaked.
Don't I understand the concept of a deadline, don't I get that
there are people relying on me? I'm part of a team, she yelled, and
I need to take that seriously. So I buckled. I told her I'd be
there at 5:30. That would be enough time to stop at the store and
get my mom her food and cigarettes. Once she has them, she'll be
happy, and I can tell her I'm going into my room to do homework,
then jump out my second story window (I've figured out how to relax
into my fall so that it barely hurts) and walk the two mile trek
back to school to do layout.

But I'm so crabby from this afternoon's
events that I need to do something to cheer myself up. Even though
I don't have time, I swing by Mr. Linden's room. When I get there
he's not alone; some woman is sitting on his desk, looking down at
him in his chair, and laughing. And he's laughing too. I clear my
throat to get his attention, and they both look in my
direction.

"Hello Miss Madsen," he says, shifting into
his teacher mode. "How can I help you?"

"Um… I just wanted to make sure the office
okayed me being your aide?"

"I actually haven't had a chance to notify
them, but it won't be a problem."

Then the woman pipes up. "You're going to
have an aide? That's great. Maybe she'll help you organize all your
stuff."

Mr. Linden laughs again. "Well, hopefully.
Sam, this is Melody Madsen. Miss Madsen, this is Sam, my wife."

My stomach dives like it had been shoved off
a skyscraper. Wife? "I didn't even know you were married," I say to
him.

"It only happened a month ago," he
responds.

"We're newlyweds," she giggles, and I look at
her again, really taking in her appearance. I'm not impressed with
what I see. First of all, she's old. Really, she has to be
at least thirty. And she's kind of fat too. Okay, her hair is sort
of pretty; I'll give her that. But Mr. Linden could do a lot
better.

I flash an insincere grin in her direction.
"Congratulations," I say. "Mr. Linden is a great teacher and a
great guy; you're a lucky woman."

"Oh, believe me, I'm aware. And you're going
to be his aide? What's your name again?"

Mr. Linden answers before I can. "Babe, this
is Melody. You know. I've mentioned her."

A look passes between them and understanding
blossoms on her face. "Oh sure," she says. Then there's a pause,
like she's trying to decide whether she's going to make any sort of
reference to Mr. L's and my connection. But she simply concludes
with, "Well that's great. Hopefully you can help him become more
efficient. God knows he could benefit from some help in that
department."

I'm tempted to stammer and look away. But I
don't. Holding my ground, I look at her squarely and respond. "By
the time I'm through, you won't even recognize him."

 



Chapter 6. Samantha

 


I check my cell phone again. It's on ring,
not vibrate, so it's not like I'd miss it if it rang. But I called
Jane an hour ago to let her know how class went, and to find out
about her meeting with the pregnant lady. Then I called her again,
about 45 minutes later, because waiting for people to call me back
is about as annoying as standing in line at a check-out counter
behind that one lady who insists on making small talk with the
clerk, asking a million questions and using expired coupons.

I slip my phone into my pocket and let out a
long, vocal sigh, which I know is melodramatic, but feels good
nonetheless. Work is slow this evening. When I got in, I chose
Some Kind of Wonderful to play on the store's constantly
running televisions. I know Hal, my boss, would prefer me to
broadcast new releases, but I'm in a definite John Hughes sort of
mood.

Back when Some Kind of Wonderful came
out, the movie made perfect sense to me. Eric Stoltz blows his
college fund to buy diamond earrings for the supposed love of his
life, Lea Thompson. In the end he winds up giving the earrings to
girl-next-door Mary Stuart Masterson, and he says to her, "My
future looks good on you."

I was fifteen or sixteen when the film came
out, I can't quite remember. But I do remember believing in its
romance, thinking Eric Stoltz was right to follow his heart and not
care about his future plans so much, and that his Dad was being a
stick in the mud for trying to get him to commit to a college.
Stupid old man. So maybe it is the slow evening, or maybe it's the
movie, or maybe visiting Nathan at school has put me in this mood.
But I'm standing behind the counter at Bravo Video indulging in
some introspection. How did I end up here?

I suppose the easiest route is to blame it
all on Collin. Since I saw him today for the first time in months
that is what I am tempted to do. I have known Collin for seventeen
years, but it feels like longer. In fact, it's hard to remember
what life felt like before I met him, which was when I was a
freshman in college and he was a sophomore. We met here in Shannon,
at the branch of the University of Wisconsin campus that we
attended. I chose to go to school here because I was convinced that
life in a small town would be more profound than living in a big
city, and I would still be a fairly short drive away from Chicago
and my dad. I pictured myself living simply, like the people do in
that movie Roxanne (the Steve Martin Cyrano take-off)
and I'd go to Friday night fish fries and greet old people by name
on the street. I should have done more research. Shannon's
population is actually well over 100,000, but what did I know? I
grew up in the third largest city in the U.S. and just about
anywhere else was going to seem tiny in comparison.

Once at school I realized I was just as
anonymous there as I had been during my countless commutes on the
EL, but in addition, I was homesick and sad. Being at school wasn't
the only cause, there was another contributing factor. Right after
I graduated from high school my mom moved to Mexico, and has been
largely unavailable ever since. Leaving my dad and living away from
home shortly thereafter created a loneliness bubble inside of me,
and it was rapidly expanding with emptiness. Then I met Collin at a
campus showing of When Harry Met Sally.

I had come alone, because I needed somewhere
to go so my roommate, who I hadn't clicked with, wouldn't think I
was the pathetic girl with no friends or plans on a Friday night. I
took an aisle seat in the back. Shortly after the lights went down,
he walked in, stumbled over my feet, and whispered, "Can I still
sit here?" I nodded my head yes. And even though the next seat and
the one after that and the one after that we're all empty, he sat
right next to me.

Then he acted like we were on a date. Sort
of.

I mean, he didn't hold my hand or extend his
arm over my shoulders, but his knee rested against mine. And he
kept whispering things to me throughout the film.

"I've never understood why people think
Carrie Fischer is attractive," he said, keeping his eyes on the
screen all the while.

"I thought all straight guys your age are
required to be in love with Princess Leah," I whispered back.

He shrugged his shoulders and shook his
head.

Later, his eyes still gazing forward, he
said, "What's with the Harry Connick Jr. music? Using the original
artists would have been so much better."

"Nah," I replied. "Harry Connick Jr. is
dreamy. He can sing for me anytime." At that, Collin shifted his
eyes from the screen, and stared at me. "Didn't your mother ever
tell you it's impolite to stare?" I said, with my eyes focused
ahead of me and not on him. "Watch the movie."

When it was over and the lights came up, I
got a good look at him and realized he was even cuter than I had
suspected while glancing at him in the dark. Olive complexion, hint
of beard growth, gray eyes, dark hair. You know the type. But when
he looked at me he laughed.

"Oh my God," he said, shaking his head.
"You're not Gwen. I only figured it out a few minutes ago."

"Sorry to disappoint you." I replied.

His tan skin grew flushed. "No, I'm sorry.
You must think I'm the biggest freak, sitting next to you and
talking to you like I know you."

I shrugged my shoulders. "I don't have a
problem with it." I said. "But I can't speak for Gwen."

He smiled, and I swooned a little, not in a
noticeable way. Then, suddenly, I felt the years fast-forward. We
were one of the old couples in When Harry Met Sally, giving
our testimonial about how we fell in love at first sight.

Me: "I went to see a movie by myself. You
were on a date."

Him: "That's right—I was meeting… what was
her name?"

Me: "Gwen."

Him: "That's right. Gwen. She looked a lot
like you. Of course—not as pretty."

Me: "It was dark in the theater, and you were
confused when you sat next to me."

Him: "That's right."

Me: "But by the end of the night we had
fallen in love."

"Collin!"

My reverie was broken by the screeching of
someone who could only be Gwen (and who I had to admit, did look
remarkably like me).

"That's real class," she said. "Not only do
you stand me up, but you take another girl to the movie. Thanks a
hell of a lot."

Collin stammered. "Gwen, I can explain.'

"Don't bother." She stormed out. Collin
remained sitting next to me.

"Oops," he said. "Guess I blew that one."

I laughed. "Let me buy you a cup of coffee.
It will make you feel better."

"That's okay," he said, and I wanted to die
at the rejection. Then he continued. "I'll pay. I don't want you
telling our grandchildren that you paid on our first date."

With those words, sunshine began to radiate
from the inside out of me. Here's what I've been waiting
for, I thought. "I'm Sam, by the way."

"I'm Collin."

"I know." He cocked his head in confusion.
"Gwen just called you by name." I said.

"Right," he said with another smile. Then he
stood, took my hand, and pulled me gently out of my chair. "Shall
we?" he asked. So I followed him out of the theater, and into years
and years of heartache and confusion.

Because the next day I moved in with him.
He's the reason why I never left Shannon.

At eighteen my entire short life had been
spent looking for something to believe in, or be passionate about,
or somewhere to feel at home. Collin offered me all that in an
incredibly attractive package, and I was convinced he was all I
needed. Of course, over the years Collin has done whatever he could
to perpetuate that belief, and in the end we resembled a
codependency case study. But if it wasn't for him I never would
have met Nathan. And I wouldn't be here now.

I switch gears and begin to sort through
DVDs, trying to look busy, because I hear Hal emerge from the back
office. He walks up to the front counter.

"Samantha, we need to talk."

Hal is younger than me, skinny, with a face
that was once tormented by bad acne. Although pock-marked, his skin
is usually relatively clear, but right now he has a huge, festering
zit on the left side of his nose. I wish I could relieve it of its
misery and pop it. I try not to stare and force my eyes to meet his
own.

"Sorry Hal," I say. "What new release do you
want me to put on?"

"What? Oh. No, that's not what I was going to
say. I've been promoted. I'm moving up to corporate
headquarters."

"Oh! Congratulations." His zit is taunting
me, begging me to pop it. I can even see a hint of white peaking
its head out from the top. It would be so easy.

Blah, blah, blah. Hal's voice drones on,
something about increased responsibility. I find it hard to listen
to him on my good days. I don't even try to hear what he's saying
now. I just nod my head, and he finishes with, "So what do you
think?"

"I think that sounds great," I say. And I
mean it. Hal does work hard; he deserves to be rewarded for it.

He smiles. "Wonderful. Then I'll tell
corporate to set up an interview. I think this would be a perfect
step for you, Samantha. You've got a lot to offer Bravo Video, and
with my recommendation, they just might realize that. I'm going to
call them right now." He pats me on the shoulder and walks away. I
stand there in a stupor, wondering what I've just committed myself
to.

 


 


It's close to one o'clock when I get home. My
shift actually goes till midnight, but then I need to count out the
cash register and close down the store. When I walk into our
apartment I immediately drop my bag on the floor and make a beeline
to the fridge. I open the door and fish out the peanut butter. Nate
thinks I'm insane, but I like my peanut butter cold. He says, "You
can't spread it if you keep it cold, it rips up the bread!" I began
to worry about his frustration with me over this matter, and spent
a whole night several months ago obsessing about it. The next
morning I called Jane.

"What should I do?" I demanded. "I've eaten
peanut butter this way my entire life. I can't change. I don't want
to change. Do you think that means I'm too stubborn to be in a
healthy relationship? Am I too weird to keep any normal person
around? Should I just call it a day with him before I get really
hurt?"

Jane said, "Why don't you just buy him his
own jar?

I did just that. "See," I later said to him.
"You can have your jar in the pantry, and I'll keep mine in the
fridge. Everybody's happy. This can work, Nate. I really think it
can work."

"Will you marry me?" he responded.

I smile at the memory as I stand in my
kitchen, in the exact spot where Nate and I had agreed to spend
eternity with one another. Then I thrust a spoonful of the cold,
sweet peanut butter into my mouth, and enjoy eating it as my dad
and I have done, for years. After a couple more forbidden spoonfuls
I put the peanut butter away, throw the spoon in the sink, brush my
teeth, and climb into bed. Nate is sound asleep, and his body heat
and steady breathing soothes me more than any memory could. I wrap
my arms around him and whisper into his back, "Guess what, I might
get a promotion, if I want it. I don't know. Other than you, I
don't know what I want."

 



Chapter 7. Melody

 


I walk into the apartment my mom and I share,
carrying a plastic grocery bag containing two cans of Campbell's
Chunky soup (one each of Meatballs and Rigatoni, and Steak and
Potatoes) two packs of Marlboro Lights and two 20 ounce Mountain
Dews. Mom is on the couch watching television—one of those shows
like Judge Judy, but it isn't actually Judge Judy. I
drop the bag onto the empty couch cushion next to her, and I can
smell the stench of alcohol escaping from her pores.

"Thanks Baby," she slurs. She reaches into
her bag and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. She unwraps it, fishes
out a cigarette, and sticks it in her mouth. Then she starts
looking for her lighter, lifting up and looking underneath
magazines and old pieces of mail that are sitting on the coffee
table in front of her. I walk into the kitchen and grab a book of
matches then come back out and hand it to her.

She smiles and lights her cigarette. "Nobody
takes care of me the way you do," she says. "How was school?"

"Fine," I answer. "I do need to go back for
layout though."

"Why can't they do it without you?" She
exhales a puff of smoke.

"I'm part of a team, Mom. They rely on
me."

"You need to learn how to say no, Sweetie.
You let people take advantage of you too much. You're too
nice."

She leans back onto her pillow and refocuses
her attention on the television. I go into my room and shut the
door. In several hours she'll be passed out on the couch. I know
her routine. Once or twice a month she calls in sick to work-
mental health days she calls them—and she spends the day drinking,
smoking and watching television. Other days she's not so bad, but
Mom believes in taking time "for herself." I still don't understand
why she thinks that I'm somehow flawed because I work too hard and
don't pamper myself the way she does. Because every time I do claim
some alone time, she sabotages it. There are days at a time, weeks
even, when I've convinced myself that I'd be better off without
her. If I lived on my own I wouldn't need to sneak around just to
get my work done, and I wouldn't have to put up with her weird
habits and needy behavior. Next year when I go away to college all
my problems will be solved—but why am I waiting that long to take
off? The answer is simple: I don't want to hurt her feelings. When
Mom is hurt, she's like a wounded animal, she'll bite and lash out
and hurt her aggressor, inflicting far more pain than was inflicted
on her. Besides, she needs me.

I sit on my bed and my eyes travel the length
of my room. It's not decorated. There are no posters and no
snapshots of me acting crazy with my "friends." It looks more like
a hotel room than anything—generic décor and everything in its
place. I'm not a fan of clutter.

"Melody!" I hear my mom cry my name from the
other room.

"What?" I yell back through the closed
door.

"Come out here!"

I dig my nails into my fist. What now?

I walk back out to the living room and find
her in the exact same spot and exact same position as she was
before, only now her face is contorted into a look of frustration
as she points the remote towards the television and presses its
buttons. Her efforts have no effect, so she shakes the remote, hits
the remote, swears under her breath, and tries pressing the buttons
again. She notices me and says, "The stupid remote is broken."

"I think it just needs new batteries," I say.
"Its power has been weak for a while."

"Do we have any batteries?" she asks.

I walk over to the couch and extend my hand.
She gives me the remote, and I walk into the kitchen and open our
battery drawer, where I find two double-As. I replace the old
batteries with the new ones, and walk back out to the living room,
where I hand the remote back to my mother. She points it towards
the television and magically, the channel changes.

"You're awesome!" she coos. "I love you so
much, honey."

"Do you need anything else, Mom?"

"Not right now, sweetie." She gives me a
smile. "But you're not going out again tonight, are you honey?
You'll be around in case I need you, right?"

"Mom…"

She sits up and looks only at me. "I'm sorry,
Mel. Really, I am. I promise this will be the last time I ask you
to skip a school thing for me. But I need you more than they do,
and anyway, you need to learn how to say no to those people. Next
year you'll be on your own, and how will you get by unless you
thicken up that skin of yours? Huh? Think about that."

I've heard this argument before, dozens of
times. How could I not think about it? I know I need to toughen up,
but blowing off school isn't going to get me where I need to be.
Lying, on the other hand, might just work wonders.

I smile back at my mother. "Don't worry," I
say. "I'll be around all night, just in case."

 


 


It's after 9:00 when we finish the layout for
the paper. Once a month this happens—I have to stay late to finish
up because the same lame people on the staff of Shannon High
West Tribune didn't get their stuff in on time and I'm the one
to pay for it. It's always the same crew who puts in time right
before deadline: me, Ms. Corey, and the other senior staff members,
Elle, Trudi, and Meg. And the same thing happens each month after
we're done. Ms. Corey takes Elle, Trudi and Meg to Bakers Square,
buys them pie and coffee, and they sit around and gossip. I went
once, the first time, at the end of September. It was stupid. Elle
thinks she's so special just because she was made editor. It's all
I can do not to tell her. Last spring Ms. Corey pulled me aside and
told me that I was the better writer. "Melody," she said. "I don't
think I've ever had a student with more writing ability than you.
But you just don't have the leadership skills. That's why I'm
making Elle editor next year. I sure hope you stay on though."

I smiled and said of course. And when I'm
there, nobody could ever guess how much I resent all of them. I
would have made an awesome editor. It's not my fault that Ms. Corey
happens to like Elle better. And, it's not fair that Elle gets to
put "editor of the high school newspaper" on her college
applications. She doesn't need a scholarship the way I'm going to.
But I'm not going to ruin whatever chance I may have left of
getting a good letter of recommendation from Ms. Corey, so I smile
and play along. I draw the line however, at eating pie. It's too
much like that stupid idiom—I'd order French Silk, but we all know
I'd be eating humble pie, and every bite would taste like a
mixture of chalk and acid.

So instead I walk out of the school building
and pull out my cell phone, dialing the only pre-programmed number
I have, other than home. Kelsey answers on the first ring.

"Hey girlfriend," she drawls out her words
like she's southern, even though she's lived in Wisconsin her whole
life. "How's it hanging?"

"I'm going to stop by, okay?"

"Okay. See you in a few."

I left my apartment this evening by climbing
out my second story bedroom window. I've developed a strategy of
dropping my feet to a window ledge, then jumping the rest of the
way into a relatively soft patch of ground. It's not ideal, but so
far the worst I've had to endure is a twisted ankle and a bruised
wrist. Anyway, as long as my mom believes I'm in my room she's
fine, and she'll pass out on the couch, no problem. But sometimes
she wakes up when I come back in, and then I need to make up
something about taking out the garbage, and there are only so many
times she'll buy such a story. So on nights like this I hang at
Kelsey's until I'm sure it's late enough that she's out for the
count.

I drop my phone into my backpack and begin
the short walk to Kelsey's. She's a really convenient friend. She
lives super close to school, so any time I'm there late I can just
walk over to her place. She also has a car, and her parents are
never home. Back when I used to care about being popular I tried to
keep my friendship with Kelsey a secret. You see, she thinks she's
really cool, and she acts like everybody likes her. But nobody
does. They all make fun of her behind her back. In a way, she's the
most embarrassing kind of friend to have. It's better to be tight
with someone who knows they're a loser; at least there's some
dignity in recognizing how badly you suck.

However, after the whole Axel incident I
decided I no longer cared who liked me, because I knew that nobody
except Kelsey did anyway. I would continue to be nice to people,
but I wasn't going to bend over backwards for anyone. So I started
eating lunch with Kelsey, and I let her take me to a movie a couple
of months ago. We ran into Elle, Trudi, and Meg at the theater, and
I barely was even bothered by it.

I get to Kelsey's door and knock on it. She
answers immediately, no surprise. She's probably been hovering in
the entryway since I called.

"Come on in! I was just making some popcorn.
It's low fat." I enter and follow her into the kitchen. From behind
I get an awesome view of Kelsey's huge derrière. She's wearing
low-rise jeans that are at least a size too small, so there's a
layer or two of her fat that's hanging out. This is emphasized by
her short, clinging top. Kelsey always dresses like this; she's
like Britney Spears, who hasn't changed her wardrobe since going
from a size two to size twelve. Kelsey takes the popcorn from the
microwave and rips it open. The steam that pours out doesn't delay
her from reaching in and grabbing a huge handful to shove in her
mouth. She offers me the bag and I shake my head. I hoist myself
onto a barstool at the snack bar in her elaborate kitchen.

"Are your parents home?"

"Nah. They're at some dinner." Kelsey's
parents are high-powered lawyers, and they're always dining with
important clients.

"How about something to drink?' I
suggest.

"I have been craving a pina-colada all day!"
Kelsey squeals.

"Awesome." I say.

Kelsey busies herself with the preparation,
pulling out bottles of juice, ice, and rum. She expertly pours the
ingredients into the blender and in no time she's handing me a
highly-intoxicating frothy drink, complete with one of those little
umbrellas and a pineapple wedge. That's one thing I like about
Kelsey; she pays attention to detail.

"I am so mad at Bobby," she tells me. "Today
in English he was totally flirting with me. Then as soon as the
bell rings he takes off to find Abby. When is going to leave her
already?"

Kelsey is convinced that Bobby Olson is into
her, because sophomore year he took a dare and kissed her at a
party. Ever since Kelsey has been following him around like a cat
in heat, and Bobby encourages it so he can laugh about it with his
friends later.

She continues on. "I just don't get what he
sees in her. I'm obviously so much better for him than she is. I'm
the one who knows him. And I bet you she doesn't even like him half
as much as I do. God! I just wish I could get her out of the way,
you know? We only have a few more weeks of school left. If it's
ever going to happen with Bobby and me, it's got to happen
soon."

"Yeah," I respond, my voice level.

"I mean, I really think he likes me a lot,
but he's scared of his feelings. I heard about this; it happens to
a lot of guys. They fall in love with someone who, for whatever
reason, they think they shouldn't be with. So they channel their
feelings into a relationship with someone who's less risky. That
way they don't feel so vulnerable. Bobby thinks that just because
he weighs less than I do that we can't be together. Even though he
likes me more, he's chosen to be with Abby because that's the …

I cut her off. "Where did you hear about this
theory, Kelsey?"

"On the Maury show. These guys are all
hurting themselves and the women in their lives, and I think
Bobby…

"What else?"

"Huh?"

"Was there a psychiatrist on or something?
What else did he say?"

Kelsey's face goes blank for a moment. "I
don't know. He mostly just told the guys to have some balls and to
be with the women they love."

Kelsey takes a long sip of her drink and I
stare into mine, swirling the cold, white mixture with my
umbrella.

"What you need is a plan," I say.

"Huh?"

"Bobby isn't going to leave Abby just like
that. You need a plan. Something not too obvious, but that will
make Abby look really bad. Then Bobby will want to dump her, and
he'll run straight into your arms."

My words make Kelsey light up. Enthusiasm
bubbles out of her like lava. "Okay. What do I do?"

This time it's me who takes a long sip of her
drink. I swallow and wipe my mouth with a napkin from the basket
nearby. After a significant pause I respond.

"It's nothing that will happen right away.
You have to be delicate, so neither of them is even aware of what's
happening until after it's over. You'll have to plan each step
carefully. You'll have to strategize."

Kelsey gives me a blank look. "But I don't
know how to do that."

I smile with confidence. "Don't worry. I
do."

 



Chapter 8. Samantha

 


When I wake up it's nearly 11:00 a.m. Nathan
crept out of bed this morning as usual at 5:30. I remember waking
for a moment when he planted a goodbye kiss on my forehead, but
then I fell right back into a deep and dreamless sleep. Now my
mouth is dry but my skin is damp—typical symptoms of oversleeping.
Oh well. I make a beeline for the bathroom to take a shower. I plan
to wash away last night's anxiety along with this morning's general
ickiness in one full swoop.

Once out of the shower I take the time to
blow-dry my hair, apply makeup, and dress in my favorite pants and
the new J-Crew blouse that I got off the sale rack just last week.
I'm meeting Jane for lunch. We meet every Wednesday at noon, and I
like to look nice because she's the sort of friend who will tell
you if she likes what you're wearing or will compliment you on a
new haircut. She's good that way.

I'm only ten minutes late when I arrive at
the diner near campus, which is our standard meeting place. Ten
minutes isn't bad for me, and Jane expects me to be late anyway.
Still, I'm getting ready to utter my obligatory apology when I look
up and am stopped in my tracks. Jane's face has this radiant look
that, as her best friend, I've only seen on her once or twice
before. I sit down, cock my head, and squint my eyes at her, which
is our code for "what's up?"

"I can barely believe it…" she says.

"The pregnant lady decided to give you her
baby?"

Jane squeals in response, nodding her head
yes, and sort of jumping up and down while remaining seated. "We're
meeting with her and a lawyer tomorrow afternoon!" she exclaims.
"Can you believe it? We have so much to do to get ready! It's all
happening so fast! In a couple of weeks Jake and I are going to be
parents!"

I smile and say, "That's fantastic, Jane! I'm
thrilled for you!" But I'm not able to surrender myself to her
happiness one hundred percent. Jane's been down this adoption road
before, about a year ago, and the mother backed out after giving
birth. Well, not right after—Jane and Jake took the baby (a little
girl they named Robin) home for two days, but the birth mother had
a week to take her back. On the third day, she did. Jane and Jake's
hearts were broken, and Robin's name was changed to Celine.

"What are you doing today?" Jane asks. "We
need to go shopping. It's a boy; the birth mother, Carrie, found
out at the ultra-sound. Of course the room is all ready; I never
took Robin's stuff out of the nursery even though Jake kept saying
we ought to. So the crib is there, and the rocking chair, and the
dresser is already stuffed with onesies and swaddling blankets. But
so much of it is pink. I need to get some butch baby stuff. And
Jake and I need to figure out a name! What do you think of Robert?
Is it too much like Robin? I don't want to be creepy about it…"

"Jane!" I cut her off with more severity than
I intended, but if her heart breaks again, so will mine. "Has Jake
said anything to you about not getting too excited?"

Her face falls. "Of course. But what fun is
that?"

"I just don't want to see you get hurt. Maybe
you should wait a little before you, you know…"

"Get too attached?"

"Yeah."

She tilts her head and wrinkles her brow,
like she's actually considering the idea. But I know better. "You
know," she says, "I read that in colonial days, parents would wait
until their children were two or three years old before they
started loving them, because infant mortality rates were so high."
She leans into the table and her intensity becomes a physical
presence that I'm sure I could touch, if I decided to reach out my
hand far enough. "Two or three years, Sam. That's so much time
lost! First smiles, first steps, first words—they're all priceless
moments that can't be replaced." Her voice catches, but she
swallows back the tears. "I just can't imagine how they did that. I
doubt that if I lived back then that I would have been able to keep
myself from loving my baby, no matter how high the risk."

"Well sure, but that's different."

"It's not!" Jane squints her eyes at me. "I
loved Robin more in those two days than I've ever loved anyone, and
I still love her. I'll always love her, I'll always think of her.
And now I love this baby. I can't help it. There's a little boy
waiting to be born, and he's meant for me. Not getting excited
isn't going to keep my heart from breaking if it somehow doesn't
work out. So I may as well go shopping and have some fun, and as my
best friend, I expect, no I require that you indulge me in
this." Now she is crying, and I grab my napkin and hand it over to
her. She wipes her face.

My need to make her smile bulldozes over my
desire to protect her. "You're right," I say. "We need to
celebrate. I say we start by skipping lunch and moving straight to
ice cream." I gesture towards the window, which offers a view of
Cold Stone Creamery, situated directly across the street. "Let's
get huge, disgusting sundaes, then work them off by scouring every
baby store in town for the cutest, butchest onesies ever made."

She smiles and I take her hand. We're
off.

 


 


A few hours later she drives away to get
Jake, and to meet with their lawyer and the biological mother. I
head to work, where I fritter away the hours stocking the shelves
while watching Thelma and Louise. The movie choice, in
retrospect, was a poor one. I started to get down on myself when I
realized that as much as I love Jane, I wouldn't drive off a cliff
with her—I don't think I'd drive off a cliff with anyone. Maybe if
I was a mother I'd feel differently. I hear most mothers would
gladly lay down their lives for the welfare of their children, and
without a doubt Jane will belong to that mother club. But
not me—I'm too selfish to pay the dues.

Later, when I get home, Nate is still awake,
grading papers. He looks up from his work.

"Hey," he says. "Pretty shirt you have on.
The color matches your eyes. Is it new?"

I smile, nod my head, and sit myself down on
his lap. He wraps his arms around my stomach. "Nate, would you
drive off a cliff with me?"

"Right now?" He whispers into my neck. "I'm
sorta busy. How about this weekend? We could make a day of it."

"That's okay," I reply. "You don't need to
say yes. It's better if you don't."

"But I would, if it would make you
happy."

"How would I be happy? I'd be dead. We both
would be."

"Oh. So you're talking a really big cliff? I
was thinking a small one. Because you didn't specify…"

I cut him off with a firm kiss on the mouth.
He returns the affection, and we spend several minutes necking and
groping, behaving the way his students most likely do. He pulls
away first.

"Sam, I should get back…"

"I know, I know," I say, jokingly waving my
finger at him. "Not on a school night!" I get up and walk away, but
a smile is still playing on my lips. Someday I'll be worth driving
over a cliff for. Maybe someday I'll even be willing to drive off
that cliff myself.

 



Chapter 9. Melody

 


The clock reads 12:35 and my plate is full of
soggy fried rice and limp vegetables. The problem with third lunch
is we're often served leftovers. I try to stay out of the lunchroom
as much as possible, but today is an exception. Today is day one of
Operation Kelsey and Bobby. Kelsey is sitting across from me,
shoveling in a slice of Domino's pizza. It smells good, and for a
moment I'm jealous. But one perk of being poor is I can't afford to
eat the sort of food that will make me fat. I look at Kelsey's
plump, overly made-up face, and feel grateful. Then I look up and
see Bobby strolling over to the milk bin by himself.

"Kells! Red alert! Now's your moment!"

She coughs down her last bite of pizza. "Huh?
Where?"

"Over by the milk bin. Quick, before he's
gone! Wipe your mouth and remember what I told you."

She grabs a napkin and wipes her mouth. Then
she strolls over to execute step one of five. Actually, I have
serious doubts as to whether or not she can succeed with this plan.
It's not like it's foolproof, and besides, nobody says Kelsey isn't
a fool. But at the very least I'll be able to iron out the kinks in
the system by testing it on her first. I watch as she approaches
Bobby. She makes eye contact, then physical contact by placing a
hand on his arm as she reaches in for a carton of chocolate milk.
As she comes up she sees that Bobby has taken a swig of his own
milk and is left with a milk mustache. Then—oh my God—she wipes his
mouth with her hand. Is that too much? I can't read his face too
easily from here, and amidst all the bustle of the lunchroom I
honestly can't tell.

Then out of the corner of my eye I see Mr. L
talking to a lunch lady. They're laughing about something. I grab
my plate and wander over, pretending not to notice how near he
is.

"Excuse me," I say to the lunch lady. "Is it
possible to get another egg-roll? They're so good!"

"Sure," she says with a smile, and plops one
down on my tray. "But don't tell no one I gave you this. I'm not
supposed ta."

"I won't," I say.

"Excuse me, Miss Madsen." I'm so convincing
in my act of not noticing him that I am actually startled by his
voice and it takes me a moment to compose myself. But only a
moment, and by the time I've turned around, I'm perfect.

"Mr. L! How are you today?"

"I'm good. But I'm very jealous."

I smile. He's referring to how I didn't stop
by his room like I usually do. So he missed me! Score!

"I was running late. The line at Starbucks
was crazy long."

"Okay," he laughs. "I meant about your extra
egg-roll. Mary never gives me second-helpings." He shoots the lunch
lady (Mary? Do lunch ladies have names?) a mock-evil eye, and she
giggles under his gaze. His effect is apparently ageless, because
she says, "Here ya go, Mr. L. Now don't ever say I don't do nothing
for you."

"Mary, you're a star." He winks at her and
accepts the free food, then he and I turn back towards the crowded
room. I silently punish myself for my stupid gaffe a moment ago. Of
course he doesn't care about me not stopping by this morning. These
things take time.

I can't let him think that I'm anything other
than super-casual, like the type of girl who never cares too much
and always knows the perfect, clever comment to make. But what to
say? The only thing I can think of is like, the worst high school
pickup line for a student to say to a teacher in the history of the
universe: "I didn't know you were a lunch supervisor."

He shrugs his shoulders. "Mr. Rozan is out
sick today, so they asked me to fill in."

"Oh?" I phrase my response like a question,
widen my eyes, and wait for him to say more.

"So… so I said okay."

"Cool." I keep looking at him. He squirms a
little then looks away. I wait a second before I go on. "So why
didn't I know you were married?"

He crosses his arms over his chest, a clear
sign of self-protection. "I assumed it was common knowledge. You
know as well as anyone how word gets around in this school."

I step in closer to him. "Only the bad stuff.
But something like this—why wouldn't you want to show off about
being a newlywed? You must be so happy! Really, Mr. L., you need to
talk about yourself a little more."

He smiles, then answers in his teacher voice.
"I prefer to talk about school when I'm at school."

I laugh uproariously, like he's funnier than
Jimmy Carey, Will Farrell, and Dave Chappell all rolled into one.
"Oh Mr. L, you're so serious. It's a good thing you're handsome,
otherwise we'd all think you're a nerd." I brush his hand, which is
now resting on the counter, ever so lightly with my left pinky as I
say this. It's just enough so he can feel it, but not too much that
he couldn't dismiss the physical contact as being accidental. Just
then there's wild laughter from the far corner of the room, and a
Twinkie is hurled through the air.

"I guess I should be supervising a little
more and chatting a little less." He grins at me, then turns his
attention across the room, and charges over with a scowl.

I make my way back to our table. Kelsey runs
up like she's about to tackle me.

"Did you see? He stayed there and talked to
me for like, a long time?"

I give her a genuine smile—I don't need to
fake it at all. "Yeah, you were great."

Kelsey looks down at my tray. "Hey, how you'd
get an egg-roll?"

"The lunch lady gave it to me. Do you want
it?"

"Sure!" Kelsey reaches over, grabs it, and
shoves it in her mouth. "So did you see," she continues with a full
mouth, "The flirting went well, huh?"

"Yeah, it was fierce."

"How much longer with step one?"

"Be patient, Kells. These things take
time."

 


 


That afternoon I come home early because for
once, I don't have to stay after for the newspaper or work a shift
at Subway. Plus, my mom said something about going out tonight.
That means I finally, finally, have some sweet, precious
time when there's nothing I need to do. I figure I'll take a hot
bath, cook some ramen noodles, and use the time to work on filling
out financial-aid forms. Wherever I end up going to school next
year, one thing is ultimately clear; I will be in desperate need of
money. I have my books and papers pressed to my chest as I walk in,
and the first thing I notice is the sound of Jimmy Buffet playing
from my mom's bedroom. That means she is in a good mood—always a
bad sign.

"Wasting away again in Margarita-ville" she
sings to the music as she sloppily applies thick black eyeliner and
alternately puffs on a cigarette. She's wearing one of her favorite
outfits: a pink suede camisole top with tight acid washed jeans.
I've tried, believe me, to update her wardrobe to the twenty-first
century, but the clothes I pick out are never trashy enough for
her, so they always end up in my closet. From the mirror she sees
me lurking behind her and turns around.

"Hey honey," she croons. "How was
school?"

"Fine," I utter, trying not to sound scared.
But I know from experience how destructive her happiness can
be.

"You're home early," she chirps.

My answer is slow and deliberate. "Yeah,
well, I thought it would be nice to have some time to myself."

If she catches my gist she doesn't let on.
She smiles, a big toothy grin, which lets me know instantly that
she wants something. "Perfect! Cause Kenny's sitter cancelled, and
I need you to watch his kids."

Kenny is her on-again/off-again boyfriend who
lives in a trailer park with his two-year-old daughter and
four-year-old son. He has sole custody because his girlfriend, the
kids' mother, had to be institutionalized for schizophrenia.
Kenny's desire to date my mother is proof that some of us are
doomed to make the same mistake over and over.

"I can't, Mom. I have work to do."

"You just said you have nothing going
on."

"No, I said it would be nice to have time to
myself…"

"Same thing!"

"It's not!"

She throws her mascara on the floor like a
two-year-old having a tantrum. It rolls its way to the corner of
the room because the floors are uneven in this crappy little
apartment. "How can you be so selfish? Kenny and me just got back
together and we need some time alone! What is so important that
you'd deprive us of that?"

I look at her, her hair poofed and sprayed,
her face painted on, and I hate her. I shouldn't hate my own
mother; I realize that. But sometimes, I do.

"Mom, you and Kenny are always getting back
together. And I have to work on these forms for next year; I don't
have time to watch Penny and Petey!"

"You're just jealous," she says. "You're
jealous because I have a life and you don't."

"Yeah Mom, that's it. You're right. I'm sooo
jealous!" I laugh, a superior little chuckle. "I wouldn't exchange
lives with you if someone paid me."

"At least I have a boyfriend," she taunts.
"You've never even dated, have you? Have you even been kissed,
Melody?"

My face turns bright red; I know because I
can feel the warm blood gathering underneath my cheeks. It may be
possible to blush on command, but I still haven't mastered stopping
a blush from happening when I don't want it to.

Mom sees me and laughs in response. "Hah. I
was right. Don't worry honey, someday you'll find a man. I just
wouldn't hold your breath is all." My embarrassment turns to anger.
I never told my mother about the incident with Axel. The school
tried, but I found ways around it. For a moment I'm tempted to tell
her now, but the thought of her sympathy makes my stomach turn. So
I snap at her instead.

"You think I couldn't date a guy like Kenny?
I just happen to have some taste. Make no mistake; I could date any
guy I want!"

Instead of getting angry and taunting me even
more, my mom starts to giggle—a light-hearted, schoolgirl sort of
giggle that slowly transforms into a belly laugh. "Oh honey," she
says between breaths, "don't get so worked up. It's not worth it."
She laughs more, and I stand there, speechless. "I mean really,
what has winning an argument with me ever gotten you, other than
the evil eye from yours truly?"

She turns back to her mirror and starts to
apply her lipstick. I stand behind her, unmoved by her buoyancy,
and we speak to each other's reflections. "Mom, I really can't
baby-sit tonight. I have too much to do."

"Okay," she says with a smile.

"Really?"

"Sure. You have things to do. Kenny and I
will take the kids to McDonald's play-land or something. It's no
big deal."

"Great." I turn to walk away, and she turns
around too.

"What are all those papers?" she asks.

"Homework."

She smiles and squints. She always reminds me
of that evil doll, Chucky, when she gives me that look. "I know
what homework looks like, sweetie. Those don't look like homework,
it's more like official forms or something." She steps in closer
and grabs one of the forms—an application for a University of
Minnesota scholarship that I picked up in the guidance office this
afternoon. After looking it over, she says to me, "Melody, I
thought we talked about this already. You can't go to college far
away. I'll miss you too much."

"Mom…" The words I've formed over and over in
my head, all my reasons for why I have to go away, they all stop
dead in their tracks when I see her face.

"You can go to school here in town, sweetie.
Then we can still see each other every day."

I want to be rational and tell her this town
is suffocating me, that I'm meant for something better, and the
idea of getting away from here and her and this stupid version of
myself is the only thing that keeps me going. But my words would be
wasted, so I resort to anger and meanness.

"You can't stop me!" I yell. "You can't stop
me from leaving you if I want to!" I run into my bedroom and slam
the door, but it doesn't have a lock, and she follows me right in.
She looks down at me, lying on my bed like a frustrated child. This
is what she reduces me to, every single time!

"You'd be surprised," she says. "I can stop
you, and I will. Don't put it past me neither, because once I
decide to do something, I'm shameless. We have that in common."

She's right. I've learned how to manipulate
from the master, and deep down I know that if she wants to keep me
here next year, she'll find a way. Her secret weapon is guilt and
my downfall is a conscience. Sure, technically she can't keep me
against my will. But if she needs to, she'll resort to some mystery
illness or financial ruin or a nervous breakdown or whatever:
anything to manipulate me into staying. My problem is I let her
ploys work, even though I realize she's roping me into taking care
of her yet another time. But I can't help myself. She's the only
person in the world who actually sort of loves me. What I need is
for her to just let me go with no strings attached, but at this
moment, that feels like an impossibility. I'm still her
marionette.

So I don't answer. She sits down on my bed
and strokes my hair. I'm such a fool that I let her.

"There, there. It's not so bad."

"Yes it is. I want to go to college."

"No. You're not ready. You think you're so
smart, and maybe you are. But honey, book-smarts are different from
street smarts. There's so much you need to learn about the world
before you take off on your own."

I sit up to face her. "Mom, I'm eighteen, and
I can take of myself. Believe me."

"How can I, sweetie? You've never even dated.
You set out and I know what will happen. The first guy who's nice
to you will sucker you in, and take advantage of you. You'll wind
up pregnant, heartbroken, and on my doorstep in six months,
guaranteed. I love you too much to let that happen."

"You're wrong. I'm a lot smarter than you
think."

She sighs, and collapses onto my bed. We're
lying side by side, like sisters. She's still stroking my hair.
"How do I know that sweetie?"

I sit up. My five-step plan. If anything
would impress my mother, that's it. "I'll prove it to you."

"How?"

"I'm going to get my hot young teacher to
leave his wife for me."

Mom sits up in interest, smiling. "Yeah,
right."

"No really. I can do it."

"What makes you so sure?"

"I have a plan."

She raises her eyebrows. "What sort of a
plan?"

We sit on my bed, cross-legged, and I take
her through, step by step, the plan I've devised. Mom can't hide
her pride at my scheming, and she even offers me some pointers. I
take notes.

"Well," she says, after we've discussed it
all, "I'll be surprised if it works. But who knows? Maybe you'll
actually succeed at something worthwhile and make me proud."

"And if I do," I say, ignoring her jab, "I'll
have proved to you that I'm ready to be on my own, and you'll let
me go to college."

She shrugs her shoulders and hops off the
bed. "Sure. Why the hell not?" She exits my bedroom, and I hear her
pick up the phone. After a moment she says, "Hey honey. Good news.
Melody said she'd baby-sit."

I lie back down on my bed, kicking all my
books and papers onto the floor.

 



Chapter 10. Samantha

 


Saturday mornings are my favorite time of the
week. The weekend is stretched out like the promise of a sit-down
holiday meal, ready to be hedonistically accompanied by drinks,
naps, and sex. Yum! So I lie in bed with Nate, watching cartoons,
eating cereal from the box, and gently gnawing on his toes.

"Ouch," he cries when I accidentally bite
down a little too hard. "Slow down Captain Crunch! Is it necessary
to have my feet for breakfast? Can't you just stick to that sugary
non-food you eat?"

"Sorry, Mr. Linden, it just doesn't fulfill
me. Not enough protein."

The tinge of annoyance in his voice sounds
real. "You know I hate it when you call me Mr. Linden."

I stroke his injured toe. "But it's your
name. All your students call you by it."

"Exactly. And you sound just like one of my
students, which is a little disturbing when we're in bed."

I give him an overly indignant sigh, meant to
be funny. "I guess I should find that encouraging. It's better than
the alternative anyway."

He raises an eyebrow at me. "Meaning?"

"Well, I'd be worried if you got off on it,
like in that movie with the skinny girl from that show."

"Huh?"

"You know, the one where she's the
manipulative student and the teacher doesn't actually come on to
her but it turns out he gets aroused by the idea and asks his wife
to dress up like a school girl and call him Mr. so and so. And then
after the whole thing blows up she leaves him, even though he's
innocent."

"Oh, that one!" He smiles and shrugs his
shoulders. "Don't think I ever saw it."

"Yeah, you did. I brought it home from Bravo
around a month ago."

He speaks to me in his slow, patient voice.
"But I didn't watch it. I never watch movies set in high schools.
You know that."

I scrunch my face as I begin to remember.
"Oh. Right. Maybe I watched that one on my own."

"You must have."

How could I have forgotten? Nate won't watch
any movie that has to do with high school. Either they're
completely idealistic and thus, unrealistic, or they're so real
they're depressing. Either way, Nate says he gets enough of high
school at work.

"Sorry, I forgot," I say, and I gently ruffle
his hair. He reaches up and pulls on my arm, his cue to spoon. I
settle into his embrace, content to play with his fingers rather
than eat his toes. He strokes my hair, and the only sound in the
room is our breathing and the soundtrack to A Shark in the
Park, the Saturday morning cartoon playing on TV.

"I still don't understand why a shark is
living in the suburbs," he says softly, stroking my arm at the same
time. "Wouldn't he happier in the ocean where he belongs?"

"Probably. I think he's doing it for love
though, kind of like the ending of Splash, only reversed. He
wants to be with that girl, but in a platonic way of course."

"Ah, the things we do for love." Nate gives
me a final squeeze, then he gets up to go to the bathroom. I lay in
bed, half watching A Shark in the Park, which, if you have
never heard of it, is about a little girl who has a very pleasant
shark (who both speaks and sings) as a pet. They have all sorts of
adventures together. I'm wondering, is this really the message we
ought to be sending to our youth? They're going to grow up
believing that even nature's worst predators have a soft side. I
know from experience, that just isn't so.

My musings are interrupted several minutes
later when Nate emerges from the bathroom, looking guilty.

"We need to call the super," he says.

I spring up at attention. "Why?"

"The toilet. Again."

"Can't you just plunge it?"

"Hon, believe me, I tried. It won't go
down."

I laugh despite myself. "My God, Nate. What
did you do in there?"

He gives me his mean teacher look, a look
that used to shut me up in the past, until I caught on to what he
was doing. My chuckling continues, so in defiance he says, "You're
the one who insisted on Indian takeout last night."

"Eww! Don't be disgusting."

"I can't help it. Sometimes life is
disgusting." He unapologetically moves towards the phone. As he
lifts the receiver my panic sets in.

"Wait! Don't call Collin over this. He hates
toilet-plunging calls."

Nate's face wrinkles in offense. I tell
myself to take his irritation seriously, but he's wearing his
Shannon high soccer T-shirt and his dirty-blond hair is sticking
out in different directions; he looks like a teenager. "I don't
care!" Nate waves and points the receiver at me to emphasize his
point. "He's the super, that's his job. Besides, this is the second
time in a month that the toilet's backed up. There's something
wrong."

"Yeah, your poop is too big!"

Nate tries not to laugh, but his smile breaks
out. "You want to plunge the toilet?"

"No."

"Then why can't I call him?"

I have no good answer. Sure, at one point I
mentioned to Nate that Collin and I used to be together, a long,
long time ago. But I never gave him the whole story; there were too
many complicated reasons for why I shouldn't. Now, standing here
arguing over a backed-up toilet, I decide that this is not the time
to fill him in.

I shrug my shoulders and he starts to dial. I
plop back down on the bed, but only for a moment. If Collin is
coming I want to be wearing a bra this time. I get up and get
dressed, also stopping to comb my hair, and using the kitchen
faucet to splash some cold water on my face. After a couple of
minutes I hear a knock on the door. When I answer it, of course
Collin is on the other side, his longish dark hair tied back and
his shirt sleeves rolled up. With his industrial strength plunger
grasped in his hand, he's ready for action. If there's emotion
behind his steely eyes I can't read it, and when he speaks his
voice is annoyingly neutral.

"Hey, Sam. Your husband just called?"

"Yeah, come on in."

Collin enters and Nate emerges from the
bedroom, a welcoming smile plastered onto his golden-child face. My
stomach is already doing a dance.

"Hey man, sorry to bother you with this. I
tried to get it unplugged, but I guess I need help from the
expert."

Collin says nothing, walks past Nate into the
bathroom, and he sets to work on the toilet. Nate's eyes meet my
own, asking me the silent question, "How friendly should I be?" I
shrug my shoulders, because really, I don't know.

Nate shrugs his shoulders too; then he turns
toward the bathroom. I take a seat on the living room couch. Our
apartment is small enough that I can hear all of what
transpires.

Nate speaks. "Sam tells me you hate
toilet-plunging calls. I don't blame you. I'm thinking maybe we
should call the plumber. It's not the first time we've had trouble
with this toilet."

Collin grunts. Nate continues. "I mean, I'm
sorry, dude. I'm sure you don't get paid enough for this."

Silence. I'm sending out a psychic message,
telling Nate to shut up, but he doesn't hear me, and after an
awkward pause, he continues. "So, do you think we should call a
plumber?"

Nate waits for Collin to answer, but all I
hear is the sound of rubber squishing in water, accompanied by a
song about friendship from the television. The shark is
singing—"Oh, how good it is to be, friends with the land and the
sea. It doesn't matter if you walk or swim, if your name is Guppy
or Jim. We may come to different ends, but you and I will always be
friends!"

I get up to turn off the T.V. just as Collin
gives a final grunt and flushes the toilet. "That should do it."
Collin says, and he walks right past Nate. I have come back into
the living room, and Collin faces me as he reaches the front door.
Before I can thank him, Collin says, "I can't believe you married a
guy who says 'dude.' What the hell has happened to you?"

My mouth drops open in shock as I am
momentarily rendered speechless. Nate, unfortunately, still has his
voice. "Hey man, you're out of line."

Collin turns around and finally acknowledges
my husband. He squints at Nate. When he speaks it sounds like the
effort necessary to form his words isn't worth the trouble. "I've
known Sam for half her life. I understand things about her that you
will never begin to grasp. And I just plunged your shit down the
drain—a job you were too weak to handle. I'm out of line? You don't
even know where the line is."

Nate's face turns bright red, and he looks
like he's about to lunge towards Collin and rip him a new one. But
he doesn't. That's what I love about Nate—he may be young, but he's
the most mature guy I know. Nate just says, "Thanks for your help,"
then he walks out the door—past me, past Collin, to I don't know
where.

I'm left facing the man whose history I can't
forget.

"Thanks," I say. "You've been a huge help."
My sarcasm flows out like sicky-sweet goo. I only wish it was
possible to hurl out enough to suffocate him.

But Collin is immune to my methods. He just
laughs. "Come on, is that any way to treat the guy who did you a
favor? I just spiced things up for you! You need a little drama in
your relationships—otherwise, you get bored. You'll see; in a
little while, you'll be thanking me for real."

"No, I won't."

His fake happiness hardens into something
more sinister. "Come on Sam. You really think you're going to be
happy with this guy? You were never meant for settling down. The
thrill of the chase has always held way too much allure for you.
That's why we were together for so long."

"I've changed. I grew up."

"Nobody changes that much."

I try to remain calm, James Bond-ish, like a
calculated assassin. "People can change, Collin. You just don't
realize that because you're incapable of changing yourself."

"If that's true, why are you still here
talking to me instead of running after him?"

I have no response. For a moment we glare at
each other, his eyes issuing a silent challenge that I don't
understand and cannot accept. But if our stare-down is a
competition I'm definitely the loser, and I grab my keys from the
entryway door and push past him. Once out in the hallway I turn
around. "You know, I was just about to leave to go find him. I'm
not doing this because you suggested it."

Collin laughs. "You're hopeless, Sam."

I head downstairs, through the lobby and
outside to look for Nate. It occurs to me that finding him would be
a hell of a lot easier if I weren't already so lost myself.

 



Chapter 11. Melody

 


I have no idea who my dad is. When my mom got
pregnant with me she was nineteen and sleeping with three different
guys interchangeably. Karl was her old boyfriend from high school,
she worked with Jesse at Pizza Shack, and Oswald had been her dad's
best friend. She tried to convince each one of them that I was his,
but none of them bought it. She's still angry about that.

So she decided to have me anyway, even though
she knew there was little chance of ever getting any help from
anyone. Mom said that all men are jerks anyway and that I should
take whatever I can from them, because I won't get much if I just
sit around and wait to be rewarded. Mom had a terrible
childhood—her father was a big, scary son-of-a-bitch (her words). I
guess he drank a lot, and got violent when things didn't go his
way, like if somebody forgot to take out the garbage, or made
chicken for dinner when he was in the mood for hotdogs, or if the
Packers lost. Most of his violence was directed towards my
grandmother. But sometimes Mom became the target, which is why she
ran away at sixteen. Several years later they died in a car
accident; he was drunk behind the wheel. Mom says she was never sad
about it, but I trust little that Mom says.

"I learned to take care of myself," she says.
"And I became a better person for it. Most people who got hit by
their parents end up hitting their own kids," she says. "Not me.
I've never hit you, and I never will." So in other words, I'm just
really lucky, and Mom's "Mother of the Year" award is simply lost
in the mail.

I don't know about that.

But I've never been big into self-pity. It's
a waste of time. And let's face it, even on my worst days I have it
better than 90 percent of the world's population. I pay attention
in Social Studies, and I'm aware of all the suffering that goes on:
the hunger, disease, poverty, and oppression. So what if my mom is
a head case and I'm not popular at school? I'm the only one who can
change my situation, and sure, from the outside, I can see how a
plan to steal another woman's husband might seem evil. But I truly
believe Mr. Linden will be happier with me, and I can tell just by
looking at his loser wife that she'll never rise to the occasion. I
mean come on, she's so old, and what has she done with her life? By
the time I'm her age I'll have conquered the world. Just watch.

Anyway, it's late Saturday morning and I'm at
school, after getting back from a Key Club outing to bag groceries
at Piggly Wiggly. (Ick. I'll be so glad once I'm in college and I
no longer have to pack junk food for fat women on food stamps in
order to pad my resume.) Anyway, Katie, who is also in Key Club,
gave me a ride back to school. She offered to drive me home, but I
lied and said I needed something from my locker so she wouldn't see
the crappy apartment building we live in. Once we were in the
school parking lot, I had to go inside to make my lie seem real.
Then I decided to just wander the halls. School is sort of peaceful
when nobody's here. Plus, and I know this is going to sound weird,
it helps me to walk around when I know nothing bad is going to
happen. I still haven't completely gotten over that Axel incident,
and sometimes I like to be here when nobody else is around. I guess
I could call it facing my demons.

And the really funny thing is I was going
over my plan in my head as I was strolling past all the lockers and
silent classrooms: "Step one: flirt. Be around him a lot, then
become unavailable. Always make eye contact. Do nice things for
him, then act helpless so he'll do nice things for you. Step two:
temptation. Boost his ego. Make yourself…" Then, in the middle of
my silent diatribe, I notice it. The light is on in his classroom.
And I'm almost as happy to see it now, as I was the other time that
his light was there just for me.

I wander in, pretending to be calm, when
really my heart is beating at twice its speed and my underarms are
all damp. He's standing at the blackboard, his back to me. He is so
intent on what he's writing that he is unaware of my approach.

There are two columns. One has quotes—"To thy
own self be true," "Goodnight sweet prince," "Get thee to a
nunnery," and so on. On the other side is a list of characters:
Hamlet, Polonius, Horatio, Gertrude, etc. Mr. L stands back and
examines his work as if it holds the answer to one of life's
greatest mysteries—like whether or not Carson Daily is gay or how
Ashley Simpson became a star. I knock gently on a desk so as not to
startle him, but the sound still gives him a start. He turns around
abruptly, and for a moment I see a flicker of emotion on his face.
Like he's glad to see me. Then he quickly puts on his strict
teacher face, which clashes with his messy hair and the shorts and
T-shirt he's wearing.

"What are you doing here?" He puts down his
stick of chalk.

"I could ask you the same question," I say,
making myself comfortable by hopping up and sitting on the top of a
desk.

He puts his hands on his waist in a slightly
defiant stance. "I just have some work to finish up."

"On a Saturday? Shouldn't you be home with
your wife?"

Mr. L blushes—it's so cute! I had no idea it
would be so easy, too easy, to embarrass a twenty-five-year-old
man. "It's work that needs to get done. If I do it now then I can
enjoy the rest of the weekend."

"And your wife doesn't mind?"

"Of course not." Mr. L strolls over to his
desk and starts shuffling through papers. He's like the textbook
example of a bad liar, the way he's creating a diversion to prevent
eye contact.

I hop off the desk and stroll over to stand
close to him. "Well, you're newlyweds. Doesn't she want you to
spend time with her? If you were my husband, I'd nag you all the
time and tell you to stay home and pay attention to me."

Mr. L sits down and takes out a red pen. As
he starts paging through the stack of tests he picked up he says,
"Sam isn't like that. She's not the nagging type."

I lean my weight in his direction. "Oh,
you're lucky then. Whoever I marry is in for it, because I'm going
to nag him constantly. Not about stupid stuff, like bills and
cleaning. But about spending time with me, I'll nag him all the
time about that. It's how I'll show him that I care."

Mr. L looks up for a moment, like he's going
to say something then thinks better of it. After a moment he
switches courses by saying, "You still haven't told me what you're
doing here."

"I was bagging groceries for Key Club, and
Katie dropped me off at school because I forgot my trig
homework."

His eyes stay on me, but he blinks a couple
of times before speaking again. "Shouldn't you go and get it
then?"

I feel like a huge whoosh of breath is about
to burst out of me. It would feel so good to let that happen, but I
push the explosion down with a breezy smile. "There's no rush. Why
don't I help you grade those tests? Do you have an extra answer
key?"

"Miss Madsen, I really think…"

I cut him off with probably more force than
necessary. "Mr. L, it's Saturday, nobody's here, and with
everything that's happened, don't you think you can call me
Melody?"

He just looks at me. For a long time, as if
he's seeing something in me that he hadn't noticed before. I'm
tempted to look down or away, but I don't. I maintain the
eye-contact as if it was a staring contest, and I'm refusing to
blink first. I always win these types of things. So without
averting my eyes, I continue. "I promise I won't tell anyone."

Then—miracle of miracles—he smiles. A big,
genuine, toothy grin spreads across his adorable face. "Fine," he
says. "Melody. I would love for you to help me grade these
tests."

 



Chapter 12. Samantha

 


Of course one of the first places I look for
Nate is at school. Sometimes I think he loves his job too much.
It's like he won't know who he is if he's not a teacher. Or maybe
I'm just jealous because I don't have something that I'm really
passionate about.

When I enter the building it is quiet and
dim. I notice a sign for a swim meet, and I can hear the muffled
sound of cheers. The smell of chlorine hangs in the air. Silently,
I wander the halls—a prowler on the loose, afraid of being caught.
I feel like I have entered a world where I do not belong.

I make my way up to Nate's classroom and see
the light from his classroom many feet away. And I hear voices. His
voice, and a female voice.

I know this is stupid, but I freeze in my
tracks. I tell myself that whatever is going on is completely
harmless, yet somehow my feet are stuck to the floor. "It's
probably just a student from the swim meet. She wandered up here
for some reason then stopped in to say hi. Why are you freaking out
like this?" These words run through my mind, and they make sense,
yet my body refuses to respond. Finally, after standing there,
listening to the laughter coming from Nate's room for what seems
like a really long time, I turn around and walk away.

The trek back to my apartment passes in a
haze. I barely notice my surroundings as I walk. Instead my mind
wanders back to a time nearly a year ago…

 


 


That night I had walked into the church
basement with a hint of shame. It had been months since I attended
a meeting. Collin and I weren't together anymore and I had
convinced myself it was no longer necessary to come. Then he
started making appearances in my dreams. I hate it when that
happens. I guess it's more possible to expel someone from your life
than it is from your subconscious.

I went to take a seat, and noticed there was
a new face among all the familiar ones. He looked remarkably like
Owen Wilson, funny nose and all. Of course, upon further inspection
I realized that the pretty boy was too young to be Owen Wilson.
"Sure, Sam," my mind raced on. "Otherwise, it could have been him.
Owen Wilson attending an Alanon meeting in Shannon, Wisconsin makes
perfect sense."

I told myself to focus but let's face it; my
attention span has never been my most remarkable quality. I kept
looking over at him. I wondered if he was going to speak.

He didn't. But towards the end of the
meeting, when I stole what must have been my one-hundredth glance
at him, I found his eyes staring back at me. Then he broke into a
grin—a huge one. It transformed the shape of his cute little face
with the endearingly crooked nose and the big blue eyes.

Once the meeting was over he approached me.
"Do I know you?" he asked.

"Not yet." I replied. "Do you want to know
me?"

His lopsided smile crept from the corners of
his mouth. "Sure," he said.

We went out for a drink—hey, it's not like
we're the ones with a substance abuse problem. We're allowed a
drink if we want one, and perversely, those meetings always leave
me craving alcohol. Nate ordered a beer and I ordered a G&T,
and we sat across from each other, still grinning.

Of course, it was necessary to get a certain
conversation out of the way first.

"Who did you come for?" he asked.

"My ex. It's over now between us, but I guess
I still need a little bit of support."

Nate took a swig of his Miller Lite. "Is he a
drunk?"

"Sometimes. When it comes to substance abuse
he's spanned pretty much the entire spectrum. Although he swears
he's not using now. What about you?"

"My Dad's an alcoholic."

"Oh. That's too bad."

Nate smiled at my inane comment. "Yeah. It
really is." Then he took another swig of his beer, finishing
it.

"Have you heard that alcoholism can run in
families?"

Nate shook his head and adopted a false look
of concern. "Nope. Never heard that before."

"Really?" I asked, not sure if he was being
serious or not. Hadn't everybody heard of that?

Nate put down his empty bottle. "Next you're
going to tell me that alcoholism is a disease."

I smiled. "Actually, there is a rumor to that
effect."

"Well, I'm not worried." He leaned in and
lowered his voice, poised to share a secret. "Want to know
why?"

"Why?" I asked.

"Because I'm adopted."

I started to laugh. "Really? You're
adopted?"

His endearing face looked momentarily
puzzled. "Why would I lie about something like that?"

I instantly stopped laughing, and gave him a
serious answer. "I don't know. Perhaps to ease my guilt, so I don't
feel like I'm corrupting you? Going for a drink was my idea."

He smiled, and his eyes crinkled in such an
charming way, that it was impossible to imagine him ever
experiencing or being responsible for a moment's worth of pain.
"And it was a good one," he chuckled. "Can I get you another? I'm
going for another beer."

I shrugged my shoulders, resigned.
"Sure."

He got up, and I watched him at the bar,
enjoying the giddiness I felt. The gin was working its magic, but
so was his company. We stayed at the bar for some time, sharing
stories and laughing about things that shouldn't have been funny.
It was getting close to midnight when Nate looked at his watch.

"Wow," he said. "It's getting late."

My oversensitivity immediately jumped into
overdrive. Was he already tired of me? "The bars don't close for a
couple of hours."

He nodded his head and answered in an overly
patient tone. "Yeah, but I have to be at work at six."

My jaw dropped. "Really? My God. What do you
do?"

"I teach high school English."

"That's admirable," I said.

He stared into my eyes like he could see
something behind them. Then he replied, "It's only admirable if I'm
doing it for altruistic purposes. I'm not. I guess I'm just weird,
but I love my job."

So! He had passion and purpose. Suddenly I
wanted to be as close to him as possible, as if by doing so I could
somehow absorb those attributes.

I put my elbows on the table that separated
us and leaned into them. "I'd walk you out to your car," I said,
"but you'd probably get the wrong idea and think I'm inviting you
to kiss me."

He shifted back, away from me. Raising his
eyebrows, he responded with, "It wouldn't matter. There's no chance
I'm kissing you tonight anyway."

"Why not?"

Half of his mouth arched up in a smile,
creating a dimple on the left side of his face. "I don't kiss girls
in bar parking lots. It's tacky."

"Oh. Okay. Well, let's go then," I said,
valiantly trying not to show my disappointment. "I'll walk you
out."

We got to his Jeep and stood there, facing
each other. He spoke first. "I'm the one who ought to walk you to
your car—make sure you leave safely and all."

"I'll be fine," I said. Then with vixen-like
bravado that I don't normally possess, I reached up, wrapped my
arms around his neck, and leaned in. He responded by giving me a
warm, firm kiss—on the forehead.

"I'll call you," he said with a chuckle. Torn
between shame and glee, I pulled away and walked towards my car
without saying goodbye. I wasn't mad, but I wanted him to think I
was. I figured that way he'd be more likely to call.

I was right.

 


 


Once back at our apartment I sit down on our
still unmade bed. Slightly over an hour ago we had been lying
there, content, with the promise of the weekend and time together
looming ahead of us. Now I feel the opposite of the happy lightness
that I experienced earlier today. I turn the television on and
start flipping through the channels until I find a rerun of Mystic
Pizza playing on TNT. Lilly Taylor, Julia Roberts, and Annabeth
Gish are all young and beautiful, living in an adorable New England
tourist town that they are dying to leave. I saw the movie for the
first time when I was a senior in high school and fell in love with
the romance of their situation. But what would their characters be
like now, if they actually existed and had grown into their
thirties? What if their life hadn't stopped once the music swelled
and the credits rolled? I wonder if any of their dreams would have
come true.

 



Chapter 13. Melody

 


I turn off the television with a snap of the
remote. Kelsey leans back in her dad's easy chair and stretches her
arms out. "That is the most romantic movie ever!" she says. "I
would kill to be Hillary Duff and have Chad Michael Murray in love
with me." She sips on her Malibu Coke and sighs.

I try not to let my exasperation show. After
all, watching movies on a Saturday night in Kelsey's lavish
basement with a huge flat screen TV and free pizza and booze is way
better than hanging out at home with mom in our depressing
apartment, where all I'd get for dinner is some Ramen and Sunny
Delight. But just once, I'd like to pick the movie. If we have to
watch a stupid romance, why not something like Love and
Basketball? I like the end where she challenges him to a game
of one-on-one to win his heart. In the movies Kelsey likes, the
girls are always clingy losers.

Personally, I'm not a big movie fan anyway.
What's the point of wasting your time watching made up stories with
people pretending to feel emotion they don't really feel? Then,
after you watch it you're supposed to talk about the movie like
it's something that actually happened. I just don't get it.

"Kelsey, it's getting late. Maybe we should
go over the plan for Monday."

The blissful smile vanishes from Kelsey's
face. "Oh yeah, right. I suppose we should."

"What's wrong? Aren't you still into
Bobby?"

"Of course I am," says Kelsey. "But come on,
let's be realistic. It's never going to work."

"Sure it will. My plan is fool proof. I
guarantee it."

"How?" She says. "How can you guarantee it?
Have you ever used this plan before?"

"No," I admit. "But…"

She cuts me off. "Will your plan make me
five-foot-two, ninety-five pounds, perky, and blond with a cute
little nose and pouty lips?"

Every once in a while Kelsey decides to live
in reality. It's always very unexpected, and tonight is no
exception. I know I need to be careful, because she looks like
she'll burst into tears if I say the wrong thing. But it's
important that she uses my plan, so I can test it on her and iron
out the kinks before I use each step on myself with Mr. L.

"Kelsey, you're being silly. You look
great."

She swivels in her chair so that she's facing
me. "Uh, reality check. Were you not just watching the movie? I
look nothing like Hillary Duff. I'm like one of the overdone
stepsisters. And using a quote, plan," Kelsey makes air-quotes with
her fingers to compound her sarcasm, "to try and get Bobby—that's
totally an ugly stepsister sort of thing to do. And you and I both
know that in the end the cute, gushy blond girl always wins the
guy. So what's the point of trying?" She collapses her weight into
the chair, and pouts.

Good God. Selling her on my plan shouldn't
require so much effort and diplomacy. Is this the sort of thing I
have to look forward to, once I hit the workforce? I keep my voice
even with a smile on my face. "The point is that you and Bobby
belong together. You don't have to look like Hillary Duff to have a
guy fall in love with you. Besides, we're talking about real life
here, not the movies. In real life guys sometimes need an extra
little push so they can see that it's the unexpected girl who
they're actually in love with. And didn't Cinderella use a plan?
What was all that stuff about dressing in disguise and going to the
ball just to get Prince Charming's attention? If that's not a plan,
I don't know what is. If you ask me, the definition of ugly
stepsister is 'girl without a plan,' because they're the ones who
are going to end up alone."

Kelsey takes a moment to consider my words,
then the tension she was wearing evaporates and her body relaxes.
"Fine. You've convinced me. Let's go over step two."

"Good girl. Now we're talking." I take out my
notebook where I've recorded all the details. "So on Monday, you
need to act helpless and put him a situation where he's forced to
protect you…"

 


 


Kelsey and I choose gym class for her plan of
attack. There are two reasons for this. One, it's the perfect
environment to promote victim-hood. Two, and more importantly,
Kelsey, Bobby, and I all have gym class together, so I can observe
her in action and give her feedback afterwards. Of course I don't
tell her this, but I also need to watch her so I can serve my own
purposes as well.

We're running laps. Kelsey waits until Bobby
is very close by, then pretends to be distracted, and runs
full-steam into a bleacher. (I specifically told her not to do the
twisted ankle thing, it's so tired.) She falls on the floor knee
first and yelps in pain. Several kids laugh and call out to her.
"Nice going!" one guy shouts.

"Lose a few pounds and you'll be more
graceful," I hear Becki Birkland remark.

She doesn't even have to fake the tears. I go
over to her, because Bobby has already passed by. "Are you
okay?"

Kelsey is smiling and crying at the same
time. "Yeah, fine. Just feel really stupid."

"Do you need help getting up?"

"Please."

I pretend to struggle with helping her up,
then give up just as Bobby is making his way towards us again.

"Bobby!" I shout. He stops a few feet away
from us. "How about a little help here?"

His face looks like murder but he wanders
over. Kelsey says, "No really, it's fine. I can get up on my own."
She pretends to stand up, then collapses in pain. Mr. Severson, the
gym teacher, has now approached the scene. He takes one look at her
knee, then turns to Bobby and slaps him on the back.

"Wilson, I need you to escort this young lady
to the nurse. Can you do that for me? Thanks. You're a champ."

Wordlessly Bobby helps Kelsey up, and with
her arm around his shoulders, they walk out of the gym towards the
nurse's office. On their way past me I hear her say, "Sorry."

His face is bright red, probably because all
his buddies are laughing at him, but he replies, "Don't worry about
it."

 


 


I'm so proud of Kelsey I could spit. I know
later on I'll have to reassure her; Kelsey will need to be
convinced not to worry about all the mean comments that everyone
made. And sure, Bobby heard them and was no doubt embarrassed. But
the important thing is he came to her rescue. Any time a guy comes
to girl's rescue he feels important, no matter how he feels about
the girl. Now all we need to do is capitalize on this, so he
associates Kelsey with feeling important. Shouldn't be too
tough.

I wipe the smile off my face as I approach
Mr. L's room. Today's rehearsal is over; now it's time for
tonight's performance.

 



Chapter 14. Samantha

 


I never expected Nate to call me after he
refused my advances in the bar parking lot. But he did. The first
time he called was to ask me to a movie (Casablanca), and
the second time was to go snowshoeing (along the shore of Lake
Michigan.) The third time was to ask me to attend the annual
Shannon Schnee Days Winter Dance Party.

I felt like Marcia Brady, about to have a
dreamy date right after my nose got hit by Peter's football. No
courtship of mine had ever been more wholesome, awkward, and
thrilling all at once. When Nate, wearing jeans and a green
crew-neck sweater, picked me up on the night of the dance I was
sure I was over-dressed in the black cocktail dress I've owned
since 1998. But he smiled in appreciation and said, "You look
great!"

Once we got to the dance I was even more
convinced that I was out of place. There were a lot of families;
parents holding the hands of grade school aged children, or
middle-school kids pretending they didn't know their parents,
running around in packs. There were a lot of sixtyish-looking
participants, enjoying the music of Richie Valens, Buddy Holly, and
the Big Bopper. Nate had told me the evening's music was a
rendition of their concert tour right before that fateful plane
crash.

"Won't that be bad karma, to attend something
like that?" I asked.

Nate chuckled. "I don't believe in bad
karma."

"I do."

"Does that mean you don't want to go?" he
asked.

"No," I replied.

So there we were, semi-slow dancing to La
Bamba, and I was trying to ignore the chuckles of people around us.
Nate didn't seem bothered by it, but I was sure it was directed
towards us. "Are any of your students here tonight?" I asked.

"Nah. They're way too cool to attend
something like this."

"But we're not?"

Nate reached down and stroked a lock of my
hair. "Sam, are you having a bad time?"

"It's not that. I'm just not sure what we're
doing."

"We're dancing," he said.

"Maybe we shouldn't be," I said as I pushed
away from him, finding my way through the crowds of young and old,
hoping to find some sanity in a quiet hallway. Nate followed me.
The air was suddenly much colder, as we were closer to the outside
doors and away from the heat of the pack. I shivered.

"What's wrong?" he asked me.

I felt like I was about to push off a very
pleasant cliff. But I had to know. "How old are you, Nate?"

"I'm twenty-five."

How could he not be? Standing in front of me,
his skin glowing, light bouncing off his hair as if he wore a halo,
his looks mirrored his personality. After three dates I couldn't
figure out what was wrong with him, except for his refusal to kiss
me anywhere other than on the cheek or forehead. "I wish I had a
script writer that good for my life," he whispered to me during
Casablanca. And he bent his head down and sniffed my hair. I
looked up and met his eyes in the darkened theater. Then he didn't
kiss me. "I love fighting with the snow and cold; maybe I was a
Viking in a past life", he said over hot chocolate after our
snowshoeing expedition. His fingers traced my own, and I could feel
the heat kicking between our hands. "You have an eyelash on your
cheek." He leaned forward and brushed it away. Then he didn't kiss
me. "Don't you love to see people dancing in large groups? It makes
me believe in the human race, to see people made so happy by
something so simple," he said, as he pulled me onto the dance floor
when we arrived earlier that night. He held my body close and my
gaze even closer, as he mouthed the words to That Will Be the
Day That I Die. Then he didn't kiss me.

"I'm ten years older than you." I said,
facing him in that hallway, naked in my black dress.

"Okay."

"And I've made a lot of mistakes in my life,"
I continued. "I'm not a good person like you are. I'm weak. I make
decisions without thinking things through, and I have no direction.
All your purpose, your drive, your sense of right and wrong, that's
not me. I'm not like you at all."

Nate shrugged his shoulders. "What's your
point?"

My heart lurched and pressed against my rib
cage. I was convinced this was the easiest way, less painful than
prolonging it would be, but saying goodbye now would be like
returning a beautiful ball gown because I had nowhere fancy enough
to wear it. "I just don't see the point of us spending time
together," I said, blinking back tears of frustration.

Nate stepped in, close to me. He put his hand
underneath my chin and tilted it up, so our eyes met. "I see a lot
of point."

"Why?"

"Because," he said, "You're real, you're
honest, and you're beautiful." Then, finally, he kissed me. Wrapped
in his arms, I knew with absolute certainty that this kiss far
exceeded any kiss between Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman, or
Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan, or even Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh. I had
been waiting my whole life for my first Hollywood quality kiss, and
now that I had it, no way I was giving up my chance for more.

 


It's Tuesday morning and I'm stocking the
shelves at Bravo Video, as memories of Nate's and my early days
dance through my mind. I still haven't heard whether or not I got
the promotion, but I thought my interview last week went well. Yet,
it's not at the forefront of my concerns, even though it would mean
I'd no longer be relegated to menial tasks like the one I'm
performing now. Right now, I'm too pissed off with Nate to think
about much of anything. Even recalling our best moments together
doesn't help me let go of my anger over our fight last night.

And I had thought the evening was going to go
so well. He had promised me yesterday morning that he would be home
for dinner since it was my night off. We were going to have some
time together, and after our strained weekend it felt necessary. So
I went grocery shopping and got some fresh catfish, which I was
going to marinate and serve with biscuits and steamed veggies. It's
one of Nate's favorite meals that I make, and I had thought to pick
up Stella Artois (his favorite beer) and key lime pie (his favorite
dessert.) We still had the latest episode of Project Runway
recorded; I envisioned us having a leisurely meal concluded by
quality time on the couch and then in bed. But it was not to
be.

At 3:30 I got back from a run and found a
message on our voice mail. "Hey, it's me," he said. "Something came
up and I won't be home until late. I'll explain later. Love you…"
click.

I instantly started steaming. I thought about
calling him, demanding an explanation, but it felt better to yell
at him self-righteously in my head. "You're the one who said we
need to communicate better. How are we supposed to do that if
you're always putting your job first?" Or, "Yeah, Collin is still
in my life, but I think an ex-boyfriend is less threatening to you
than your job is to me." Or best yet, "Were you hanging out with
Melody? You know, I stood outside your classroom last Saturday, and
I could swear it was her laugh that I heard combined with your own.
What's going on, Nate?" Nate had told me all about how he had saved
her from being raped. But since then he can't seem to get rid of
her. And on Saturday, when he got home after hiding in his
classroom for several hours, he never mentioned she had been there
with him. Then we had a long conversation about how we need to work
on our communication. Healthy, huh?

So last night, at 8:30, when he finally came
through the door I was so worked up I could barely speak. But I
didn't want to bring up the Melody thing, not yet. I knew I would
be crossing a line if I did. I looked at him. His tie was askew,
his sleeves rolled up, and he had replaced his contacts with his
glasses at some point during the day. And although he wasn't
smiling, he looked more relaxed than I had seen him look in a
while.

"Where have you been?" I said.

"Didn't you get my message?" he asked, as he
strolled over to me on the couch, kissed my cheek, then plopped
down beside me.

"I got it, but you didn't say where you were
going."

"Oh, right. I had to have dinner with a
student."

I gulped back my anger. "Why?" I asked.

"She's having trouble finalizing her college
plans. Her mother, who sounds crazy, had decided she didn't want
her to go. I needed to go over to the girl's house and eat dinner
with them. You know, talk some sense into the mother."

I leaned away from him, creating enough
distance to prevent our arms from touching. "Why was it your job to
do this?"

He turned his head toward me. "Hon, she was
in tears. It's her dream to go to college and make something of
herself. She didn't ask me; I just noticed something was wrong and
asked her what was up. I sort of had to pry the story out of her.
So I offered to go. It was just one of those things."

"What about our plans to eat dinner
together?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "I figured it
could wait."

"Nate! You promised we'd spend time together
tonight! Why is it that I can wait but Melody can't?"

"I never said it was Melody…"

"Well, wasn't it?"

"No," Nate said, a little too loudly. Then
his face turned bright red. He looked down at the couch cushion and
squinted. I got up.

"So it was some other girl," I said, as I
paced into the kitchen to get a glass of water. "You just went to
some female student's house to eat dinner and mess with her life.
Do you really think that's professional?"

"Wow," he replied, with the warmth of dry ice
smoking above his head. "I don't think I want to answer that."

He stood up and walked into the bedroom door,
closing it behind him. I followed, finding him lying down on the
bed. I sat down on the edge, my back to him. I played with his foot
as I spoke.

"Sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to sound like
I must have sounded. But I had been looking forward all day to our
evening together. I had planned a really special dinner—all your
favorites."

He spoke into his pillow. "Why didn't you
call and tell me? If I had known I would have come home."

I sighed. I felt betrayed, like how Molly
Ringwald was in Pretty in Pink. It wasn't enough for Andrew
McCarthy to take her to the prom—he had to want to take her
to the prom. I wanted Nathan to want to come home, whether he felt
obligated to or not. Nate took my silence as an answer, and
continued on.

"You know Sam, I think part of the problem
here is you. You need something other than me to be important to
you. Then our evenings together wouldn't be such a big deal. I hate
to say it, but sometimes I feel burdened."

I shoved his feet out off my lap and leapt up
from the bed. "Well, the last thing I want to be is a burden." The
anger that had been brewing inside of me all day was now bubbling
over. "And you're right, I need something else. You're so lucky
that you have your job, with all those adoring students who you
serve so well. You must feel so good about yourself. If only I
could aspire to be like you Nate. If only we all could!" Nate's
face registered shock, but not much else. I stormed out, much like
he had done last Saturday.

I walked through the streets of our
neighborhood, his words echoing in my mind. Of course he was right.
I don't have his sense of direction. I don't really have a sense of
direction at all, a fact which was proved to me as I got lost
roaming the streets that I've lived on for years. It was much later
once I finally got home, cold and exhausted. Nate was sound asleep.
I grabbed a blanket and slept on the couch, then pretended to be
asleep several hours later when he got up to go to work.

Now at work myself, I finish putting the DVDs
away and wander over to the bulletin board at the store's entrance.
I pull down a notice that's been up for over a month and read it,
even though I've memorized what it says:

 


Attention Amateur Film Makers!

The National Institute of Film and
Photographic Arts

Is hosting its 3rd annual short-film
competition.

First Prize is $25,000 and a year long
internship position!

 


The contest deadline is in two weeks. The
internship position is in Chicago. There is no way I could possibly
take the position on the off chance that I happened to win. I have
no idea for a short film, no equipment, and other than some
investments made for me by grandmother before she died, no
money.

"Sam, can you come here for a minute?"

I look up to see Hal poking his head out of
his office. With utter clarity, I know he's calling me back to tell
me whether or not I got the promotion. If I get the job it means
more money. But more than that, it means I finally, at thirty-five,
have a real job. People might actually respect me. On the surface,
it will seem like my life has direction.

I look back down at the flier in my hand. But
if I get the job, I won't have time to make this film that I have
to make. Before Collin, before Nate, before everything that got in
the way, I did want something for myself. And for the longest time,
I've thought it was too late. But maybe it's not. Maybe I still
have one chance left.

"Sam!" Hal's voice breaks my reverie. "I
really need to talk with you. Now please."

I take a final look around the store, ending
at Hal's pimply face. Goodbye safety net. "Sorry," I say, as I grab
my bag. "I quit." Then I turn around, and while still fiercely
clutching the film competition notice in my hand, walk out of Bravo
Video for the last time.

 



Chapter 15. Melody

 


I was twelve years old when I learned about
the power of words.

I had decided to enter the school spelling
bee. While I thought the whole concept of spelling bees was a
little silly and over-rated (anyone with half a brain can look up
how to spell something) I liked the idea of gaining respect for
something so easy. To succeed in a spelling bee all you need is the
discipline to memorize, and the ability to think well under
pressure. I have both, so of course, I won.

Not that it was effortless. There were many
sleepless nights where I sat in bed with a flashlight and a
dictionary, reciting back in a whisper the spelling of the most
difficult words I could find. And of course I was nervous, standing
up in front of the school, spelling words most of the kids had
never heard of. By the end of it my left palm was bleeding, because
my nervous habit of digging my nails into my own palm. However, the
bleeding was pretty mild and if I kept my hand in a fist, which I
did, nobody was ever going to notice.

Anyway, my school-wide victory permitted me
to move on to the city's competition. For that, I practiced even
more, and I went door to door asking people if I could rake their
yards or do other odd jobs, so I could raise money to buy something
decent to wear for the competition. I was able to come up with $35,
enough for a smart light blue blouse off of Macy's sale rack, and a
wool pinstriped pencil skirt from Savers, which was too big, but I
took it in and it looked fine. On the day of the competition I said
a prayer that I wouldn't embarrass myself, and that if I didn't
win, that at least I wouldn't be the first one out.

I don't usually pray, but on that morning it
seemed necessary, because my naïve twelve-year-old mind actually
believed that I could earn respect by standing up there, composed
and mature, spelling words like "abstinence," "chutzpah" and
"homogeneity". Also, the prize for winning was $500, which would
have been lovely to have. I decided I would open a savings account
for myself at the bank, so my mother would be unable to touch it,
and I'd have an emergency fund for those weeks when she "forgot" to
give me lunch money, or insisted I do the grocery shopping without
giving me any money to shop with.

I didn't tell my mother about the competition
for obvious reasons. On the day it took place I rode the city bus
down to the public library, which is where it was being held (in
one of the conference rooms). Lots of kids I knew were there,
because Carter Wilkin, who took second place in my school's
competition, had been permitted to compete as well, and they came
to show him their support. You see, my school victory was not
without controversy. Carter's last word had been "a cappella." He
spelled it correctly, except he didn't include the space between
the a and the c, so he was out and I won with "onomatopoeia." But
Carter was really popular, and the whole school thought it was
unfair that he lost so they started a petition to that effect. Some
kids took their protest a step further by suckering all the sixth
graders into standing up at their desks at exactly 10:05 a.m., at
which point Rachael Peterson, who is the sort of girl who: (a)
never shuts up, (b) believes everyone is interested in what she has
to say, and (c) thinks she's always the most important person in
the room (because probably nobody has ever told her otherwise),
stepped forward and said, "We're not sitting down until Carter is
declared the winner."

Nobody would have cared about Carter and the
stupid spelling bee, but his parents owned Fantasy Land Skating
Rink, and he was always having these awesome (or so I heard)
private parties and everyone wanted to be invited to them. So the
principal, who took social protest very seriously, called the city
competition officials and explained the situation, and they decreed
that Carter could compete. And I never let all the uproar bother
me, because back then I honestly thought that if I won fair and
square, the kids would like and respect me for it.

I was wrong.

The competition started out okay. The bus I
had taken ran late, so I was a little rattled walking in, but my
mature, classic outfit gave me confidence. I looked way more
composed than the other contestants, in their outfits from Gap
Kids. When I stood up to spell my first word, "conquer," I spoke
with such confidence and clarity - I was sure that conquer was
exactly what I was going to do.

But after round three she walked in. I had
tried to keep the competition a secret from her; later I found out
the contest officials had called that morning when I wasn't there
on time. It was before noon when she arrived, but it was clear she
had already had a drink or two. I could tell by her smile and the
slight stumble to her step. "Excuse me!" she shouted. "My
daughter's up there. I need to find a seat!" She stepped over
people, loudly muttering her apologies, until she found the one
empty seat that was up at the front. Once she finally sat down, she
waved to me. "Hey, Melody baby!" Never had I wanted to melt into a
puddle more. Not ironically, my next word was "embarrass." "E M B A
R R A S S," I said to judges. Then to finish, I focused the last
part on my mother, sitting in the front row. "Embarr –ASS!"

After the fourth round there was a break. I
hid back stage, but the room was small enough to hear my mother
talking to Rachael Peterson's mom. I peaked out from behind the
curtain, and saw Rachael standing there too, with a smirk on her
face. Rachael had never liked me, because when we were in second
grade I started a rumor that she ate her own boogers after she
refused to let me borrow her Swan Lake Barbie pencil sharpener. Now
was her chance to gain retribution. "Oh, I'm so proud of Melody,"
my mother yelled. "She looks so damn mature up there. Seriously,
just last month she was still wetting her bed. Now look at
her!"

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/40522
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_1854b6489b816e3169c2681d87b7fe38_FncMjF_html_m6abe2d22.jpg
Starring in the
Movie of
My Life

" a novel by Laurel Osterkamp

- ] /"\ L s

**** “Two stories collide i this novel that deals
with acceptance, love, and revenge...This story will
stick with you long after it's come to an end.”

RT Book Reviews






cover.jpg
“A riveting romance and drama. Highly recommended.”
---Midwest Book Review

: 3
starring in the
movie of my life

ward-Winning Finalis
2011 International
Book Awards






