
  
    [image: cover]

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    STAR-CROSSED


    a novel


    Luna Lacour


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    STAR-CROSSED


    by


    Luna Lacour


    Copyright © 2014


    


    All rights reserved. This book or any portion may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations within reviews.


    This is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


    


    Credit to Vladimir Nabokov


    for use of brief quotation.


    (Lolita, Ch. 25)


    Editing by T. Benner


    Cover by Luna Lacour


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    For those closest, who kept me going


    when I was almost too scared to finish this.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    These violent delights have violent ends


    and in their triumph die, like fire and powder


    which as they kiss, consume.


    ― William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    STAR-CROSSED


    

  


  
    ONE


    


    [There is one thing, first and foremost, that you should know about this story:


    it all started with a game.


    On the morning before meeting William Tennant, there was a metallic ring in the air; the clouds were nothing but wisps of Fuchsia against a blood-orange sunrise. I was wide awake, my body sunken into soft bedding. I couldn't sleep that night, and in hindsight, maybe I should have taken it as some kind of sign.


    I stepped out onto the balcony – all covered in the greedy Moon Flower vines that were already beginning to close – and glanced out over the garden. Everything glistened in the morning dew; frozen, ethereal. Water cascaded from the fountain basins, cradled in the arms of some cherubic-looking thing with otherwise empty eyes. In the not-so-far distance, a high, iron-wrought sheltered me from the outside world. From the smoke-billowing sidewalks and trench-coat wearing fiends with knives and other hidden weapons.


    Inside the fence, cooped up in my enviable Upper East Side mansion, I was left to my own devices. My own deeds. My own means of escape and worldly deviances.


    Not that I had many.


    Standing by the pool was our hired landscaper. He was maybe around eighteen or nineteen, shirtless, gazing down at the low water as he lowered a net to catch the fallen leaves. Scooping them up and throwing them into a sopping pile. Colby, his name was. He was all man, lean and heavy-lidded, his eyes bright green and hair nearly cropped to the skull. Glistening gold speckled against the perfect curve of his head when the light hit his skin, and while he wasn't exactly my type (I craved a more brooding, pensive face) he was undeniably lovely.


    He cupped his hands beneath the water, withdrawing, of all things, a pair of black-lace panties. I covered my mouth, muffling the laughter that would so easily bubble up like fizzy tonic.


    Marius, I grinned inwardly. Oh, you would.


    Colby tossed them aside, cringing only briefly before returning to the task at hand. Dipping, tossing; the sounds of water gentle and calm. I wondered how he kept so composed, given that although it was surprisingly warm for February, there was still a tinge of frost in the air. The roses that surrounded him, hidden in shriveled, dried carcasses, had yet to blossom and bloom.


    It's not that I was trying to be creepy or anything; I was simply curious. I enjoyed the moments when I was able to watch the scenes of day-to-day life unfold like film stretched over a cinema screen. In fact, one of my favorite activities was people-watching; namely people of the streets. Regular people. Average people. Families or businessmen all clad in suits and sunglasses. Children with their sticky fingers; faces covered in chocolate and candy-coated sweets. Couples strolling with their fingers interlaced, their eyes all wide and full of dripping affection, like the water that swam in their pupils could spill out at any moment. I'd watch them as they laughed and sighed, clutching my too-expensive purse with a vague, pulsating envy.


    My second favorite thing was watching my step-brother, Marius, while he played piano in the Great Room; his Armani shirt unbuttoned to reveal a stretch of sun-kissed skin. Sweat dripping between two focused, pale-blue eyes as his fingers worked quickly, satiating him in a way that only one other activity could: fucking women.


    Neither Marius nor I got along particularly well, but we had learned to co-exist. He loathed the fact that I was spoiled (not that he wasn't) and I hated his attitude. His arrogance disgusted me more than just about everything involving my opulent, status-obsessed, admittedly blessed socialite lifestyle. Not that, despite my residing in a bedroom with enough lace and white-frosted furniture to render a toddler jealous, I was some kind of princess. I wasn't. I was a mix of two things, and two things only: curiosity and a speckling of selfishness. My heart could have very well been lost in the rosebushes, making company with other shriveled, equally-dead companions.


    My only saving grace, truly, was my ability to fool.


    On my left hand, gracing a slender finger, was a white-gold ring; a small, unblossomed rosebud was at the center. A purity ring, in layman’s terms, and I never took it off. Not that it made me a better person, or more virtuous than anyone else. Bullshit, really. All of it was. But that didn't change the fact that I had never engaged in the typical sexual acts that so many of my peers spoiled on and on about in the bathrooms or clustered hallways, whispering their secret escapades during sweet, whipped-cream-and-pillow-fight sleepovers. I fucked him in the backseat of my father's car - or - we did it while my parents were asleep, outside in the piazza. The stars, you know, they were so beautiful.


    A facade of innocence; an illusion of goodness. That's all it was.


    But I liked it.


    “So take the ring off,” Marius had said. “I mean, it's really the stupidest thing. A tacky piece of jewelry. I don't wear a ring.”


    Marius grabbed my hand, his five-fingered grip sending a sharp pain up my forearm. He examined me like some kind of specimen. My nails, bitten down and chewed up, much to my father's disdain, caused him to cringe.


    “But you've already made your mark. You'll fuck anything with a pair of legs,” I spat. He glared down at me, releasing me and laughing when I tumbled backward. Thankfully, my bed was there to catch the fall.


    “Wrong. I don't sleep with anything that doesn't have the ability to consent.”


    “I wouldn't exactly call grooming and a heavy dose of blackmail consent, Marius.”


    “Whatever,” he snapped, storming off and slamming the door behind him. I stayed on the bed, listening to the sound of his footsteps as they rang with a melodramatic stomp down the hallway. His door slammed; I smiled into my silk coverlet, perfectly contented to have succeeded in what I suppose could be considered my third favorite activity: acknowledging my prowess at getting under someone's skin.


    Colby coughed, immediately yanking me out of my daze, and I shot him another glance. He was now crouched over the underwear, perplexed and scratching the back of his head. I imagined what it would be like, just briefly, to sleep with him. From initial inspection, I figured he would likely be aggressive. The kind of guy that moved softly at first, but after several slow, craving kisses would rip off your clothes and tear into you like a rabid animal. His muscles were taut, highly-defined. His lips were full, pillowy. No doubt he was experienced, and there was no doubt in my mind that I stood a very good chance, if I were bold enough, to score with him. I tried to picture it: the stunned widening of his eyes, the painful swallow. But after a few moments, he'd soften, touch the side of my face with a calloused palm when I looked up at him (doe-eyed, cheeks flushed) and following those few seconds of hurried decision-making, he'd take me right there in the garden. On grass that would crush like glass beneath our bodies.


    When he saw me, he smiled warmly and waved. I returned the gesture, trying to mimic his ability to connect with something so simple as a smile.


    Inside, I ran a hot shower and watched my reflection slowly fade. I trudged into the glass stall, slipping fingers through my hair, down my neck, chest, stomach, and stopping at my abdomen. My eyes opened into the spray of brandishing water, the steam suffocating.


    I slid to the floor like a broken mannequin, closing my eyes and covering my face. I was numb, then. Every inch of skin felt nothing.


    It's a scary thing, feeling nothing at all. It only serves to remind you that you're capable of anything. Even if it ends in disaster.


    


    At the dining room table sat my father, who was busying himself with some business article and simultaneously grinding his teeth; a habit he had developed since my mother's untimely departure. She had left years back after having a long-concealed affair with a man who sailed yachts, and sold them, too. The story was ancient history for some.


    But my father never really recovered. He just remarried.


    I sat down, cutting him a glance. He grasped the newspaper with both hands, turning the pages noisily while rambling on about the newest line of clothing branches that he would be rolling out later in the Spring. These, of course, were undoubtedly superior to those that were currently nestled in between the great chains belonging to those of the other corporate Giants. My bloodline was traced back to the early garment business, which blew up and exploded like the grandest of fireworks. Catered to females, mainly. Vintage things, jewels, perfume. This provided me with a respectable name that I would only lose upon marriage. I was a Laurent, which in my father's eyes was only second to God. It was the name that had acquainted us with a comfortable living. It had also granted my father boasting rights, which was a role he assumed with great dignity.


    “Morning,” I mumbled. My father nodded, still dressed in his crimson robe with the golden drawstring tied lazily around his waist. His hazel eyes narrowed as he focused on the paper, running large fingers through a crop of salt-and-pepper locks. For just shy of fifty, the man had aged well. He had the same youthful smile of someone twenty years younger, but a seasoned look about him that often made women swoon.


    And of course, money helps.


    My step-mother, Vivian, sat at the table with her eyes looking sufficiently glazed-over. She was a terribly vapid woman. I almost felt sorry for her. She gave no mind to it, though; enjoying her mimosa with a giggle at every sip, like the drink was telling her a secret joke or something equally hilarious.


    “You don't think it's a little early?” I asked her.


    “Kaitlyn,” my father started. “Don't speak to your mother that way.”


    “Step-mother,” I corrected, watching the red rise in his cheeks. But he didn't say anything else.


    “Where's Marius?” I asked lightly. “Or do I get a break this morning from him? Really, I wouldn't mind.”


    My father rolled his eyes. He was a decent enough man, I can't lie. Quick tempered, but not a monster by any stretch of the imagination. I couldn't hate him, but the large majority of my respect for his decision-making had shredded since his remarriage to my Barbie-doll figure of a replacement parent. Stick-thin, coiffed hair and always omitting a too-sweet perfume that I positively could not stand. No matter how many times I hid or smashed the bottles, they were always restocked with such immediacy that it was as if her damn life depended on smelling like chemical-infused baby powder and Lilies of the Valley.


    A loud clatter in the foyer startled the three of us. Marius dropped his bag, skulked into the dining room, and sat down.


    “Practice was heavy,” he said. No hello, no greeting whatsoever. “I got into an intense match with one of the guys, nearly knocked him ass-backward.”


    “Language, please,” my father said. “I hope you don't go walking around campus with a mouth like that.”


    I forced myself to suppress a smile, yawning and swapping my focus to the bowl of fruit that I poked at with an honest disinterest.


    “Fascinating,” I said, squinting into a green grape, which strangely resembled a human eyeball. “Fencing, though. Really? Such a rich boy's sport.”


    “Oh?” Marius raised an eyebrow, perfect Vulcan arches. “And lying around in the garden all morning constitutes as what?”


    We stared at each other with such an intensity that you wouldn't have been able to slice through it with a serrated blade. It wasn't until Vivian finally cleared her throat that the two of us turned, just slightly, to acknowledge her.


    “Both of you. Stop it,” she said. “And Marius, don't snap at your sister.”


    She treated Marius like he was this precious thing. Like he was a teddy bear, full of soft stuffing and warm fuzzies. She had no idea what he was really full of. But Marius replied with the simple raising of his glass, tilting his drink back, his lip twitching in the corner. After a long sip, he set the glass down and sighed.


    “You're right. I'm sorry, Kaitlyn. I'll try to be a better brother from hereon out.”


    “Step-brother,” I corrected.


    His eyes flared, but he suppressed a comment. Instead, Marius went on about the end-of-break masquerade that the Headmaster of Trinity Prep would be holding that evening. His daughter - a whimsy, fair-haired girl named Piper – had shared a few classes with me. Everyone would be there, which only translated into something I wouldn't be able to avoid.


    On the other hand, that wasn't why Marius wanted to attend. He had his own personal reasons.


    When the dishes were cleared, I followed Marius up the winding steps, down the hall, and into his bedroom. When the door was shut, he turned to me, taking three steps forward before finally pausing.


    “You're a real gem sometimes.”


    “Yeah?” I asked. “Well, I know exactly why you're going to that dance.”


    “Masquerade,” Marius pressed the tip of my nose like it was a button. “And please, indulge me.”


    He sat down on his bed, casually pushing aside his journal; this, of all things, was his most prized possession. I'm not entirely sure what he filled the pages with, but I assumed it was mostly his victories. He would never let me look.


    “You're going to try and fuck Piper Whitman, aren't you?”


    The question tumbled out more hoarsely than I had intended, and Marius cocked his head to the side. After a second or two of radio static, he stood and crept toward me like a looming elf; something much too fantastic to have such perfect features. Each tawny-colored hair on his head was perfectly placed, the strands separated only by sweat and resting between pale, liquid blue eyes.


    “She'll be my most prized conquest,” he said. “That is, only after you.”


    Marius chuckled, reaching out and touching my cheek with two delicate fingers.


    “Well, there's no having me. I have no interest in your games.”


    He nodded, lowering his gaze along with a heavy hand. He turned, sighing, and motioned towards the door.


    “You can leave me alone now.”


    Marius plunked himself back down on the bed, stretching his limbs and closing his eyes. His journal, which he picked up and immediately dropped, landed on his chest and rested beneath folded hands like a Bible. I envisioned him staying like that forever, his body perfectly frozen and preserved, like death was nothing but a gentle frost on his long, fair figure. He still wore his shoes; his shirt was still buttoned; his chest rose and fell with a gentle rhythm. I left quietly, closing the door and spending the rest of the day cooped up in my room, trying on various gowns; many of which were never removed from their plastic sheaths. There were those for formal affairs, low-key occasions, conservative events.


    Eventually I settled on a dark green gown that contrasted startlingly with my pale complexion. My hair, appearing maybe a shade too dark, cascaded over the curve of my shoulders and hung well past my waist. Standing in front of my full-length mirror, the back of the gown still unzipped, I tried to feign a look sincere happiness. I tried to make myself believe that I was more than just a pretty face; almond-shaped eyes the color of ink, a full mouth. More than just a statue covered in designer clothes. Somewhere in my broken-down body, there was something living.


    I had a soul, too.


    There was no subtlety in the way Marius entered my bedroom. He swung open the door, and in the mirror's reflection I watched him walk towards me. My breath hitched when his hands fell on my upper-arms, the warmth a surprising sharp.


    “You look nice,” he said casually. I looked him up and down, my focus still on the mirror. He wore a black two-piece suit and white shirt that was unbuttoned only at the collar. No tie, though his shoes were heavily polished. He kept his hair traditionally mussed-up, his eyes looking almost silver in the dim room. “I like your dress.”


    His hands were hot as they traced along the outline of my frame, his fingers skimming down my back until they finally rested on the zipper. I watched his throat move in a slow swallow. He zipped up the back of my gown with a hard tug; the silk of his tie brushing against bare skin. In my mind, the thought of his lips grazing against the nape of my neck was inevitable. His warm breath instinctive; cinnamon and clove and emitting heat on the spots that step-brothers shouldn't touch.


    “Well, I'm so excited I can hardly stand it,” he said. “Let's go, then.”


    At the thought of screwing the brains out of Piper Whitman, he should have been. But his tone was flat, utterly monotone. His blue eyes wavered in the dark room, searching for some kind of hidden expression on my face; my lips, parted slightly, were silent.


    We slipped down the balcony steps and straight through the garden, walking like creatures from some Grimm fairy tale past the fountains and fleshy-leaved bushes that stood ominous, like dark walls shielding monsters. One-eyed Cyclops and three-headed beasts, snarling behind the towering man-crafted structure.


    When Marius held open the gate, the sounds of iron scraping against stone made us both flinch. His eyes were on the pathway; his chin lowered in such a way that shadows pressed over the hollows of his cheeks, making him look deathly sorrowful. He looked at me, then to the ground, then back again.


    “Are you cold?” he asked, and for a half-second, I thought that he would give me his suit jacket. But I shook my head, and he nodded, and we set off by foot to the masquerade that I could only envision unfolding as perfectly elaborate and lavish as any other event held by the Headmaster's daughter. Golden plates carrying masks and thin-stemmed glasses of sparkling something. Giggles rising lightly amidst music pumping like the pulse of vital organs; a sound-system with some Italian name I would undoubtedly butcher if spoken.


    “It smells like burning candles,” Marius remarked. “Like real air. Open air. Country air.”


    Marius' tongue touched his upper lip just slightly as he walked. We decided to forgo the car, as Piper lived just a few blocks North. With our contrasting heights permitting Marius a solid several inches in leg length, he carried his footsteps with an even six or seven paces ahead of my own; walking ahead of me with his hands swaying at his sides, his eyes surveying everything with that same, ever-absorbing curiosity that nestled within the cavities of his chest like a tumor, spreading from vein to fingertip. His hands reached out to touch the brick-siding of buildings, his feet instinctively stepping over cracks in the pavement. From the sidewalks, smoke billowed and polluted the air. The country-smell now overthrown by something sicker, strictly city. We bought coffees from the shop around the corner, sipping on burnt caramel and espresso as Marius only turned to look back at me once, his eyes holding the delight of potential conquest. There was something deeper in it, although right then I didn't know what that could possibly be.


    He turned back around, continuing onward towards the visible dwelling that even from a distance stood out like a crystal ornament hanging on the branch of a Christmas tree, swimming in a sea of wooden crosses. It practically glittered, the woven lights of the manicured trees that lined the winding pathway like trapped fireflies.


    I stopped only briefly, watching Marius as he just kept going; the cars continuing to hiss by with their headlights unmercifully glaring. Around him, the lights from the buildings and billboards cast a glow that made his figure look nearly like a shadow; like any human trait belonging to Marius had been washed away and replaced with a black statue. He walked slowly, with a careful swagger and swaying hips. From behind, he wasn't really Marius anymore, and even then his name or any identifying qualities had no weight on the simple act of walking. Everyone walks the same, moving in the same motion.


    One final car sped by, honking its horn and snapping me out of the moment. Marius turned, his brow creasing.


    “Are you coming?” he called.


    I choked, nodding, and ran head-first towards the utopic light.


    

  


  
    TWO


    


    I should say before anything else that I've never believed in love at first sight. But when I first saw him, something stirred inside of me. Immediate, utterly insufferable. Completely incalculable.


    It was something in his eyes.


    The entire event felt entirely cinematic. When the two French-style doors opened, I was welcomed with a rush of music and an unmistakable scent of sweat and pheromones. A vast, sprawling current of stark-black marble on which couples danced in their evening finery. Silk ties and diamond chokers covering skeletal throats. Chandeliers hung, blossoming crystals dangling and casting beams of darting light on the bodies and masked faces that transformed everyone into strangers.


    I looked around, combing my fingers through my hair and ignoring the persistent throbbing of my already aching feet. Marius spotted a tray of masks, selecting the pale blue piece that resembled something out a Janus Tragedy. The sparkling finish only succeeding in making his eyes appear even brighter than the ones he was naturally graced with. I opted for a golden, Venetian-style mask; embellished with black crystals that hung from below like teardrops. The slits left just enough room to broadcast my eyes, leaving me feeling slightly less deceptive.


    “We're swimming in a sea of the nouveau-riche tonight, it seems,” Marius muttered, tracing a finger over a loose lock of hair. He tilted his head towards the palatial, vaulted ceiling where above spread a mural of angels circling the midnight sky. “I'll find you later.”


    “But Marius-” I said, stumbling on my words as he began to walk away. “I don't want to be left alone.”


    “Oh, Kaitlyn,” he laughed. “Find someone to dance with. Have some fun, won't you? You've spent all of the holiday stuck up in your room. You should enjoy tonight. Here...”


    From a silver platter, he handed me a long-stemmed glass of something bubbling and red; maraschino cherries and ice clinked against rose-colored glass.


    “Now go. I have business to attend to,” he said, skimming fingers over the mask that covered only half of a sullen mouth. “I'll hunt you down later.”


    I watched him take a few steps before calling out:


    “Marius,” I said, pausing. “Marius, be careful.”


    He paused mid-step, and I expected him to say something in return. But he didn't, only continuing into the pool of taffeta and silk, a mesh of mixing classes and names both nouveau and centuries old. There were those who had come into wealth stemming back from the days of banned alcohol and speak-easys. Old, crooning radio stations.


    I looked around at the girls, half-smiling with their eyes hidden beneath glitter and jewels; their arms hung around necks with an almost unsettling desperation. The boys, in return, leaned in and planted kisses on their jaws and cheeks and mouths. There would be a lot of bodies coming together tonight – long-time lovers and foreign, nameless fucking alike.


    Some things, in truth, never change.


    I watched, still able to spy Marius as he made his way into the crowd; the clusters dividing like Moses parting the Red Sea. He walked slowly up the wide staircase; at the very top, leaning over the balcony and gazing below at the dancing phantoms, was Piper. Her mask was a fan of white feathers; and she wore a black lace dress, which I found darkly fitting given Marius and his intentions. A mourning gown to compliment her mournful gaze. Her hair, each strand pinned tight against her head, was freshly bleached blonde; contrasting with her button-brown eyes and plum-stained lips that were stretched in a forced smile. She watched from above like she had no interest in the affairs that her father had unquestionably arranged. Like she too resented her place on the pedestal that came along with being thrown into the world of crass and beautiful, unworldly Manhattan Debutantes.


    Piper was a pure-blooded pedigree, born into the lavish lifestyle with a golden spoon in her mouth and a coveted spot at the very top of the Trinity Prep totem. She carried herself with an effortless grace; conservative with her uniform save for her socks, which she wore only to the ankles. On the street, whenever I had seen her in the shops or on the sidewalks, she had maintained a vintage look about her – complete with Saddle-style shoes and lace blouses. Many of these items purchased, naturally, from one of my father's stores. Stores that I avoided; filled with the artificial champagne-colored lights and blown-up photographs of myself. Black-and-white, and so airbrushed that my body looked like nothing but milk-colored skin painted over bone.


    Sometimes, when we locked eyes, she'd smile and lower her art-house-darling sunglasses so that I could see the question in her eyes; like most everyone, she had knocked into my blunt, cynical stare like something fit for the pages of a Salinger novel. But most of the time, just like everyone else, she met my partially-embarrassed lowered gaze with the subtlest scoff. Her voice a hoarse, sultry lullaby.


    “If you hate this place, darling, why don't you just leave?”


    Oh, if were only so simple. Which maybe, all things considered, it could be; I was just being stubborn, selfish. Too absorbed in the expectations that rested on my own shoulders. A purchased spot at the prestigious Yale University; the inevitable claim to a staggering empire. Where my place on the registrar's list and secured fate gave my father something to breathe easy about.


    As for me, I resented it. But given that I was left with no purse to fill when my time at Trinity Prep ended – just the material things and finery that I was surrounded with at home – the situation felt almost locked in place. My father didn't believe in gifting me any sort of Trust Fund, with his opinion being that once he passed away, I'd have both a respectable education, an impressive business, and his vast fortune; inherited and solely mine. Shouldn't that be enough?


    I suppose staying and accepting my fate of attending Yale would be better than cast out, penniless and alone to start over. Even if I craved normalcy, I didn't crave poverty. That's the difference. There's the rub. The worst of it all was that I regarded my father's mortality like a ticking clock; the gradual falling of each grain of sand was an individual eternity.


    Looking back, I was simply stupid.


    With her torso pressed against the railing, Piper's hair fell like a white blanket over bird-like bones. Fair skin, like snow stirred in a moon-pot. When she spotted Marius, her face lit up and she threw her arms around him. He leaned in, whispering something into her ear, and her expression darkened. Not anger, or rage, but something hesitant and full of an unquenched longing. Marius had been following her for months, careful to let her believe that everything leading up to this very moment was all her choosing. She had no idea that Marius was nothing but a snake – albeit a brilliant one. He had the capability of breaking hearts and never needing to answer for himself. The fault that these girls suffocated in during the erupting aftermath, rested somewhere between the bedroom and themselves.


    I took a sip of the drink, sweet with grenadine, and left the scene after Marius and Piper disappeared down an upstairs hallway. Looking around, everyone seemed so entrenched in their own little orbs, all clustered in corners of the vast room while their smiles were lit up from the whiskey hidden away in flasks and the chandelier's glow. Someone was playing the grand piano; a drizzling of notes floated above our heads like moths. Each of the rooms was full, straining at the seams while couples danced and laughed and touched each other’s arms and faces and masks. Everyone was unrecognizable, and there was something both eerie and liberating about the whole affair.


    I plucked one of the cherries from my glass, popping it into my mouth and sucking on it like a piece of candy, which it practically was. With the music turned down and someone in the background yelling for the masked-pianist to continue playing, all I could hear was the piano sounds as I drifted out of the ballroom in search of a quieter space. In such a place as this, calling the staggering structure a house would be an insult. It was a mansion. A large, intimidating palace. And I needed to get away from the glossy eyes and rattling laughter.


    “It's not good to be so solitary,” the maids would always say. “You'll get lonely.”


    I told them that there was a difference between being lonely and being alone. Alone was a word that I could have very well written, keeping the definition tucked in my pocket to pull out and skim over quickly when the moment was appropriate. When that sharp, barbed-wire pain gripped my chest. The moments when I looked at doting boyfriends on the sidewalks, holding a lover's hand. Coffee shop talks; laughter over pastries and hidden jokes.


    Alone. Not lonely. Just alone. But you can't feel sorry for the things that you ask for.


    I'm not sure how far I had walked before the music had completely faded. All I know was that when I saw him, I was standing in the center of a narrow hallway with crimson walls on which heavy, hanging portraits were hung. Piper's face was immortalized in oil paint, giving her an eerie, luminous appearance. I lifted my mask quickly to take a better look, sliding it back down only when I heard the sound of a voice that seemed to be talking to me.


    I turned, and that's when I saw him. Really saw him. He wore his mask so that it rested across his eyes in a simple black strip of Fleur de Lis printed cloth. When I finally fixed my sights on him, my initial thought was that I was in the presence of someone who had just walked off the set of some striking, pop-punk music video. There was an elegant mess to him; his midnight-colored hair was long, tousled and swept back lazily. His eyes wide and curious and so brown that they themselves were almost black.


    Through the fabric, all I could see were two onyx-colored irises. He wore a burgundy-colored shirt layered with a black pinstripe suit. He wore no tie, opting to keep his collar unbuttoned. And if I hadn't been so startled by him, I would have asked if he was planning on attending a masquerade or a funeral.


    Either way, it was deafeningly sexy.


    When he finally parted his lips, I bit down on the cherry that was still in my mouth; the sweet syrup coated my tongue. When he spoke, I swallowed.


    “I think you're a bit lost,” he said, his voice dropping a decibel so that the sound was nearly hushed. “The party is that way.”


    He pointed in the direction of distant sounds, but in that present place every single noise that was not his voice or breath had been entirely muted.


    I could choose to say that I immediately caught his accent. British. But instead of the typical, gushing reaction that most girls would give a man who opened his mouth and expelled simple words that sounded like the foreign cry of angels, I turned back to the painting and forced myself to lock into Piper's liquid stare.


    “I'm not lost,” I answered after half a beat. “I know exactly where I am.”


    Resisting through clenched teeth, I set my glass down on the rug. My fingers were wet with cold condensation.


    “Why are you standing in the hallway?” I asked.


    The strange man shrugged.


    “I needed to escape for a moment. I just...” he paused. “I needed some air.”


    That's when I chose to look at him again, and he did indeed look like he was in need of some air. Not surprising, given that the sardine-packed nature of these events could make even the strongest pair of lungs gasp for oxygen. I wondered if I looked the same; if my hair was just as matted or my mascara running beneath the mask that hid what he couldn't see.


    I wondered what his eyes looked like.


    “Me too,” I said. “I mean, I needed some air, too.”


    The man nodded, scratching his head and moving just slightly closer. We looked at each other, my head craning to meet his covered gaze due to his ridiculous stature. The top of my head, if I were to be gracious, just brushed against his shoulder. He leaned down like he wanted to really memorize my face, and I envisioned him pressing my back against the wall, his entire torso against mine, and kissing me so gently that it would barely be considered a kiss at all.


    “You're British,” I choked out, immediately hating myself. But it was the only comment that I thought would take the heat from his eyes. Blatant stupidity has a way of turning people off in an immediate, fast-acting kind of way.


    It worked. He straightened up, clearing his throat before speaking again.


    “You're American,” he grinned. “And very observant.”


    “No, I'm just an idiot. I'm sorry.”


    I sighed heavily, and the man was quiet for a few seconds before starting to lightly chuckle. He was laughing at me.


    “What's your name?” he asked after an unknown period. I looked up at him, still wearing the mask that only covered his eyes but still covered so much, and contemplated dropping mine.


    “Kaitlyn,” I said. “What about you?”


    “Will,” he replied. “My name's Will.”


    We shook hands. A proper greeting. He seemed hesitant to say what came next.


    “I'll be teaching Classic Literature this semester at Trinity,” he added. “And managing the theater production.”


    Will beamed, obviously and understandably proud. Instructor positions at my coveted academy did not come easily, and I could only assume that William Tennant must have had a list of impressive accolades - or connections.


    “Between you and me, I am most excited about getting back on stage. It's been awhile.”


    I fell silent. Not by his confession, but by the fact that I was, for the first time, potentially standing face-to-face with the man who would be teaching my Literature class.


    I looked him over again; dark features, fair skin, pouty lips. Everything was a clash of perfectly-ironed shirts and vagabond eyes.


    “What's your last name?” I asked.


    “Tennant,” he replied.


    It was him. Something, of course, I had no knowledge of when my eyes first skimmed the patchy, smeared name that was typed in ink on a paper schedule. He was just a series of letters.


    Pressing his lips together, Will cast a look in the direction of the faint, tinkering music. The piano still lulled, distant and dubious to the two of us standing in a shadowy hallway, only inches apart. It was like our own, personal soundtrack.


    “Would you care to dance?” he asked. “Just one dance. I won't keep you from your friends.”


    “I'm in no rush,” I told him. “Besides, you seem worth a dance.”


    Translation: I have no friends waiting for me.


    If I had cut open Will's skull, I'm certain that I would have seen a mess of wheels turning. We had only just met, and already I wasn't sure if I should be looking at him; standing in an empty hallway with him. Dancing with him.


    But it was just a dance. I had seen students dance with teachers at my Junior Prom, and adults dance with the younger crowd at Cotillion gatherings.


    I swear, it was just a dance.


    He took my hand, an action that sent an immediate jolt of electricity up my spine, and the two of us came together in the most innocent of ways, I think, that two people could. We moved to the sounds of piano currents, drifting in and out until it reached the point where the sounds and melodies really didn't matter anymore. We kept it chaste; hands interlaced and bodies at an appropriate distance. It was one of those moments that seemed to move in slow motion, just me and the man in the Fleur de Lis mask.


    The music drifted away, and what followed was an unmoving, silent pause.


    If we were strangers with any other label, I think he would have kissed me. But because he had a title, and I had a damning place cast below in the hells of his authority, there was no impassioned lip-lock, no sudden primal gestures.


    Not then, at least.


    So instead, he did the only thing he could. With a slow uncertainty, he reached down and removed my mask, holding it in his hands like some sacred object; his lips dropped in a melancholy line. Two ombre eyes fell down my frame like the brief pausing of an elevator as it stopped at every floor. His hands clenched the mask, and he nodded as if I'd said something. Like he was silently confirming his decision not to touch me.


    I reached up, pulling his mask down to his throat, and he didn't stop me. The fabric fell like a choker that he tugged off quickly, letting it fall silently to the ground.


    We looked at each other, centimeters apart and breath stifled. His dark eyes made his fair skin seem almost too pale, ghostly. But there was a soft, masculine beauty to him that couldn't have been attained with hours spent at the gym, or even the most carefully selected clothing.


    It wasn't love. I didn't love him. But I felt something - and that was enough to make me breathe in the air around us like it was some sweet nectar that if I didn't savor then, I'd never have the chance. He smelled of warm almond; of coffee and sweat, which might have been mixed with the espresso I'd drank or the caramel still lacing my breath. Cherry sugar still coated my tongue, and I wanted him to taste it.


    The ring on my left hand burned. But I was glad that he'd never actually noticed it; noting the symbolism of an unblossomed rose. What I was, and what he most certainly wasn't.


    “I should go,” he said quietly. “I'm sorry.”


    “Why?”


    He treaded backward a few steps, accidentally bumping into the wall. A quick hand steadied the painting, and he flushed.


    “Because I'm almost positive that the girl behind you...what's her name?”


    “Piper,” I said. He nodded.


    “Yes. Well, her father – I'm sure he's wondering where I went off to. I'll see you around campus, Kaitlyn.”


    Hearing him say my name for the first time was like seraphim singing through thin, cotton clouds. Intoxicating even in its two-syllable brevity. I wanted to hear him say it over and over again; a one word song that I would rewind and repeat forever.


    “I'll see you in class, Mr. Tennant.”


    His stare hardened; the knowledge of our future dynamic sinking into his bones. He looked like he wanted to say something again, but couldn't find the words. So instead, he side-stepped around me and disappeared; leaving me alone with the only company being the portraits of a dozen people that I didn't even know the names of.


    When I emerged, just seconds after Will, he was already gone. But in his place, of all people, stood Marius. A questioning flicker made his eyes glow, his hair mussed up in a way that made me want to laugh and vomit.


    “I see you've finished your business. Congrats, Marius.”


    “Was that Tennant?” Marius asked, ignoring my remark. “The guy that just spun around the corner?”


    He narrowed his eyes. I nodded.


    “What about it?” I asked.


    “Well, for starters, he was at my fencing class this morning,” Marius said. His fencing classes were on the Trinity Preparatory Academy's campus. “He complimented me. Nice guy. That accent will probably have every fucking girl on campus dropping their panties, though. God damn.”


    I grinned.


    “I think the right word would be knickers.”


    Marius glowered, shaking his head.


    “Whatever. I want to get out of here before Piper finds me. Are you ready?”


    “I was ready the moment we stepped through the door. Actually, I was ready before we even left the house.”


    So Marius and I quickly left, sneaking out through one of the back doors to avoid unwanted confrontation. A part of me, saddened, hoped to run into Will just one last time.


    But I didn't. It was almost like I had never met him at all.


    In the cab, Marius refused to drop the subject.


    “So, you and Tennant.”


    “His name's Will. Will Tennant.”


    “Uh huh,” Marius said flatly. “Well, what were you two talking about in some nowhere hallway while the rest of the party was outside, you know, dancing and indulging in the actual festivities.”


    “Nothing,” I told him. “We just ran into each other. It was just a quick chat.”


    “I think you're lying,” he said, gazing out the window. “You wear your heart on your sleeve, Kaitlyn.”


    I smiled, even though he couldn't see it.


    “Impossible,” I said. “I don't have a heart.”


    When we reached the estate, Marius paused outside the garden gates.


    “He definitely looked like he was in a hurry. Like he was running away from you or something.”


    “Don't be so dramatic. Jesus, Marius.”


    I shoved past him, opening the gate and kicking my heels off and relishing the feeling of bare feet on cold, soft grass.


    “He's a good looking guy. I get it. I understand attraction, Kaitlyn. And I understand two people meeting at a masquerade, feeling that instant pull, only for circumstance to snuff it out before you even have a chance to open your mouth.”


    “You're spewing bullshit.”


    “No,” he snapped. “I know exactly what I'm talking about.”


    He wasn't lying. He did. And in that moment, as he slammed the gate shut and the iron scraped against the stone with a flinch-inducing sound, I just wanted to run. Barefoot, in an evening gown that could dirty and tear. I just wanted to get out.


    Marius knew it, too. He regarded me with a knowing, gentle, slowly softening look in his eyes. Moving fast as smoke, I didn't even have time to say his name in protest before his hands were on my shoulders.


    “I get it. You're upset, you're frustrated. You want out.”


    “Shut up, Marius.”


    I turned away, only halting when he reached out once again and grabbed me by the wrist. I nearly stumbled.


    “I can help you,” Marius said. “That is, if you feel like playing a game.”


    I swallowed, looking up at him while his eyes burned like two deviant creatures, lit up and alive. His scent, the familiar tones of rich leather and Black Orchid, was overpowering; my fingers coiled into fists as he cocked his head, just slightly, to the side. His crystal gaze was fixed, unmoving.


    “What are the terms?” I asked quietly. His fingertips grazed over a bare shoulder, and I suppressed the shiver that begged to creep up my spine.


    “You have until the end of the semester to seduce Mr. Tennant. If you succeed, you can have my trust fund. I've no use for the money, and I know how much you long to escape this place. I know it better than anyone else.”


    I stared at him, his smile crooked and wry. I could barely swallow as Marius stepped back, the breeze dancing delicately over his chestnut hair as we stood like barely wavering shadows in the moonlight.


    “And if you win,” I breathed. “What is it that you want?”


    Marius laughed with a timid, gentle sound. Like someone who hadn't coined the definition of debauchery. Like someone quiet, reserved, and maybe even capable of kindness.


    “Oh, Kaitlyn,” he whispered, reaching out and cupping my face in his hands. For a moment, his soft expression made him look almost human. “You. I want you.”


    “You're sick,” I hissed. “You're deplorable.”


    As I stormed off through the mesh and maze of flora and the enveloping night, I heard Marius call out to me one last time before I reached the balcony door.


    “We're not so different, you and I. You'll see.”


    Inside my bedroom, I unzipped my dress and pretended not to hear when the maids came knocking. I didn't wash the makeup from my face. I didn't comb my hair, or even bother to dress. Instead, I curled up beneath the sheets with my hair still knotted from the wind, trying to find any hint of Will's scent on my skin.


    When I caught it, subtle and raw, something inside of me moved. A part of me, something deep and ingrained, started to shift.


    Reaching beneath the covers, I pleasured myself slowly, painfully, until the wave that flowed over my body like a warm stream of water only left me longing for one thing.


    More. I wanted more.


    


    

  


  
    THREE


    


    I spent Sunday evening consumed with making each and every thing perfect for Monday morning; ensuring my uniform blouse was properly ironed, my tie without a single wrinkle, the folds of my skirt even and crisp. I laid out a sweater - navy blue, complete with the Trinity Preparatory Academy logo - which was essentially just a glorified emblem with a scarlet cross in the center. My socks, black, stopped just below the knee.


    Everything had to be perfect.


    That morning, after showering and ensuring that every last detail was up to par, I woke up Marius and went downstairs for breakfast. The dining room was already empty, my father having left to his morning business ventures; Vivian would sleep until noon. And despite the spread of food that had already been prepared, I couldn't eat and was much too preoccupied thinking about the inevitable reunion that I would have with Will. With Mr. Tennant.


    I sighed, blowing rings into my coffee. When Marius finally stumbled downstairs, his shirt was unevenly pressed, his tie crooked. I stood and straightened it for him; fixing his collar and giving him a small pat on the shoulder.


    “Have you given any thought to my wager?” he asked, his tone thick and weary. He smelled of mouthwash and aftershave.


    “None,” I lied. “I have no interest.”


    “Fine,” he said. “Enjoy the misery of attending a school you have no interest in. Running a company that clothes the bodies of a general populous that you despise.”


    “You're wrong,” I snapped, drawing back. “I don't need the money. I'm perfectly happy about Yale. About running my father's business. Excited, even.”


    I walked over to the kitchen counter, slugging down my cup of coffee like a shot of whiskey, complete with the unavoidable cringe. Marius chuckled.


    “Bullshit,” he said. “You can keep saying that to yourself, Kaitlyn. But I know you. Even if you hate it more than you hate this place, or Trinity Prep, or any other damn thing about this life we were so blessedly born into. I know you.”


    Walking over, he handed me a gift bag stuffed with white tissue paper.


    “And I know you'd rather get out while you're still alive.”


    I took the bag hesitantly, removing the tissue paper piece by piece and withdrawing a new backpack. Black leather, a golden clasp on which COACH was etched.


    My breath halted.


    “You're still wrong. I am alive.”


    “No,” he said plainly. “Not really. None of us are really alive in places like this.”


    I stared down at the bag wordlessly, not even bothering to move away when Marius' hands pressed on top of mine.


    “I don't know what to say,” I finally said, shaking my head. I looked up at Marius, shoving the bag back into his arms. He refused it, only shoving back.


    “Just say thank you, Marius,” he said. “And consider the wager. I'll expect an answer by tonight.”


    He spun around, and without a second breath, he grabbed his uniform coat from the counter and stormed through the front door.


    When I was alone, I took one last look at the bag in my hands. An accessory that cost about the amount it would take to feed a Third World village. The guilt, a dull pang, was palpable.


    I slung the bag over my shoulder, meeting my reflecting coldly on the tiled marble floor.


    “Thank you, Marius,” I said. But he was long gone.


    


    En route to class, after having stopped off at my locker to begrudgingly collect a single notebook, I envisioned a meteor crashing down through the Academy's Cathedral-like, vaulted ceilings. Everyone running about, screaming and crawling around in shards of stained glass; everything destroyed in a fiery explosion of light and chaos.


    No such luck, of course. Instead, I went into second period Classic Literature with my heart skipping like a sufficiently scratched-up CD. I sat down, first chair in the very first row, and waited for Mr. Tennant with baited breath. I was fourteen all over again, feeling a mix of dread and delight.


    When Will finally entered, nearly everyone leaned forward in their desks. I wondered how he felt about the surroundings, or the uniforms, or the fact there was mandatory morning chapel on Wednesdays. But he looked no different as he set down his leather briefcase, cleared his throat, and simply smiled; this worked to snatch the last breath of attention from the dozen sets of eyes that were already glued.


    “Good morning, class,” he said. Will gave me a quick, darting glance. “I trust you've all returned from your vacations well-rested.”


    There was a joined hum of acknowledgment, but no words. Will nodded, leaning against his desk casually so that his black shirt strained against his willowy frame. He wore a dark gray pair of slacks along with a black suit jacket, and I was slightly curious about whether or not the man had ever heard of a color palette. His hair was swept back, a few pieces falling over his forehead in stark black strands. He had tamed down the sultry-musician demeanor in favor of something slightly more professional.


    Still, he was beautiful. He was the kind of man that those who can write, would write about. Pure poetry-murmuring lips and ink-black eyes that made me wish I could put a pen to paper. Looking at him was the most exquisite torture, like chocolate slowly melting over your tongue.


    As he looked about, skimming over each of the students with a look of sudden startle, he smiled with a beaming merriment; gracing his cheeks with an instant, flushing rouge that I could have stared at forever.


    “Well, do any of you have any questions for me?” he asked. “I'm new. Obviously. But I am certainly looking forward to my time here. I'm sure the feelings are very mutual.”


    We shared another darting glance. Impatient feet shuffled against the floor.


    “You're the new theater director, aren't you?” Someone eventually said. His name was Tyler Dawson, a boyish thing from Brooklyn. We had shared a Calculus class Sophomore year, but had never spoken. He often sat in the far back. “I mean, I only ask because I saw you in the theater this morning looking over a bunch of scripts. I'm auditioning for the play tomorrow.”


    “What play?” Another asked. “Nobody's announced the play yet.”


    I listened with a calculated interest.


    “Romeo and Juliet,” Will answered quickly, looking at Tyler. “Though the announcement was technically supposed to be on Wednesday, I suppose early is better than never.”


    Tyler sunk low into his seat, looking slightly embarrassed. He was attending the Academy on scholarship, which rendered him in the eyes of Trinity's vast majority as socially severed despite his undeniable, sugary attractiveness. He had a crop of fair brown hair and bright green eyes that were perpetually overjoyed for one reason or another. It was all a strange sort of a surprise to me, as much like myself he ate his lunch alone, focused on a homework assignment or strumming a few chords of his guitar. Sometimes I'd catch girls eying him with a sore ache, like they wished they could approach him and treat the entire thing with the normalcy of public school kids whose parents packed paper-bagged lunch and ordered pizza on the weekends. But because they knew that nothing would ever grace beyond the gates of screwing around in the backseats of their Porsche, they avoided him.


    Tyler, in short, was condemned to be a loner.


    “Sorry,” he mumbled, shrugging his shoulders. I couldn't help but find it slightly endearing.


    Mr. Tennant smiled tightly, clasping his hands together as he gave Tyler an empathetic nod.


    “Well, anyway,” he said. “Yes, I'll be directing this semester's play, which is one of The Bard's most renowned works. Auditions are on Friday, with casting posted on Monday, I imagine. It shouldn't take me much too long to decide who's a suitable fit, should it?”


    It was a funny thing, how he sewed his dialogue together. He posed what Americans would spout as statements in the form of a question. For instance, if I were looking out the window and saw rain falling, and someone were to suggest that I go play outside, I could easily tell them: well, that's stupid. It's raining. But if I were to suggest the same thing to Will, he would have likely looked at me with a twinged confusion and muttered, pointing in the direction of the rain-streaked window: but I can't, can I?


    The inflections always hung with a sort of hope, like the possibility of playing in rainfall was still on the table. Nothing was impossible.


    I looked at him, now standing at the whiteboard and scribbling something across the slate in marker; the sounds his conversation with another one of the students was entirely muted as I watched him talk, smiling and laughing about something I couldn't hear.


    With a slow, shifting blur, I envisioned him pausing, locking eyes with me, and beckoning me to stand. Where, when I reached him, he would hand me the marker and lean in, whispering just loudly enough for me to hear while still giving the students nothing to question. I would touch the marker to the whiteboard, as if obeying some kind of instruction, and he would utter, soft and seductive:


    “What I would give to have you on my desk right now.”


    Suddenly, the sound of my name being called tore me back into the present. Will now stared, appearing vaguely alarmed.


    “Kaitlyn?” he asked. “Are you alright?”


    I quickly recovered, clearing my throat.


    “Yes,” I told him. “I'm just a little out of it, I guess.”


    He nodded, still at the whiteboard with a finger pointed to a list of books that he would be giving us the choice of reading. Out of the selection, we were to pick one, and after a quick raise of hands, the decision was unanimous: Nabokov’s Lolita.


    Oh God, I thought. Perfect.


    When class was dismissed, I lingered, waiting until everyone had sifted out of the room. It all seemed to pass so sluggishly, with each of the girls hanging around Will as he nodded politely, answering their questions about class, and play auditions. Which, in truth, was why I was hanging around. My hope was to score a spot painting scenery, or working on props for the set. Anything to keep myself close to Will, even if I hadn't decided on Marius' wager. Preparation was key.


    After they had left, and only the two of us remained, he smiled warmly.


    “Hello,” he said. “Can I help you?”


    It was all so painfully formal.


    “I actually wanted to ask you about the play, Mr. Tennant.”


    We looked at each other, and Will started busying himself with wiping down the whiteboard. A distraction, I figured. Though from what I had no idea.


    “Are you going to audition?” he asked, sounding curious enough. I shook my head immediately.


    “No. I was thinking about something more along the lines of painting scenery or, I don't know, helping with stage props.”


    Will stopped mid-swipe, lowering the eraser with a surprising look of disappointment.


    “I'm not much of an actor,” I added. “Or, I guess, I think I'd be better off behind the scenes.”


    “Would you consider trying?” he asked, and there it was: hope. A dusting of hope weighed on his tongue, echoing the last word, trying, like something sweet. “I'll be frank here, Kaitlyn. Seeing you in that mask made me think of a young Olivia Hussey in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet. Have you seen it?”


    “No,” I said quietly, embarrassed. Will touched my shoulder gently, then drew away.


    “You should,” he said. I made a silent mental note, though my eyes darted to the pen that was discarded on his desk.


    “Will you write it down for me?” I asked, extending my arm with the sleeve already rolled-up. “Here, just write it on my wrist. I'm fantastic at losing notes.”


    “But your uniform -” he was hesitant, pressing his lips together. Catching his breath, he took my hand, his fingers lingering over the bones of my wrist, and gently scrawled out: Zeffirelli and below that, 6:30/Friday.


    “What's this?” I asked, yanking my sleeves down so that none of the ink was exposed. Will laughed.


    “Audition times,” he said plainly. “In case you change your mind.”


    “That's awfully presumptuous of you, Mr. Tennant.”


    His cheeks, I swear, turned scarlet; fumbling for a moment, he pointed to the door. When my fingers skimmed over the handle, I relished the two words that softly sang like a mourning dove's cry:


    “Goodbye, Kaitlyn.”


    We had only just met. But right then, as I opened the door and was met with the glaring realities of my place, his place, the life I was destined to lead – it was like he already knew something that I didn't.


    As I roamed the halls, word of the gorgeous new teacher had already caught fire. In the bathroom, girls were already murmuring about how they were longing to transfer to his class, or better yet, find a spot – any spot – in the play, just to be close to him. In the courtyard, the collective sound of sighs seemed to echo along with the breeze. I was in a pleasant enough mood, sitting and watching a group of girls compare the lengths of their skirts; it was a common thing, trying to get away with being as risqué as possible.


    When Tyler appeared, clutching his bagged lunch, I even let him sit down next to me.


    “Do you mind?” he asked, plunking himself down anyway. “I know you're kind of solitary.”


    “Yeah. I guess I do enjoy my solitude,” I mumbled. Tyler blinked, brushing back his hair and smiling that same, goony smile. It was adorable in a sweet-seventeen kind of way. Totally infectious.


    “Do you ever eat?” he asked, opening his bag. “I can share. I've got like half a peanut butter sandwich I can spare.”


    “No thanks,” I told him. “I don't eat much.”


    “Well, that's not healthy.”


    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, you're probably right.”


    I glanced at him. He was still smiling.


    “I'm not trying to be weird or anything,” he added, his smile finally dropping into a milder expression that still hinted at a potential seize of elation. “It's just, I thought that you might want some company. Or maybe I just want some company. I don't know. But we sit in the same courtyard, practically steps away, and we've never acknowledged each other.”


    “You don't think there's a reason for that?” I asked.


    The corners of his lips fell slack, then into a twisted shape, like he was trying to figure out what disappointment looked like.


    “I'm sorry,” I said quickly. “I'm not trying to be a bitch. I'm just the kind of type that would rather spend whatever time away from the daily grind of this place with some peace and quiet.”


    “Oh,” he said, picking at the plastic wrap that covered a rather dry looking excuse for a sandwich. The crusts, too, were cut off. I wondered if that was his mother's doing. “I guess you've just always looked lonely, is all.”


    “I'm not lonely,” I swore, repeating the same words that I had a thousand times, both to everyone and to myself. “I'm just okay with being alone.”


    I let him stick around anyway, and for the first time in my three and a half years at Trinity Preparatory Academy, I carried a conversation during the exactly forty-five minute and fifteen second time period that encompassed Lunch. Small-talk, mostly. The worst kind of gap filler. But Tyler was content with talking about anything, and seemed to be in a state of sporadic awe when he realized exactly who he was sitting next to. Like I was a saintly figure of the highest regard.


    “Your dad, he makes clothes and stuff, right?” Tyler rambled. “Kirsten & Laurent or something. Who's Kirsten?”


    If I had a cigarette, I would have taken a long drag and then exhaled the smoke slowly. Only I didn't smoke, because it ruined your skin – and I guess I just never found it an attractive habit.


    “My mother,” I answered. Tyler nodded for a solid minute; his brow furrowed as he balled up the plastic wrap of his devoured sandwich and tossed it into the trash-bin. “But she's history, so don't ask.”


    “Oh. Well, I'm sorry. That really sucks.”


    “Don't be sorry. I'm not.”


    Tyler pressed his lips together, straightening his tie that was horribly wrinkled. His shirt, too, was tucked in poorly and unevenly ironed.


    “It's just a tragic thing, you know,” he paused. “Losing a parent.”


    He talked a bit longer about school, and how that morning someone had written a note on which was scrawled, in bold lettering, FUCK YOU – and left it in his locker. Only then could I see the hint of loathe, just like me, start to seethe; it barely broke the surface of his skin. But unlike mine which was a constant simmer, his quickly evaporated. Tyler Dawson wore his affections like a lovingly patched-up sweater; worn ragged but still entirely beloved.


    I felt an internal twinge, and was thankful when the bell finally rang. Tyler stood, brushing off his pants and looking down at me with another subtle sigh of awe.


    “So you're auditioning for the play?” I asked lightly.


    “Yeah,” he said. “I'm insanely excited about it, actually. I know I might come off as a little awkward, but hell. I figure it's worth a shot. Are you?”


    “No, no,” I told him. “I'm going to see if there's maybe something involving scenery that I can help with, though. In the event that Mr. Tennant is in need of the assistance.”


    “I see,” he said quietly, his eyes grazing over my legs as I stood. “Well, he seems cool. I think he'll make a good director. Plus, he's not old or anything. Kids respond more to youthful appearances.”


    “Do they?” I offered. “He seems like an interesting enough guy.”


    “I think he lives nearby, too.” Tyler said. “I saw him leave his apartment this morning while I was stuck in traffic. He walked here.”


    Tyler had no idea, of course, how this kind of information would actually interest me. So much so that I actually regretted watching him turn to leave, ending the discussion right then and there. Hanging open like a gushing wound with no tourniquet in sight. I needed closure.


    I needed help. In more ways than one.


    “Have I heard of the building?” I asked. From a distance, Tyler paused only to shrug with a weight that gave me a silent answer.


    “Probably not,” he said. “It's not your kind of dwelling. It's a crumbling joint right by the park.”


    Then he was gone, and with some brief jogging of my memory, I immediately knew where it was that Mr. Tennant lived.


    After final bell, I left Marius to go home solo.


    “Why?” he demanded.


    “None of your business,” I told him.


    “Fine,” he said. “But you're finding your own ride home.”


    Watching Marius disappear from sight, I took a walk around the corner, to the park. I watched from a faraway spot beside a well-shaded Maple tree as Mr. Tennant, suitcase in tow, walked up the steps and into the old apartment building.


    Shame came flooding like a syringe shot straight into the vein, mixed with an undeniable thrill. I was both the stalker and spy.


    When I returned home, the house was quiet. Neither Vivian nor my father was around. They had gone out for drinks.


    I took the elevator up to the third floor, not wanting to walk. My legs felt like a wooden doll's - easily detachable and ready to fall off.


    As the doors opened, I was met with the distinct sound of faint moans coming from the direction of Marius' room. I treaded carefully; each footstep light as I approached the doorway. But the door was open enough that I could still see everything.


    My insides screamed for me to run; my feet remained rooted to the floor, unshakably frozen.


    I had never in my entire life seen two people having sex. Ever. Even in my cinematic exposure, I'd been granted nothing other than choppy editing, eluded lovemaking, and the classic fade-to-black. Everything left to the viewer's imagination.


    From their positioning on the bed, all I could see was Marius moving above a waify figure; a crop of white hair plastered with sweat to pale skin. Marius, from behind, moved inside of her with a harsh aggressiveness, hissing through clenched teeth as the girl cried out out, one hand digging fingernails into his back. She gripped the sheets like she was in pain, though I couldn't see her face. Their ragged breath hit my ears like a crashing cymbal. The screams were concentrated and carnal, animalistic. Grabbing her hips, the thrusts became more rapid, frantic as his moans became more of a plea for release than the expression of pleasure.


    And although I was a virgin, inexperienced, I stood and listened to the unmistakable sound of an orgasm as Marius gave one last thrust and collapsed. Mattress-springs creaked; both of them sighed.


    That was the last thing I heard before I quickly darted away, my hand still covering my mouth long after I slammed the bedroom door shut, fell to my knees, and didn't move until there came a knock on my door.


    Marius.


    Opening the door, I looked at him from where I sat on the edge of my bed. His hair was a fine mess; he was clad only in a pair of slacks.


    Without wasting any time, I extended my hand.


    “I've decided to play your game,” I said quietly. “But only because I'm certain that I'll win.”


    Marius smirked.


    “You do understand what I mean when I say seduce,” he said carefully. “This isn't about making googly eyes, or holding hands, or even kissing. I don't care how many love notes you write to each other, or how many hearts you draw with his name inside of it.”


    I nodded, swallowing.


    “Sex,” I answered plainly, grabbing his hand. “I think I get it.”


    Marius tightened his grip, shaking my hand like the most cordial of businessmen.


    “If you're certain.”


    “Oh, I'm certain.”


    “Well then,” his murmur was dark, his fixed gaze even darker. “Let the games begin.”


    


    

  


  
    FOUR


    


    When I first met Marius, he had been seated next to me after arriving late to class. His hair was a disheveled frenzy; his tie hung loosely around his neck; his eyes lowered with glossy embarrassment. After the teacher scolded him, she pointed to the empty chair beside me and, much like a dog, ordered him to sit.


    He rested his hands, one folded atop the other, on his lap as he listened to the lecture. Periodically, I felt his eyes slowly drift and settle on my frame; only snapping away when he thought I was looking. There was an innocence about it; a genuine interest when he met my focused face that was only feigning attention to the jagged text on the chalkboard.


    After class, I confronted him about it.


    “Are you okay?” I asked him. “I caught you looking at me.”


    Marius, finally realizing that he didn't exactly look the part of a proper school-boy, straightened his tie and smoothed his hair before speaking again.


    “Last I checked, it wasn't a crime to look,” he said coolly. “But don't flatter yourself, because it wasn't you I was looking at.”


    He leaned in, his fingers running down a lock of hair and removing what appeared to be a piece of dried leaf; caught up, no doubt, from the brisk fall weather. I had walked to school that morning.


    “You're welcome,” Marius smiled, pressing the tiny leaf into my palm.


    Looking back, it was amazing how only three years had aged him so tremendously. At fifteen, he was still kissed with the gentle sincerity that youth had so handsomely graced him with. It gave his cheeks a wanton glow and his step a certain bounce. His eyes were wide; not in shape, but in inexperience and a yearning for all the things he was yet to discover. “And you're Kaitlyn Laurent, aren't you? I saw an article about your dad in the Times. Impressive.”


    “Yep,” I smiled smugly. “And you're Marius. Marius St. Vincent.”


    “But far from saintly,” he said. “Anyway, I guess I'll see you around the corridors.”


    “Or in class,” I grinned. “I'll see you around.”


    And then I watched him go, smiling that lovely smile that still rang with sweet delight in a way that only your early teens can grant you; I was oblivious to the man he would become.


    While our parents were dating, I was able to maintain an almost-friendship with Marius. With a mutual acknowledging that we should at least have gotten to know each other, we spent some evenings watching movies or taking walks around the city. Occasionally, we'd stop at one of the bridges and admire the picturesque scenery; the autumn colors and heavy clouds and buildings like giants. I'd watch the people pass by, sometimes with my arm looped around Marius as he guided me – a gentleman's gesture – and we'd laugh about one thing or another. Classes both academic and of social stature. Gossip and typical jokes.


    But this was all thwarted when during one of our evening strolls, I spotted a young girl – a fellow freshman – and remarked:


    “Didn't you sleep with her?”


    At that moment, I hadn't even meant to offend him. It had been all around the halls of Trinity, and I'd simply never brought it up.


    Marius yanked his arm away, infuriated.


    “No,” he insisted. “I didn't. It's just a stupid rumor.”


    When she turned, spotting him, she giggled and waved. Marius returned the gesture, automated. Like a robot. I decided to drop the question and opt for something else, but Marius was fixated on the idea that I believed the slander of his own truth. He kept repeating the question, over and over again, until I was so flustered that I finally just caved and gave him the answer that he wanted to hear. The only answer that he'd hear.


    That's the thing about insisting. We don't beg to know the things we already know. We beg for the things we want to be true. Denial is a potent drug.


    “Yes!” I cried. “Yes, I believe it. And it's hard not to when that girl clearly seems infatuated with you.”


    Marius dropped his shoulders. I shook my head.


    “And Marius,” I said. “You know, she was the one that started it. I heard her talking in the bathroom.”


    He said nothing, I said nothing. Our only accompaniment was the symphonic clashing of street sounds; car horns, screeching breaks, laughter and wind through the tree branches.


    “You're right,” he confessed. “I just - I don't know.”


    “You don't know what?”


    He looked at me, his expression unreadable.


    “I guess I just wanted you to think differently of me.”


    What those words meant, I didn't know. As a friend, as a step-sibling. And no doubt, I understood his attraction. But as I watched him run off in the direction of this girl, scooping her up in his arms with a sugary-sweet laugh, it was hard to take any of his further advances seriously. Especially when his promiscuous ventures eventually erupted, and Marius exchanged numbers and trysts like they were exchangeable gifts with a receipt tucked away in their panties. When finished, he traded them in for the next best thing.


    It wasn't long before our parents married. Marius moved in, along with Vivian, along with his boat of equally-expensive belongings, and along with his attitude.


    “I hope you don't hate me or anything,” he said during the very first night in the mansion. I was in the Great Room, practicing my violin notes.


    He stood in the doorway, silent for a few moments like he wanted to say something else. Instead, he walked away.


    I don't hate the player. My answer, if spoken, would have rung through the halls, if only to fall on deaf ears. I just hate the game.


    The irony was only bitter now.


    


    The first rule of seduction, unquestionably, is that you don't waste any time. Stretching out your ulterior motives might work for people like Marius; but when it came to my circumstances, it was best to start planting seeds early as possible. I didn't want to leave him wondering. I wanted things to be very, very clear.


    Still, it was hard to control my fluttering anxieties; especially when I arrived in the theater early Friday morning, fifteen minutes before auditions were to start - knowing that Will would likely be alone.


    Breathing deep, I heaved open the heavy barrier and stepped inside. Only to see, of all things, Mr. Tennant as he was buttoning his shirt.


    He paused. The two of us froze for what couldn't have been longer than half a second, but he lingered just long enough for me to see the beginnings of his chest. Protruding collarbones; taut muscle covering fair skin.


    On the chair beside him was a T-shirt.


    I turned immediately, slammed the door shut, and didn't come inside until Mr. Tennant opened the door and cleared his throat.


    “Terribly sorry,” he mumbled, chagrined. “Coffee spill. Come in.”


    He made certain to latch the door behind him. When it was just the two of us, I smiled at him and he smiled at me, and he pointed to the rows of stadium-style theater seating.


    “You can take a seat for now,” he said mildly. “The rest should be arriving shortly.”


    He returned to his seat nearby on stage, focusing on some papers he was grading. I watched him, feeling for the first time a sort of awkwardness. Like I'd made some grand overstep.


    He didn't look up at me once.


    And that's when the notion came that maybe I had fantasized everything. The prolonged looks and soft sighs had been nothing but a tortured, ever-enveloping piece of my imagination.


    “Mr. Tennant,” I said, after several seconds had passed. He looked up, eyebrows raised, and I was ashamed at my own hesitancy. “Is it true that Olivia Hussey has a nude scene in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet?”


    His lips parted, then closed, then parted again.


    “It's very brief,” he finally said. “Fleeting, really. Lasts a quick second.”


    “Oh,” I mumbled, crossing my legs. “But there are no nude scenes in this play, correct?”


    He fumbled; coughing and tapping a finger, more rapidly, against his desk.


    “I'd say that's rather obvious,” he said. Then, finally, he scooted his chair back. “You ask a lot of forward questions, Miss Laurent.”


    I smiled. He smiled.


    “I think it's okay for you to call me Kaitlyn.”


    Will laughed, loud and lovely and echoing a sound that I wish could have lasted forever. He didn't laugh much, so when he did, it was wonderful. I liked that I made him laugh.


    “Mr. Tennant,” I curled my fingers into fists, releasing them immediately. “How old are you?”


    “Twenty,” he answered, stopping himself. “Eight.”


    “Twenty-eight?”


    “Yes,” he said, tongue clicking against the side of his cheek. Eventually he took the papers that were on the small stage-centered table, stacked them into a neat pile, and shoved the desk noisily behind the curtain. When he finally emerged, it felt like the symbolic gesture had rendered him someone new. A resurrected William Tennant. “How old are you?”


    “Legal,” I told him. His brow furrowed.


    “Don't be crass,” he said. Was it sick that a part of me enjoyed his authoritative, borderline parental tone? Maybe. “What is your age?”


    “Eighteen,” I said. “I turned eighteen in January.”


    He smiled. Twenty-eight. A decade between us.


    “Did you do anything fun to celebrate?”


    He was closer now, but for some reason I had failed to notice in the span of time between my eyes falling to the ground and his silent footsteps sliding forward.


    I considered telling him that my father had wanted to make the event into something big. A party of the grandest endeavor; something that Trinity Prep – and the parents of the highest social breeding of Trinity Prep – would be talking about long after the mess was cleaned up.


    But because I didn't feel like being placed on display like my father's proper little china doll, I threw a very convincing teenage fit. Doors slammed, my father's bellows shook the walls, and when all was said and done, I succeeded in procuring the only real thing I wanted for my eighteen birthday: a quiet evening alone in my room, with nobody bothering me. No questions, prodding, or pedestals. Just the imagined facade that my life was something conceivably normal.


    “No,” I said flatly. “I stayed inside and read horrible, mainstream bubble-gum magazines. It was perfect.”


    He laughed again, and this time I was certain. At least, mostly certain, that I hadn't imagined it. There was something wading, waiting, weighed with a pending, pensive intoxication in Mr. Tennant's dark and lovely eyes.


    But that was the last time we spoke personally, before the rest of those who were auditioning showed up, and I was reminded that no, we wouldn't remain alone together. There was an entire room full of students.


    An entire school full of them. An entire city. An entire world full of potential risk and ruin.


    I moved to the very back of the stadium seating, threw my bag down, and tried to remain inconspicuous.


    Tyler was the first one in, looking nervous as he intensely flipped through his tattered copy of Romeo and Juliet. He paced around, avoiding the others as they quickly sifted in though the doors. Piper arrived, her eyes heavy as she rolled a wad of something around in her mouth. She had about the same subtlety of a cow chewing grass, but oddly enough, there was something sultry about the way her mouth moved.


    “God, just let me paint props or something,” she muttered to the nameless girl beside her. “Unless I get Juliet, that is. I swear, I'd rather die than be given any other female part.”


    “What, no Rosaline?”


    Of all people, of all damned people, Marius showed up behind her. Thank God for the shadows and ability to hide in the back row, because the rage was already simmering.


    “She doesn't have a speaking part, Marius.” Piper touched his face, and he snapped away. For a second, she looked hurt. “No words, no words, no words.”


    “Perfect for you then,” he uttered, presumably joking; though Piper's bright expression dropped and she quickly stormed away.


    When he saw me, he waved like the entire thing was nothing. I sank further into my seat, and was actually mildly relieved when Tyler spotted me and came galloping up the steps.


    “Well, you doth teach the torches to burn bright, Kaitlyn. You sure look happy.”


    I stared at him.


    “You wouldn't happen to have a dagger somewhere in that giant backpack of yours, would you?”


    Tyler looked alarmed. I decided to brush it off and let him slide into the chair next to me.


    I caught Mr. Tennant glance up at the two of us, hold his gaze, and then look away.


    When the seats were filled, the noise a subdued rumble, Will clapped his hands and the auditions finally came to a start. At first, they putted along with a pace that was almost anguishing. Every girl, of course, wanted to be Juliet; though their nerves, as Mr. Tennant watched them carefully, were evident. It resulted in a slew of shotty auditions; many of the girls giving their lines in large, bouting spills. Some would make a brief apology, ask for a re-try, and Will would agree and let them have another go. Not that it would save them.


    When Piper took stage, I was slightly more interested. However, her pale white hair and gauzy voice didn't seem to match up with The Bard's prose, and many – including myself – were left both simultaneously sighing and stilled. It just didn't feel right. As Piper remained on the stage for another minute, waiting for some kind of response, Will finally settled with a half-enthused:


    “Very good.”


    And, smiling perhaps slightly too tight, he motioned for her to have a seat. I knew then that she wouldn't be getting the role. Nor would she be fit to play the nurse, or really anyone.


    Piper walked offstage, her feet scuffing against the heavily-polished flooring, and left the rest of the lot to surrender themselves to Mr. Tennant's mercy.


    Tyler's audition for Romeo went surprisingly well, and I was shocked at the fact that even when Will threw a series of random lines his way – playing the Friar – he was able to respond with prompt, convincing emotion.


    He was good. He was excellent, in fact. But he didn't seem all that convinced of it himself.


    “Maybe I'll get Benvolio, if anything...” he kicked at the backpack that sat like a crouched-over lump by his feet. “I'm definitely not fit for Mercutio. Or Tybalt.”


    “Thou talk'st of nothing,” I said, and he smiled. “You did great.”


    When Marius walked on stage, however, Tyler seemed to lower further and further into his seat.


    “He's good,” he whispered as Marius took stage, throwing about an imaginary sword while running the Feud scene with Mr. Tennant - who was pretending to be Mercutio. The two of them went back and forth; Marius finally gave Will a theatrical stab, and Will went down on his knees as the whole crowd stood and cheered.


    “Don't worry,” I reassured Tyler, my face burning. “He's nothing more than, at most, The Prince of Cats.”


    Tyler gulped, nodding and brushing a bit of hair away from his eyes. In the dim shadows of the back rows, they looked almost emerald.


    “Prince of Cats indeed.”


    Marius, after giving a bow, leapt off the stage and raised his chin, just barely, to meet what was likely a very ugly scowl. His lip twitched in the corner; his smirk nothing but the smallest glimpse of any real, sincere smile. He drank down the praise like heavy liquor, dazed amidst the premature congratulatory shoulder-slaps from those around him; some that hadn't even read their lines yet.


    On stage, Will was grazing over the rest of us while a pen hung from the corner of his mouth; a cigarette of sorts. When he saw me, he smiled, and I hoped to God my face wasn't red.


    “Kaitlyn,” he said. “Why don't you come here and give it a shot?”


    “Yeah, Kaitlyn,” Marius turned, glaring at me from the front row. A group of girls giggled. “Why don't you give it a shot?”


    Tyler gave my elbow a small nudge, and anger poured over me like scalding water. I stormed down the steps and in less time than it took to make a wish and blow out birthday candles, I was staring Will down. Eye to eye.


    I was convinced, very briefly, that this must have been some kind of dream. People in the real world don't look like he did, or possess me the way he was able to. I was dizzy and enraged, and pointing to the book in Tennant's hands, I asked:


    “What would you like me to say?”


    He flipped to a random page; his tongue pressing lightly over his bottom lips as he skimmed the words. Finally, he went ahead and spoke.


    “Marry, my child, early next Thursday morn. The gallant, young and noble gentleman, The County Paris, at Saint Peter's Church, shall happily make thee there a joyful bride.”


    The room lit up with soft laughter, snickering at Mr. Tennant's attempt to sound feminine. I realized, watching a slow smile fall over his lips, that he was testing my reaction. It didn't make sense for him to play Lady Capulet, maybe. But it made sense for him to see just how well I was able to lose myself at a moment's direction.


    Digging my nails into my palms, wincing, I glared.


    “Now, by Saint Peter's Church – and Peter, too! He shall NOT make me there a joyful bride!”


    I didn't give him a chance to respond. I gave no one a chance to respond. In the silence, I walked offstage and straight through the theater entrance, forgetting my backpack that carried all the things I still needed. My wallet. A sweater.


    Outside, the air still hung with a veil of cold frost.


    Breathless, I shook my head, went back inside, and was met with an applause even louder than the one Marius had received. Tyler, too, had a grin that stretched from ear-to-ear.


    “That was fantastic!” he said fantastic in a way that stretched out all three syllables, clapping his hands like a child. “I mean, really, really fantastic. Where did you muster that up from?”


    I shrugged lightly, throwing my bag over my shoulder with a soft, strained sigh.


    “Feel like walking with me to class?” I asked, half smiling.


    That was all it took. He jumped up, simply contented to tag along, like a lost puppy dog, as we braved the everyday torrent of leers and laughter.


    “When do you think we reached a point where people just stopped giving a shit about others?” I asked him.


    Tyler straightened his jacket, the wrinkles on his sleeves giving everything about him away in the simplest kind of slip. Who he was, how he lived.


    “Childhood is measured out by the sounds and smells and sights, before the dark hour of reason grows,” Tyler muttered, sounding slightly somber. “That's John Betjeman.”


    “That's bleak, Tyler.”


    He touched my elbow, and I let him. It was a nice kind of different, standing there with him.


    Stepping back, he gave an encompassing gesture.


    “That's all of this, Kait. It's everything.”


    Then he just kept walking, paces ahead of me. And I didn't press him, or ask for him to elaborate, or give me some deeper answer. I didn't correct him about my name. I just let him go.


    I just let him call me Kait.


    


    In class, Mr. Tennant gave each of us a copy of Lolita, and I spent a solid minute staring at her lips before someone chimed in.


    “Did you know this cover is actually censored?” they said. “In the original cover, the lips were supposed to be vertical. But you know why they switched it?”


    Will sighed.


    “I already know what you're about to say. You don't need to say it.”


    But of course, they said it anyway.


    “Because it looked like a vagina. That's why.”


    The room hissed in quiet, suppressed laughter. In my opinion, I wasn't too sure that the vast majority of these people were mature enough to read such a great literary masterpiece. But here we were, reading it anyway.


    We talked a bit about unreliable narrators, and I skimmed through the pages as Will's voice sang over my thoughts. I flipped back to the cover, looking at her lips again, and of all things, wondered how Humbert would have turned out if Annabel didn't die.


    When class was dismissed, he called me to his desk with a harsh sort of tone, pressing his lips together tightly. I stayed seated until everyone was gone before approaching him, feeling vaguely uneasy.


    “Kaitlyn,” he started, brightening. “I'd like you to know that the role is yours. Congratulations.”


    “You mean, if I want it,” I told him.


    For a moment, he looked puzzled.


    “Do you want it?” he asked. In my skewed, blurred thoughts, I imagined it almost as if he had said, do you want me?


    “Yes,” I told him. Both. “I do. Thank you so much, Mr. Tennant.”


    There's a tactic that I've learned in my limited experiences with the opposite sex. That is, anything within the realm of making out and heavy petting. If you hug a boy, pay attention to where their hands fall, where they wrap their arms around. The neck, upper body, waist. Each has their own, unique translation.


    Neck – I love you.


    Upper body – I like you.


    Waist – I want you.


    I slid my arms around his sides, standing on my toes so that my palms splayed across the breadth of his shoulder blades.


    His hands fell on my waist.


    As I drew away, he raised a hand as if he were about to pose a question; there was a hesitancy to the act. Slowly, gently, he traced a finger down my cheek, stopping at my chin. He tilted my face upwards to meet his gaze; heavy, full of a toying question and possibility.


    And then his hand fell, both arms straight at his sides.


    I was still staring, planted to the tile.


    “Enjoy the rest of your day, Kaitlyn.”


    Will was already at his desk, smiling with the utmost professionalism.


    My heart skipped.


    “You too, Mr. Tennant.”


    

  


  
    FIVE


    


    People often say that the direct link to our behaviors is through our parents. That whether or not we receive a certain amount of praise, or affection, or love can alter how we treat those around us when we're grown.


    I'll admit, as a child, I loved my mother. Like most little girls do. She was a beautiful woman, whose smile was always soft and perfume even softer. Her voice always quiet, gentle, warm like a fine cordial. She had honey-golden hair and warm brown eyes, and she always wore her hair in curls; pinned up with jeweled combs that sparkled in a way that always managed to keep my attention.


    However, I had few memories of my time with her. She was a distant woman, much too preoccupied with her own affairs to engage in the traditional mother-daughter tendencies; shopping, lunch dates. And as a child, most of what I could recall consisted of moments where I was scolded for getting into her things. Like her silk scarfs, or once, a set of those delicate combs. I remember sneaking in – I was maybe eight or nine years old – and opening up the jewelry box; noting how she kept them all spread out with a perfect spacing. Each centimeter calculated, perfect, just as she was.


    I picked up my favorite one, gold with emeralds inlaid in the shape of a flower, and set it in my hair. I smiled at myself in the mirror, perfectly pleased. I was exactly who I wanted to be.


    When my mother saw, she laughed, plucking the thing out of my hair in a way that unintentionally snagged against the thin strands. My lips puckered immediately when she set the comb back into her jewelery box, touching my face with a warm hand. She smelled of lilacs.


    I loved my mother, though. I really did.


    “Oh, you silly girl,” she cooed. “These combs aren't toys. We don't play with them.”


    She was wrong, just like she was wrong about everything else. You see, all of the finer things were toys, just as all the pretty clothes for the pretty girls and pretty boys were costumes. All of the mansions and oceans that sailed yachts and dreams were merely sets for a grander scheme.


    I was just too young to correct her.


    And my mother, my beautiful mother with her kind voice and wandering eyes, she closed the silver box and left the room, beckoned by my father's booming laughter.


    From the window, I saw as she ran out into the garden, surrounded by the same white lilacs that kissed her skin, and he swept her up in his arms like she was the only woman he would ever want. They were madly, inconceivably in love. He named stores stuffed with the finest clothing and jewels and everything after her.


    If he could have, I think he would have written her name in the stars. He couldn't, of course. But he had one named after her. He kept the framed document in his office.


    It's a funny thing, how people go. How you can be so consumed by one person, and then as the years go by, like a slow-working serum, something seeps into your skin that renders the person you once loved so dearly a total stranger. It's as if, despite the memories, and despite all of the things that we weep and beg and cry out to hold onto - nothing can save what is inevitably damned. There's that moment when you look at that person who once carried everything so intrinsic to your own being in the palm of their hand, and you think to yourself: did I ever truly love you? Or was it for that moment of intoxicating thrill?


    He tried to hold onto her, even after the affair was discovered; but she left anyway – as most people do. She left us for a life at sea; sailing yachts and remarrying in an event so lavish that it caught fire in the newspapers. For the water that maybe, she hoped, would carry her to a life that would give her some greater happiness.


    My father sobbed. He kept the newsclippings for awhile until Vivian asked him to burn them. He broke all the crystal statues that my mother had kept – angels - in the study. Glass was sprayed like frozen rain, like ice; turning the stretch of marble floor into tangible constellations.


    I remember my father, upon seeing me standing in the doorway, still in my pajamas – and how he looked so totally choked. He took my small hand, pressing it against a wet cheek that glistened much like my own. Tears streamed down my face as I stared at the mess, frightened and wondering how my father could have been capable of breaking so many things at once.


    “Don't cry,” he said. “Everything comes and goes.”


    And then he left; I was once again alone.


    My father tried to hold on to me for awhile. His attempt at possession was desperate and destined to crumble from the beginning. We went to church, we prayed. We prayed, and prayed. We adorned our home with crosses and once again the crystal angels returned. I think deep down he was begging the Almighty to bring my mother back. But you can't change the stars, just as you can't change the mind of God.


    Still, my father was drunk in blissful neglect; drowning in tears and something stronger.


    He swept me away to the mountains out West, where at a grand ball accompanied by girls carrying a wooden cross draped in lace, I pledged my purity; a gestured solidified by the ring I still wore today.


    None of it was about love, though. It was about control – and for awhile, I indulged him. I neglected boys and focused on my studies. I was accepted into Trinity, a success my father boasted about heavily, loudly.


    When he met Vivian, the two connected instantly. Her husband, Marius' father, had also been consumed in an affair with some woman he met in Queens. She had a thick accent, I guess, and raven-colored hair; Marius showed me her picture once, a somber, hateful smile on his face.


    “I hope it was worth it,” Marius muttered, and we both sat in a shared, understanding silence.


    After that, we stopped going to church as often, even though the crosses still hung. My father treated our moments together more as a business transaction. If I needed something, he fulfilled my requests, and in exchange I kept my grades and sensibilities and everything else to his polished standards. When it came time to consider universities, he took care of it immediately, securing a spot at Yale – where he had attended, and his father before – so quickly that I barely had time to blink.


    I continued maintaining my posture and smile, dressing in silk and wearing my hair and makeup and every piece of fabric that covered my body with a perfect, conscious manner. And I kept the ring on my finger, not as a gesture to my father's desire to maintain possession over my actions, but as a reminder to myself that I didn't want to let anyone else in. I wanted to keep that control; that safe, deliberate distance. I wanted to remain a perfectly painted mask. No emotions, no love, not risking the exposure of my own vulnerabilities.


    I let them see what they wanted to see: someone kind, and good, and clean - that was enough.


    And yes, for that, I thanked my parents.


    


    That evening after school, my father called me into the parlor. I was still weighed down with my own thoughts of Mr. Tennant's hands on my waist. His fingers skimming down the length of my jaw-line.


    My father was surrounded by his business partners, all in suits, their faces already flushed from the alcohol that slogged through their veins like motor oil.


    “Kaitlyn!” he hooked an arm around me, and I fell against his shoulder. “Kaitlyn here is to be attending Yale this fall. Isn't that true, darling?”


    In my mind, I imagined confessing that the spot had been financially secured, and what his reaction would be. I pictured his face swelling, along with the dozen other men in the room; expanding like balloons and so lit with spirits that if I were to stick a needle into their skin, they would have exploded into a mess of gin and brandy.


    “Yes,” I said mildly, smiling and tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. I contemplated laughing to convey a bit more enthusiasm. “I'm quite excited.”


    Docile and gentle. Meek and soft and quietly feminine. That was the way to deal with these kind of leery-eyed suits.


    I pulled myself away when Vivian entered with a tray of new liquid concoctions, and made for a quick excursion into the elevator. I didn't dare take the steps and risk a run-in with anyone else that would feel like carrying a conversation.


    In the library, Marius was sprawled out on a chaise lounge, scribbling in his journal and surrounded by stone statues of angels in various positions. Prayer, pensive, empty-eyes without any pupils. The walls were painted with a dark gold that glimmered when the sun hit in such a way that made the room seem like a particularly special place. Heavy paintings depicted Michael the Archangel, Adam and Eve, and the Virgin Mary. There was one of Christ on the cross, too, but Marius took it down each time he went in to write. It was one of the few things that he struggled to look at.


    “Fuck him yet?” Marius called, slamming the book shut. I flipped him off.


    “I'm enraged that you failed to tell me about your little decision to audition for the play,” I told him. “Just leave me alone.”


    In my room, I slammed the door shut and threw my uniform jacket on the dresser. I yanked the tie from over my head, unbuttoned my blouse, and stepped out of my skirt. The folds crumpled at my feet, and I was left standing in only my underwear and a pair of knee-high socks.


    I was thin, arguably too thin, and the full-length mirror that I stood in front of only served to elongate my limbs and torso, making me look like a doll. Hungry, starved.


    Grabbing a bathrobe, I wrapped myself up and sat down at my desk, which was in a small side-room away from the actual sleeping area. I shut the door and turned the light on, blinking and rubbing my eyes and skimming over the pale pink walls; glossy and splattered with a pastiche of various magazine cutouts. Elvis, Marilyn Monroe, James Dean. Models with red-lipped smiles and full bodies and even fuller eyes. Pop Culture contemporary things; blown up and over-airbrushed photographs of stick-skinny models in lingerie and dark-stained mouths, sprawled out on white linens that only made their white skin seem so deathly pale. The small crystal chandelier made the lights dance in orbs over the eyes and silicone smiles.


    I sat down at my desk, bag in tow, and pulled out my copy of Lolita, staring at the cover until I set it aside. Fingers tracing over my laptop keyboard, I punched in the first thing that came to mind: nymphet.


    A list of sites pertaining to Nabokov's controversial masterpiece popped up, with nymphet being the coined term for Humbert Humbert's insatiable obsession. There was a slew of differing opinions, calling him a lover and a monster and ultimately, just a man. Seduced and sick and at the core of all things simply flesh and bone and blood like the rest of us.


    There was a music video for some dark, throaty band that consisted of men with long black hair and heavy guitars. It started with a pale-eyed woman on a swing, swinging back and forth on this wooden plank suspended by a rope crawling with white roses. Her hair, too, was white. In a dark forest-esque sort of setting, a couple, two women - one with dark hair while the other's was fair - gazed at each other with an expression of lust and languish. The dark-haired woman wore a mask that was nearly identical to the one Mr. Tennant had been wearing at the masquerade, her upper lip lined with a faux-mustache.


    It was both bizarre and disturbingly beautiful, and I imagined myself as the girl with fair hair, wearing gossamer clothes and angel wings; Mr. Tennant kneeling down on one knee, kissing my hand and looking up at me as if I was the only girl in the world with a beating heart. The rest of the Earth barren and lifeless.


    I slammed my laptop shut, and after a brief pause, leaned down and withdrew a hidden box that I kept in the bottom drawer of my desk. An old shoe-box that contained all the love notes and jewels and sweet nothings that were the only remains of my sole perennial love. A love that lasted only as long as summer would allow; as long as I would allow. Our relationship died along with the leaves, along with everything else. Along with a part of myself that in with the first cold breeze granted me the harrowing awareness of the what I really longed for. Something real.


    On my bed, I opened the lid of the box and set it aside gingerly. My fingers traced over the various pieces of jewelry that I now refused to wear; notes that were folded over half a dozen times. It was like the boy who had written them with such a hasty hand had always wanted them to remain a secret.


    His name was Henry, with the first letter silent and the last letter drawn like the final note of a favorite song. His father was an obscenely wealthy man who crafted the fine jewelry that adorned the necks and wrists and slender fingers of those that had never seen a day of real labor. He had a crop of golden hair and blue eyes that were a touch too feminine; long lashes and lips that fell in a perpetual pout. Two years ahead of me at Trinity Prep, we met at a gathering when our parents introduced us.


    He fell in love immediately. I fell into his arms in the same, hesitant way that one might if they were standing on the ledge of a cliff; contemplating how cold the water was below, or if the fall alone would kill them.


    Henry was constantly giving me jewelry, draping blood-red diamonds and pearls around my neck in insane abundance. He wrote me love notes, little notes, about how he wanted us to be together forever.


    Obviously, it didn't last. I left him at the turn of summer, before my Junior year. He was devastated. I was not.


    If there's one thing I have always mourned the most, it's the inconsistent and unreliable burden that is our ability to remember. All of the beautiful images and delicate memories die so quickly – and they never return.


    Lying on my back, I looked around my bedroom. The walls, the bedspread, the sheets, the furniture was painted in the pale, sugar-spun pink that bled with an almost joking femininity. Even the crystals of the chandelier that hung were rose-colored.


    I closed my eyes, thinking about the past and thinking about the present. Thinking about how I had never felt a damn thing; no trace of lust or desire or any spark of heat in my veins. Nothing worth writing love notes or stealing concealed kisses in shadowy corners. Nothing worth making love, or fucking, or having sex.


    Until the masquerade.


    I thought about Mr. Tennant, and what he was doing, and if he was thinking about me, too. I was quite positive that his eyes had followed me out the classroom door, but I could have imagined it.


    Standing, I took a deep breath and decided to take action. I threw on a pale dressed; layered lace the color Provençal Rosé, that hovered just above my knees. I coupled it with a pair of white flats, and to make it seem casual, my favorite Houndstooth jacket.


    In the garden, the pool glowed with an eerie, electric blue. The rose bushes were covered in leathery, black leaves. The grass was just a path of shadows; a stretch of black turf with no hint of green in the shrouded night.


    I looked up at the sky, shimmering in a way that made me want to believe something greater really did exist. Something beyond the physical symbols, the evening prayers. I wanted to believe, like most girls do, that every single star held an unanswered wish, and that it was only a matter of selecting the right one amidst the glittering sands of an even grander celestial body.


    Clutching the gates, I briefly envisioned Will standing before me; the two of us shielded from the iron bars. Our fingers touched; our eyes touched, too. We didn't say anything, but we didn't need to.


    I shoved through the gates and ran until I saw lights; hailing down a cab, my chest burned and my face felt warm, feverish. I touched the glass and wondered, tracing my name on the window, how many others had done the same.


    “Stop here,” I instructed, handing him a folded twenty. “I'm set to walk. I need to stretch my legs.”


    We hadn't gone far, but that was enough. He thanked me for the money and I left with my coat and a pair of sunglasses. Pretentious, perhaps. But it felt appropriate.


    Walking with a slow and steady pace, I felt my heart quicken as I neared Will's apartment building; when I reached the park, it nearly stopped.


    I almost wished that I had brought a shopping bag or something. Anything to make it seem like I hadn't just wandered to his front steps in hopes of seeing him.


    Tyler was right. The structure was crumbling; the cement steps leading to a cracked sidewalk. But the strangest part of it all was that the exterior damage didn't give the building a downtrodden sort of look; rather, it was almost charming. It was a subtle decay; something that still managed to give a genuine allure. Like maybe, if I wasn't a millionaire's daughter, I would have lived there, too. I would have opened the windows and watched the children play in the park, laughing with the kind of jovial ring that I never knew.


    When I saw him, I removed my glasses and paused before going a step further. And when I finally decided to, I revealed myself under a perfectly-placed ray of streetlight, feeling like half maniac and movie starlet.


    Will raised his eyes, and when he saw me, there it was: the wavering warmth spreading from head to toe. A silent, unspoken belief that the girl in front of him wearing a lace dress and pretty shoes, a pretty coat, was incapable of such a thing as searching him down like a cautionary predator.


    In that moment, though - it felt organic.


    Mr. Tennant smiled, his eyes on the glasses in my hand, his hair wind-swept and figure vaguely hunched over. He had his headphones on, and was re-lacing a pair of sneakers. He had been running.


    “Kaitlyn Laurent,” his voice was a breathless beacon. “Well, isn't this a surprise?”


    He moved aside, making a spot for me on the steps. I sat next to him, we watched the empty park for awhile, and by some fantastic stroke of luck - a cold drizzle began to fall.


    I stretched my fingers, barely brushing across the tips of his; I felt Mr. Tennant look down.


    “Would you like to come inside?” he asked quietly. “I'll call you a cab.”


    Pulling me up, he opened the door to the apartment, and I basked for a brief moment in the warm glow of light that spilled over the blue cement and gray, empty streets.


    Clutching my coat, I followed him inside.
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    His apartment was larger than I would have expected from the outside. It had dark panel-wood flooring, and the walls were painted a deep burgundy. The furniture was old, worn; from the over-stuffed recliner to the midnight-blue settee that made me think, vaguely, of a stage prop. He didn't have a television, but rather a large projector screen that took up nearly the entire living room wall. His kitchen was galley-style, with a black-and-white checkered patterned floor. It barely fit the two of us as I watched him pour boiling water into mugs with classic lines from The Great Gatsby and The Catcher in the Rye.


    “I painted them myself,” he explained, smiling.


    Will seemed to have a love for little tsotchky items. Coffee mugs containing the same brand of ball-point pen were everywhere, strewn about on glass-topped tables with notebooks and stacks upon stacks of well-loved novels. I picked up a weathered copy of Bram Stoker's Dracula and flipped through the pages, relishing that old book smell. Frames upon frames of random photographs were everywhere; many of Will with various people that looked, to some degree, like they could be family. Some were of a woman, with light brown hair and eyes of the same color. She had freckles on her nose and a smile that told me, without even needing to ask, that she had once been intimately tied to Will. An old friend, a past lover.


    I wondered, for just a moment, what his life was like before now.


    There were also, collectively, at least twenty clocks hung on the apartment walls. All of them, every single one, appeared to be made by hand. All gold and polished wood, you could see the metal gears; but none of them moved. The arms were lifeless.


    However, I knew one of them was alive. I could hear the sound, the seconds ticking away like that vital organ in my chest.


    Squinting my eyes, I saw that it was in the very center, just above my head. I had to crane my neck in order to see it; a mesh of gold and cold gray metal, just slightly larger than the rest.


    I felt Will's hand on my shoulder, his face reflected in the glass. We were both staring into frozen time.


    “Did you build them?” I asked. “All of these?”


    He nodded, looking over each of them as if he too had never seen them before. There was a soft wonder in his expression, an unmistakable pride.


    “Yes...but none of them work. Well, except for that one. But if you can possibly tell-” he rolled up a shirtsleeve, exposing his watch. “It moves just slightly faster. The timing is off.”


    I moved in closer to compare the two. He was right.


    “How can you stand it?” I asked him. “The noise. The constant tick, tick, tick.”


    Mr. Tennant appeared as if he didn't understand.


    “It's not really noise anymore,” he said mildly. “You get used to it, like most anything else.”


    We walked into the living room, where two mugs of tea were steeping on the coffee table. Outside, the beginnings of spring rain pelted like bullets against the window; the noise almost loud enough to mute the still-lingering sound of that ticking clock.


    I looked at Will, who was looking back at me with a silent fixation, and wondered why I was sitting next to him, in his living room, and not in some cab en route to an over-glorified house. The boldness of it all. The youth of it all.


    Which makes sense, really. At eighteen, you're an adult by standing. You can vote, you can go to war, and you can have sex with a man ten years your senior. Will was twenty-eight.


    I was only eighteen. An adult, but not really. A child, yet far from it.


    And what did this seemingly simple moment make Will? Was he simply a gentleman, inviting his young student in for tea while the rain poured down? A man with no ulterior motives, no filthy thoughts. Or was he, like me, a lurking demon disguised as something with all the proper parts that compose a human? The soft hair, the welcoming smile.


    Maybe it didn't matter. Maybe it was just two people, sitting on some theatrical-style settee the color of midnight, sipping tea and watching the steam rise like spirits.


    A single lit candle rested on the coffee table, and suddenly compelled I leaned in and dipped a finger into the wax, watching it harden with silent fascination.


    “Sometimes I'm rather impulsive,” I admitted. “Like, ending up here and everything. I just had to get out of my house, and here I am. A result of wandering.”


    I thought about telling him exactly what had gone through my mind; that I had wanted to see him; that I was hoping he'd be out on those front steps, as if waiting for me. As if having the uncanny feeling that I was looking for him, too. A mutual, undisclosed knowing.


    “Why were you wandering?” he asked quietly, setting the mug down. “I imagine your parents must be worried that you've just up and left the house.”


    I smiled, shrugging.


    “My father is preoccupied with his mellings in black suits. I'd say his biggest concern is whether or not there's enough liquor to fuel their fantasy of playing the retail-industry gods of Manhattan,” I paused. “And my step-mother, well, she's sort of an idiot. I know that sounds terrible and everything, but it's true.”


    It suddenly felt warm, too warm, and only then did I realize that I was still wearing my jacket. Sliding out of the fabric like a second skin, I tossed it over the arm-rest and exhaled lightly. Will's steady stare followed down the length of my arms, to my french-tipped fingernails. There was a barely-audible sigh, followed by a soft:


    “I'm sorry,” he said. “It's a horrid thing, how the world never really prepares us for parenting, or parents, or...well, bloody anything, really.”


    He was right. His eyes were still on my shoulders.


    “Yeah,” I muttered. “I suppose that tonight is just one of those nights where I'm feeling slightly angsty.”


    Mr. Tennant traced a finger over his mouth, nodding like we were both a couple teenagers, and he entirely understood. We were standing on the same patch of ground.


    “It's a proper feeling though, isn't it?” he asked. “I mean, feeling angst when you're young and figuring the world out. When I was growing up, feeling sad was sort of pushed aside as a rubbish emotion. But now that I'm older, I believe that it's quite alright to feel, as you have said, angsty.”


    There was a brief pause before he added, quietly.


    “I don't have a remedy for you, though. I'm sorry.”


    I liked that he didn't brush my feelings off because of my wealth. I liked, as he smiled at me with a smile that told me he was unabashedly sincere, that he treated me as equally as he would some change-shaking punk on the street. So many others would have simply rolled their eyes, assuming that whatever ailment I was suffering from - emotional or physical - could be fixed with a retail therapy binge. The whole: well, it's better to cry in a mansion than a fucking box mentality that so many carried around in their back pockets.


    It was also, as much as I hated to acknowledge it, partially true. But youth doesn't care about your wealth, or your social status. Everything, every little detail and utterance under stolen breath, can plague you.


    Still, I digested the words slowly, watching as Mr. Tennant jumped up and, sucking in a deep breath, walked over to a mess of DVDs that were scattered all over the living room floor. From beneath the depths, he pulled out Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet.


    “I suppose I should call that cab,” he said. “But I wanted to lend you this.”


    I glanced at the projection screen, at his laptop on the floor, surrounded by the cases and discs. Beyond the walls, the rain had softened into a gentle patter; streaks of water, like ink, ran down black window glass.


    “Could we watch it on the projector?” I asked. “I've never watched a film on an actual projector screen.”


    Will appeared uncertain, crossing his arms. His shadow wavered slightly on the screen, looming over him and double his size.


    “Your parents -” he started, shaking his head. “No. I shouldn't let you linger around here, Kaitlyn. It's not appropriate.”


    The candle flame was still dancing, rising and falling as the white wax dripped down like sweat from joined bodies.


    Boldly, I stood on my toes, looking up at the ceiling light that glared back at me like a blinding warning, and turned off the lights.


    It was just the two of us, alone in the dark, with only the faint flickering of candlelight.


    “Nobody's looking for me,” I said quietly. And although I couldn't quite see his face, I knew that he was looking. I knew that his eyes hadn't left my frame. “Nobody's hunting me down tonight.”


    In the background, the clock ticked away. His breath was shallow, my heart was pounding in my throat. I'm not sure how many sped-up seconds passed before he finally said, barely audible:


    “Okay.”


    We sat and watched the film, separated by a square of cushion between us. His hands remained on his knees, mine on my legs that were properly crossed. During the post-nuptials scene, I looked over to see his reaction at the quick flash of skin; glad, in truth, that he wasn't looking at me. My face was burning.


    I fell in love at the first line, and was muffling sobs at the very end. When the credits rolled, I wiped away the few escaped tears and accepted the tissue that Will handed to me.


    From the faint light, he looked almost distressed. His hands combed nervously through swept-back hair as he stood, straightening himself out.


    “Just a moment,” he said. “I'll be right back.”


    He disappeared into the bathroom, and I waited in the dark for him while watching the drops of rain roll down in streaks of gleaming yellow, the passing cars occasionally sending a ray of white light through the room. It was only after the candle - as if on cue - dwindled and snuffed out, that I stood; acknowledging the ascending smoke as surely some kind of omen.


    Nervously, I walked down the hall, glanced at the bathroom door quickly before spinning around. I was met with the reflective faces of three unmoving clocks. It startled me, and I jumped.


    When Will emerged, he smiled and apologized and insisted that he was fine. His smile read otherwise; uncomfortable, torn.


    I wondered how I appeared to him, standing only inches away in my lace dress, my ballet flats, my makeup so minimal that he could see the natural length of my lashes.


    “Is the oh-so serious Mr. Tennant so terribly affected by sad endings?” I mused. “I came here because the candle went out. It was only mildly scary, though.”


    “Is that why you were standing here?” he smiled. “Looking for protection from the monsters hiding in my apartment?”


    I wanted so badly to touch him; that's when I knew. I knew I had to do something, or else I'd lose. Not just the bet, but my first glimpse into the fascinating creature - half-man and half shadowy figure - that stood before me like an unreachable prize placed atop the highest shelf.


    Eighteen years. Eighteen years only getting off to fantasies of something I hadn't quite pieced together. Kaleidoscope pictures and dreams of different things and sounds and people, floating but never forming into something real. Eighteen years of skewed images that had never quite solidified; orgasms blossoming from blank canvases and sheer frustration.


    The clock kept ticking. I could hear it play like the constant reminder that my life, and every single moment, was only temporary. Every single living thing would someday be turned into ash - and then what?


    I wanted him to touch me. Just touch me. I didn't want to sleep with him, not on the settee or in his bed. I just wanted to feel his hands on me. I wanted to feel his mouth against my skin. I wanted to hear him say my name; those two syllables like poison on his lips.


    “Yes,” I finally said. “That's exactly what I wanted.”


    I paused for a moment before reaching out and touching his wrist. He didn't move; his eyes locked on my hand.


    “Are you nervous?” I asked quietly.


    He nodded, swallowing.


    “Yes,” he whispered.


    We looked at each other, something bleeding through our eyes that was both a mix of desire and an unshakeable fear. We were both sick and enthralled; alive and wavering in the space between safety and chaos.


    Let it be known that I crossed the line first. William Tennant, before that irreversible second, was an innocent man.


    Pressing him against the wall, I stood on my toes, and kissed him.


    At first, his hands shot up, like a criminal marked with a red hot target; like he was facing certain death by firing squad. They fell slow as quick-sand, eventually finding my hips where they settled with a shaky hesitancy, hovering just above the fabric.


    There was no gripping of limbs, no clashing of teeth against teeth. Mr. Tennant kissed my mouth like it was something to worship, something to savor. Delicate and delicious, his breath shallow as a pool of puddle water. And if I were still a child, still stuck in the age of sticky-sweet candy and hop-scotch, I would have jumped and played in that murky depth forever.


    In the dark, it was impossible to see him. All I had were what my remaining senses could grant me: touch and taste and the soft, intoxicating sound of his lips against my own.


    I reached down, slowly, and pressed a hand against his covered erection. If he smiled, I couldn’t see it. I felt totally empowered. Awesome not in the sense of something great, but in that sole ability to bring a grown man to his knees.


    “What are you trying to do to me?” he asked. Only there was no seductiveness to the question, no intent to arouse. It was a genuine plea; each word cutting like a razor against calloused flesh.


    “I could ask you the very same thing, Mr. Tennant.”


    I was touching his face, my fingers tracing over the full petal-soft flesh of his lips. The darkness was entirely impenetrable; it was impossible to see whether I was looking into his eyes or something else.


    Around us, the sounds of cars hissing against wet pavement and the wind through branches told us that there was still life outside; even if everything in that moment, between my teacher and I, had managed to freeze. Our mouths met and parted with a fluid urgency; his hands trembling like a teenage boy that had never touched a girl before. Like this was our first shared experience.


    Will cupped my face in his hands, his breath fading in and out, rising and falling. The scent, the warmth, it had already imprinted into my cells.


    “I need to know what you’re thinking,” he said.


    I thought about Juliet, and how she had avoided playing the games that so many other women did. She had succumbed to her true passions. And here I was, locking lips with a man who was entirely fooled; there was no trace, no idea that he was also the key element to my freedom. A pawn in a bet.


    I kissed him again, an unspoken apology.


    “I’m a monster,” I told him. He smiled, like the three words were a joke, leaning in and pressing his mouth against mine. Hot, hot heat. Our mouths didn’t break apart for what felt like a slow-burning eternity. We were breathless bodies in the all-encompassing night. “We’re both monsters.”


    


    On the cab ride home, I justified what had happened less than an hour beforehand as two people that simply wanted each other. I forced myself not to think about the fact that I would be seeing him in class the next day, or on stage during play practice.


    I tried not to think about the bet, and when that failed, I told myself that perhaps it wasn't such a bad thing. I wasn't forcing him to kiss me, after all. And if I succeeded in wooing him into bed, it wasn't as if I had him under some hex. We were deeply flawed, unquestionably reckless. But in predisposition, there still remains choice.


    It was merely that his choice would gift me with something that would leave me free to bid farewell to the endless vice-like grip of expectancy. The inescapable hell that was closed-in by high gates and even-higher walls.


    I didn't want to hurt Mr. Tennant. I liked him. I could listen to him talk for hours about anything and everything. Literature, film; his past that was still about as clear as an aged, opaque window.


    The entire thing made me sick. I was sick with myself, sick with Marius, and winded enough that when I made it through the gates and saw Marius standing on my balcony, I slipped behind one of the rose bushes and sprawled out on the soaking wet grass. I didn't care.


    Something had occurred in that moment; a small pull within me. But I was too blind to acknowledge it.


    When Marius found me, I was staring into the faint glow of a distant fountain; water poured from a basin held by this cherubic-looking boy with the tiniest wings. There was no way he could fly with them, made of stone; yet, a part of me wanted to break them off and see if was possible for me to succeed.


    He sat down wordlessly, fingers tracing over the rose bush thorns; dressed in pajama pants and a black T-shirt. Marius stretched his legs and stared down at my motionless frame; my lace dress slowly soaked in the fallen rain.


    “Where were you?” he asked quietly, his eyes on the stars.


    “Where do you think?” I replied, sitting up. “I went to take care of some business.”


    “Is that what you're calling it?” he practically sneered. “Business.”


    “Isn't that what you call it?” I asked him. “Or are you in love with all the girls you screw and then leave on the sidelines, weeping? Thinking the entire thing was their own damn fault. The Business of Heartbreak. You should think about a legitimate business venture there, Marius. There might be some money in it if you feel like getting in touch with some particularly vindictive ex-boyfriends.”


    He said nothing. I sighed.


    “I'm having second thoughts,” I said after a minute. “About the bet.”


    “You know that forfeiting means you lose,” he said coolly. “And if you throw in the towel, I win.”


    “I know,” I said. “I just don't want to ruin his life. I just don't want to destroy his reputation.”


    Marius laughed lightly; gentle as the fountain song and flightless angel.


    “Who needs to know?” he asked. “It's only once. Just once.”


    “Just once,” I repeated, monotone. Automated. “But he's an innocent man, Marius.”


    Correction: was. He was an innocent man. Past-tense. The feeling of his hands still scalded like a hot brand on my skin. I only wish he had left a mark; something to keep with me for the night, before morning came and all I would be left with was the scattered aftermath.


    “You're wrong,” Marius took my hand, spreading my fingers out so that we were palm-to-palm; his fingers, long and slender, made me feel small and delicate in a way that was less feminine and more frightening. “There's no such thing as an innocent man. And besides, why should you care? What happened to you not having a heart? Or is there something beating somewhere in that body, Little Lost Girl?”


    “Don't call me that,” I told him. “I'm far from lost.”


    “You're wrong again,” he said. From his pocket he withdrew one of the ruby chokers that Henry had given to me, dangling it in front of my face with a painful gleam. I shouldn't have left the box on my bed. “You live inside that head of yours. With your fantasies, and your failures, and this fetishization you've developed of the single thing you've never tasted. The fruit you've yet to bite into. But does any of it matter, Kaitlyn?”


    Marius dropped the jewels into my hands. I glared at him.


    “Then why do you want me so badly?” I asked.


    He pressed his lips together, shoulders rising and falling.


    “You couldn't begin to understand,” he answered. “There's no point in asking.”


    “That's a bullshit answer,” I spat, standing. “And you know it. You're just as fucked up as I am. We both are.”


    I shivered beneath my thin dress, the jacket still hanging in my arms. It was nearly dragging on the rain-drenched ground.


    “I told you,” he said quietly. “I told you we aren't so different, you and I. But you didn't want to believe me.”


    As he rose, the wind kicked up and raked through the bushes, sending a quivering gust of heady air. I was ill and intrigued; loathing myself and yet clinging to this idea that I was still clean of any blood that would potentially stain my hands.


    The pool, lit up and emitting a faint blue glow, gave a beckoning call. I walked towards it, grabbing Marius by the hand, and together we stared into the very bottom.


    But I didn't jump in. I couldn't bring myself to. I was freezing from the rain and wet clothes, and frozen for another reason entirely.


    Marius' hand was still in mine, and I drew away.


    “Tell me something,” I said. “How would you do it?”


    “Do what?” he asked quietly. His pale eyes danced over the even paler water. A faint blue light was cast over us, bathing our bodies in a transcendental glimmer.


    “How would you fuck me?”


    He laughed, almost as if the words fuck me were an insult. There was a bitter ring to the sound.


    “I wouldn't fuck you, Kaitlyn,” he said. “I would make love to you.”


    I looked at him, he looked at me. My stomach dropped; my veins buzzed with electric blood.


    “How would you make love to me, then?” I asked, a whisper.


    Marius dipped a hand into the pool, letting the water fall from his fingers in heavy droplets. We weren't looking at each other, but rather, our own individual reflections; as he spoke, I watched his eyes close, just for a moment.


    “Well, for starters, it wouldn't be anywhere near this place,” he said. “I would take you somewhere far away, to the outskirts, to some place where there's none of this smoke and havoc. I would find some quiet place, rent a room in some cottage that's nestled away in a forest; stone paths, maybe. Lined by lamplight.”


    He paused, swallowing, stepping behind me and running his hands down my bare arms.


    “I would start by kissing the back of your neck, then the nape of your neck,” he stopped, lining his way like a paintbrush over each spot. “I would stay there for awhile; watching your eyes grow heavy as I bit down, just a little, listening to you gasp.”


    Marius seemed bewildered by his own words, his voice cracking when he spoke again. “I would slowly work my way to your throat, kissing down your chest as my fingers worked to slide you out of whatever you were wearing. I'd make sure not to miss a single spot, marking every trace of skin. I'd run my fingers down your thighs, kissing that spot between your legs so that you writhed and gripped the bedsheets. But I wouldn't dare go inside you yet,” he swallowed. “I would slowly strip you out of your pants, or skirt, and relish the way your body looked, sprawled out and warm from my touch and the yellow, setting sun. I'd still want light, you see.”


    He stopped again, and we looked at each other.


    “I'd want to see you. I'd want that mental photograph, something more than shadows can give. And after I finished looking, I would remove my shirt, pants, boxers - and let you look at me, too.”


    I had already seen him naked. The image of him fucking the pale-haired girl in his bedroom was already imprinted.


    Piper, I realized. He was fucking Piper.


    “I would fish around for a condom,” he said, lowering his eyes. He didn't want to look at me. “And after that was taken care of, I'd run my hands through your hair and my lips down your neck. I would lay you back on the pillows, my weight over your frame, and before I slid myself inside of you, I would kiss your lips. I would kiss you harder than anyone had ever kissed you before.”


    I tried to imagine what that would be like. Marius' mouth on mine; the sculpture-perfect lines of his body hovering above the slope of my stomach.


    “Would it hurt?” I asked.


    He nodded, sullen.


    “I would be gentle,” he swore. “I would go slow; moving and watching your every reaction, each sigh and breath like a line of film. I'd keep kissing you, thrusting harder only if you asked me to. I'd try my hardest to hold back.”


    “And if you couldn't?”


    “If I couldn't?” he dipped both hands in the water again, pouring the water out from his palms. “I would grind myself deeper into you, until I felt you flinch; until the act would never hurt you again, and I would keep moving until you felt that first initial blossoming of pleasure. I can't promise an orgasm, not then, but something fantastic. And when it was over, I would cradle your face in my hands and kiss you, gently, a thousand times.”


    Smiling, he jumped into the pool, splashing me with glowing bathwater.


    “And then,” he added, brushing a mess of hair back. “It would be business as usual. We'd return home, and I'd laugh as you limped around the house, waddling like a complete fool.”


    “Whatever, Marius.”


    As I walked away, I waited for the sounds of Marius laughter; but there was nothing. All I could hear was the wind and water; the soft sloshing of Marius as he floated along on the gleaming waves. Just a boy and the vast-stretching galaxy above.


    It was barely nine o'clock when I stepped foot into my bedroom, slinking out of my clothes and into a hot shower. I scrubbed myself down, blinking back the warm water and touching the spots where Mr. Tennant had touched.


    My dress still smelled of him, faint Oakwood and sage. His cologne was earthy, mythical; a stirring nightcap.


    After finishing my assignments, ensuring that every file was saved and each paper tucked away in its proper folder, I crawled into bed with my dress like a blanket, still damp, and fell asleep.


    I dreamt of making love to Marius in the water; his hair in pieces over his forehead; the beads of water glistening beneath garish sunlight. I dreamt of his mouth crushing against my own, the bruises black and swollen.


    I dreamt of Will, of my teacher, standing on stage with a hand extended, beckoning me towards him. He pulled me in, kissing me with such a raw, feverish intensity that before I could practice any reservation our clothes were shed and we were naked before rows and rows of filled seats, the sounds of cries and screams of disgust, dismay, all directed at us. But we didn't stop, we paid no mind. We made love in front of the entire theater, our rabid hands and mouths and moans a soundtrack to the greatest production of all. The greatest tragedy that Trinity Preparatory Academy would ever see.


    At the end, standing naked with my inner-thighs aching and blood-stained, we bowed to the tune of music box bells; the curtain dropped.


    I awoke to sweat-stained sheets, short of breath, heart pounding, with my hands around my neck.


    


    

  


  
    SEVEN


    


    I stayed away from Will's apartment for the duration of the weekend, despite the nagging temptation to jump in a cab after everyone was asleep and run until I saw those cement steps. I pictured him waiting for me, dressed in dark colors, his smile wide an open arms even wider.


    But to play it safe, I remained in the house, engaging in Yale-related conversation with my father and accessory-related conversation with Vivian; they had a gala on Monday evening, which would be a welcomed absence for me.


    I also wanted to give Will enough time to either decide whether he missed me, or if he wanted to sever ties and revert back to our proper places. If there's one thing I understood about attraction, it's either obsessive of fast-fading. We're capable of making up our minds quickly.


    With my hands stuffed into the pockets of that same Houndstooth jacket, I wondered if he had thought about me at all.


    Tyler was waiting at the theater entrance, pointing at a piece of paper taped to the door. He was so lit on his own giddiness that the words spilled out in an almost indistinguishable babble. His breath, artificial-watermelon, was almost too sweet for a boy.


    “Guess who's playing your star-crossed lover?” he grinned. “Me.”


    “You don't say?”


    I tried my best at appearing over-the-moon over when I saw – on paper – that I had scored the role of Juliet; but my nerves, they were terrible. I could barely focus on anything at all.


    From behind, Marius jumped up and grabbed my shoulders, shoving me aside and darting straight for the audition results. When he saw his name beneath the role of Tybalt, he let out a victory yell so loud that it rang off the walls and resulted in a few covered ears.


    “Guess we'll be working together,” Marius prodded Tyler on the shoulder, who withdrew immediately. “Straighten your tie out, won't you? This isn't some thirteen-year-old's birthday party. We aren't at a goddamn Bahtmitzvah.”


    “Shut up, Marius,” I snapped. “Don't be a bully. Leave him alone.”


    I followed Tyler into the theater, my heart starting to quicken. I walked quickly; eyes low and feet marching straight up the steps and to the very back row of seats.


    Mr. Tennant was on the stage, sitting in a theatrical-style chair, legs crossed, watching me intently. When I looked at him, even at a distance, he smiled and nodded; but he gave nothing away.


    “So we should practice after school or something,” Tyler prompted, snapping me out of my haze. I tried to ignore the image of Will and I; naked on stage; our limbs entangled. God, it was sickening; maddening, even. “Like, at my house or whatever. You know, aside from the stuff we rehearse here.”


    I turned to him, endeared by his frequent usage of like and whatever. I loved that he talked like a normal kid; not like the rest of us whose language had been adequately molded and trimmed and clipped to dribble from our lips with the perfect preparatory-child manner. Sure, there was the occasional expletive that slipped out; but most of the time, our vernacular was drole and pretentious.


    I looked at Marius, who was ignoring Piper's clinging hands. It looked as if she was upset; her face heavily reddened like she'd spiked her morning coffee with whiskey instead of cream. I hadn't seen her enter, and was glad that she had yet to see me.


    “You live in Brooklyn?” I asked, glancing over as Tyler worked to indeed straighten out his tie that was already too wrinkled. There was no fixing it. “That sure is interesting.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I live in Brooklyn. It's alright. I mean, I don't hate it or anything. Why? Do you go there often?”


    Mr. Tennant was still watching me, occasionally lowering his eyes or granting some other student a brief answer to class-related questions. He wore a black dress shirt and black tie, his pants a dark gray; black shoes, polished.


    I was starting to like the lack of color. It imprinted on me like an ink stain that I didn't want to ever wash out.


    “Not typically,” I finally answered. “I don't leave my house much.”


    “Well, we should do something,” he suggested. “There's lots of fun stuff to do in Brooklyn.”


    “I'd be interested in seeing your place,” I admitted.


    This was true. I wanted to see where Tyler lived. I wanted to understand, in some way, the other side. “Fridays would work best for me, though. For practice.”


    Stage practice would be on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. Weekend practice was perhaps stretching it, not being entirely necessary; Mr. Tennant's instruction would suffice to give us a groundbreaking performance, no doubt. But at least it would allow me an excuse to be away from my father, from Vivian, from Marius; it would allow me to engage with a normal kid, in a normal setting. Maybe we could even go the beach, or some underground bar. Maybe Tyler had connections in the grittier parts I had never ventured into.


    I wanted Saturdays for myself, however. I needed to keep them open for Tennant-related activity. Business.


    “Sure. Sure, that's fine.”


    It was then I realized that Tyler still thought of me as a girl sitting several tiers above him. I wasn't a real flesh-and-blood human; he was intimidated by me. Whatever I put on the table he would sweep up eagerly; open to accepting anything and everything that came out of my mouth.


    It was startling, really. Frightening. I hated it.


    “This Friday?” he asked.


    I smiled, a quiet agreement.


    “Friday sounds perfect,” I said.


    Will clapped his hands, calling everyone together. We didn't have much time before first bell, so he made the meeting brief.


    “I would just like to say that we had many brilliant auditions last week,” he started. “But as you can see from the posting outside, I've made my decision.”


    I loved it when he said brilliant. Brilliant, fantastic; his overseas accent gave a certain pang of delight with every single word. The other boys had tried to emulate it; throwing in phrases like cheers, mate or bloody brilliant - but it just didn't work. Our American twang weighed the lines down with an unskirting plainness.


    “Kaitlyn and Tyler,” he said. From our distant spots, we regarded each other like student and teacher; not a trace of intimate, familiar warmth. “Would the two of you stand up, please?”


    We stood clumsily, smiling awkwardly as the room cheered for our success. In the very first row, Piper's glare was soft, unmoving. She clung to Marius' arm as he clapped lightly, smiling at both Tyler and I.


    When first bell rang, Mr. Tennant chimed up.


    “Kaitlyn,” he remarked brightly. “Could I see you for just a moment?”


    Tyler was totally unaware; he smiled, and told me that he'd wait up in the courtyard. I waited anxiously as the others – preoccupied with the coursing thrill of their earned roles – were heading out.


    Marius tossed me a brief glance, with Piper still glued to him. Her face had softened; she appeared, all things considered, accepting of the fact that she hadn't earned a place on stage. She smiled at Marius, blissfully oblivious of the fact that he didn't care about her. Time was running out. He'd try to cut her loose soon; but his coveted conquest, I knew, wouldn't fall away so easily. Someone was going to get hurt.


    Will waited until everyone was gone before he spoke again.


    “Kaitlyn,” Will said, his voice low. “I think we need to talk.”


    We walked into his office; a small, concealed room that was behind the curtains. There were no windows; just a door surrounded by boxes filled with various props and racks of untouched costumes.


    When it was just the two of us, door securely latched, my heart started humming; it thrashed around like a caged animal. Standing there, no words spoken, we were like two stranded, voiceless islands.


    Mr. Tennant looked down at me; hands at his sides; without so much as a single breath of sound. His dark, taupe eyes blinked with a mixture of panic and relief; as if my standing in front of him in that cramped room had given him solace. Comfort in the sole fact that over the past forty-eight silent hours, I was alive and breathing.


    He reached out, slowly, and touched my cheek with his hand; not stepping forward, not drawing me close. His fingers traced down my chin, withdrawing with that same, trembling hesitancy.


    “Are you feeling alright?” he asked; the first three words that broke what had felt like an age of silence.


    “I'm fine,” I said. “It's just an early morning. I didn't get much sleep.”


    “I could walk you to the Infirmary,” he offered, pausing. “I could write you a note if you'd rather sit down and rest for a moment.”


    He moved in just centimeters closer. Not enough to pose a threat, but near enough so that that comfort of his presence was more tangible. We were neither lover nor friends, pupil or instructor. At that moment, we were just two faces with two names that I'm not sure, if asked, either of us could have even remembered.


    I leaned back against his desk, pulling myself up and sitting with my legs crossed. Mr. Tennant remained standing, and I watched his throat move as if something lived inside there. Was it the skirt, or the knee-high socks?


    “Your turn,” I told him. “I want you to tell me what you're thinking.”


    Will smiled at our first private, inside joke; not the funniest, but even so.


    “There's a part of me that wants to apologize. To resign from my position here, get on the first plane back to the UK, and never think about you again.”


    He looked at me; hands on his tie; running up and down the silk that matched the morbid humiliation in his expression.


    “It's a shameful thing, you know, touching a student,” he added. “I swear, I've never had these thoughts before. I was a proper, well-intentioned man before I first saw you.”


    “I believe you,” I said. “And I won't say a word. Nobody will know.”


    Will appeared unconvinced; skimming his hands through hair that only proceeded to fall straight over his forehead; black strands over fair and flawless skin. His natural allure was a tragedy in itself.


    “It's not so simple, Kaitlyn,” he said. “These affairs can destroy everything.”


    He took a deep breath; I touched his arm, and he didn't draw away. Eventually his stance softened; his fingers slowly traced over my wrist.


    “Intentions,” I said quietly. He glanced at me, like I was addressing him, but didn't say anything. “You mentioned that you were once a well-intentioned man.”


    “Yes. Very.”


    “What are you now? What's the other half of you saying?”


    He spread my fingers apart with his own; regarding the ring, for the first time, with a sort of puzzled look.


    “What is this?” he asked, ignoring my question. “This ring. Does it mean something special?”


    “No,” I swallowed. Will stepped closer, and the guilt felt almost palpable. It beat along with every blood-pouring pound that my heart gave; giving me life but also, somehow, making me feel as if every trace of energy was slowly seeping out. I felt dizzy, looking up at him, with his hands still touching that small spot of bare skin. “It was a gift. From my father. A long time ago.”


    His fingertip pressing over the silver rosebud like it were some button that would set us off in a giant explosion.


    Maybe that would have been a good thing.


    He held my hand; his thumb tracing along the inside of my palm carefully, tenderly. There was a soft curiosity to the act.


    “The other night,” I told him. “I had a dream that we were making love on stage in front of everyone.”


    I omitted the part about it being a nightmare; but by then, it didn't matter. I was still here, sitting on his desk; our hips aligned with a perfect symmetry, our breath brushing against one another's lips like an unconsummated kiss.


    “Jesus,” he exclaimed; soft and feral in the way the words crawled into my ears, sinking like toxic paint into the crevices of my brain. “Kaitlyn-”


    He kept saying my name, over and over again as he leaned closer and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.


    “Mr. Tennant,” I said, weakening at the thought of him tossing out any reservation and kissing me. Our tongues and bodies colliding in a slow, morphing manner; like we were trying to get closer than our clothed torsos or even naked skin would allow. Even more than sex.


    When second bell rang, we drew away, immediately pulled apart like opposing magnets.


    “You didn't answer my question,” I said.


    My cells were already coursing through thin, blue veins in a confused frenzy. We had done nothing; and yet in that brief span of time done absolutely everything.


    Our hands were stained; our mouths smeared in cake even though we hadn't tasted any.


    “The other half of me?” he prompted. He'd heard me after all.


    I nodded, hopping down from the desk and nearly toppling over. Mr. Tennant caught my arm, straightening me out with a soft half-smile.


    “The other half of me wants to see you again,” he said. “But the last thing I want is to take advantage of you.”


    There was a heavy silence before I finally spoke again. I took the moment watch his face; his eyes, his lips, the rise of his chest as it moved with each breath.


    I wanted to know him. I wanted all of him. I was just a girl standing in a room with a man who had once been my age, too. He was once eighteen; young and hopeful and full of that same naive vibrancy. His age and position hooked me like a floundering, struggling fish that was trying to gasp for air and at that same time, wanted to be tossed back into the water. Into that same, safe, familiar place.


    But the temptation was very real. The thought of his hands on me was thrilling.


    I touched my left hand, covering the ring. It meant nothing, it meant everything. With my warmest smile, I gazed up at him. A girl in years, but a woman in understanding; that desire and matters of the heart were two different realms entirely.


    I didn't want to fall in love with him; I just wanted to know what it would be like to spend some time in the arms of someone who could give me an experience to look back on; a blanket of poignant nostalgia that I could wrap myself in after evenings spent in the same settled routine. Before I reached the age where the world tilted into something gray-scale and predictable; and with Marius' money, I would at least be able to afford some time exploring other parts of the world before I slowly sank into the inevitable limbo that was adulthood. Where happiness always seemed conditional, hinged on something or someone. Money, money, money. Career choices. Child-bearing abilities; social status; the size of your engagement diamond.


    Give me a real education, Mr. Tennant. Give me something to remember when all of this is over; when I'm staring into the ocean of some faraway place.


    “I've wanted you since the moment I first saw you,” I said quietly. “I like that you're older. You're smarter, you know things that the rest of us have no idea about. You've already seen the world, Mr. Tennant.”


    You're my teacher. You're a real man standing in between the parted sea of body spray and teenage hormones.


    Mr. Tennant didn't move; his head low and arms crossed. Third bell rang, and I was officially late.


    “I need to see you again,” I said. “This can be casual. It can be on your terms. I won't ever say anything to anybody.”


    “This is dangerous, Kaitlyn,” he said. “And the last thing, the last thing I want is to hurt you.”


    “You won't,” I swore. “I'm hard to hurt.”


    Not a lie, either.


    Mr. Tennant wavered for a half-second before turning to his desk; removing a paper slip from the stack that hid beneath a cluttered mess of assignments and books. He quickly wrote me a pass.


    Even the script, his name, was perfect.


    William Tennant.


    I took the note. Will looked at the door, almost as if he were looking through it. As if he sensed that there were others out there even though we both knew that there was no one. It was just the two of us.


    “When?” he asked, eyes still on the door. “When are you free?”


    Free. The word held so many different definitions, and a torrent of possibility.


    “Tonight,” I said. “My parents will be gone all night at some fancy banquet event. I wouldn't be surprised if they ended up staying at the hotel. As long as I'm home before 9 o'clock.”


    Responsibility: making plans for a secret tryst with a teacher ten years your senior, and ensuring that you're still home within a reasonable hour to complete your homework.


    “It's Monday,” he said. “It's a school-night.”


    “So let me hang out in your apartment. I'll do homework and you can grade papers.”


    It wasn't funny, but we both chuckled. He understood, Mr. Tennant.


    “Okay,” he said. Just when I'd begged him to watch Romeo and Juliet on the projector. Each of the two syllables sounded exactly the same. “What time?”


    “Seven,” I said. “That's 19:00 hours to you, mate.”


    “Cheeky,” he sneered. “Now go. Leave before the spies find you here.”


    He stayed in the office after I left; I pictured him with his hands covering his face, wondering what the hell he had just agreed to. The halls were empty, and I was relieved. I had half-expected Piper to be waiting for me; standing in her ankle socks with her white hair pin-straight and smelling of flowers and cinnamon.


    In the space between two walls, students were nestled away; listening to lectures and turning pages of textbooks.


    I glanced down at the note in my hands. The ink was still wet.


    Yanking up my sleeve, I pressed the paper down on my wrist, smearing William's name over pale skin. The script was still intact; my secret, temporary tattoo.


    God, all of it was so wrong.


    But I wasn't sorry. Not at all.


    And that, perhaps, was only one of two things that I would end up mourning.


    


    “Here.”


    Tyler dropped half a peanut butter sandwich into my hands. The crusts had been cut off this time and the bread appeared slightly less dry; white bread, obviously filled with preservatives.


    “I'm not really hungry, Tyler,” I told him. He groaned.


    “You need to eat something. I've never seen you eat once during the almost four years we've sat across from each other in this courtyard.”


    He bit into his half, chewing and swallowing; he wiped his mouth with a brown napkin that had been purposely folded into a triangle


    “That's because we were never friends or anything,” I said. “And I was never really hungry all those times, either.”


    “Goddammit, Kait. Just take the damn sandwich.”


    I took the damn sandwich. I took a bite; chewing and noting how the bleached flour seemed to melt the bread into this weird, almost pasty texture. The peanut butter was thick, sticking to the roof of my mouth. I had to swallow several times to get it down, but the whole act seemed to make Tyler happy.


    He handed me his water bottle; the seal had been cracked, which told me he'd already sipped out of it. But I took a drink anyway.


    “So how's life, Romeo?” I asked. “It's true. We've never really talked.”


    “Yeah, because I'm poor.”


    “Don't pull that card. Don't even,” I stole another swig of his water. “I've never cared about whether or not people have money. I told you, I'm just the kind of girl who keeps to myself. Less of a mess that way.”


    I smiled. He liked that, too. It made the corners of his own mouth stretch just a bit wider; he had the kind of face that made it look like he'd never so much as squashed a spider. The kind of eyes that told me he was the type that kissed slowly and insisted on holding hands, even if he was driving or carrying your books that were maybe too heavy for just one arm.


    “You must be pretty smart to end up here,” I said. “Unless your folks have some insane connections.”


    “Nah, I'm just secretly rich. I hide it well, is all. All of you guys have it wrong about me being some broke scholarship kid,” he laughed; not to me, but to himself. “I don't know. I guess I'm pretty damn good with my academics. I don't think about it much. I prefer to treat it like something that just needs to get done, and spend the rest of my time with things I actually enjoy.”


    “Did you want to come here?”


    Tyler shrugged.


    “I mean, my mom really wanted me to come here. She wants me to have a good life,” he sighed. “I guess she figured that a place like this might give me a better running chance at something better than waiting tables. But I'm just a kid, so it's hard to appreciate that shit sometimes. I remember being fourteen and being pissed as all hell because my mom made me spend nearly half of my summer savings on the application for this place.”


    He paused for a moment, crumpling the napkin into a tiny ball of brown paper.


    “I did apply to Stanford though,” he said. “But we'll see what happens. I'm not exactly starting on the celebration banners or anything.”


    “No back up schools?”


    “Well, I applied to two others; but I'm pretty sure that actually attending would be a long shot. What with tuition costs and all that junk,” he looked at me, as if he were selecting the next words carefully. “I've gotta think about those kinds of things.”


    I could tell that he wanted to say: unlike you, I have to think about those things. My life is planted deep in the wallows of middle-class reality.


    “It's a hard knock life, Juliet,” he said, his voice almost sing-song. “It's a hard knock life. But you know something?”


    He looked at me like that conversation, in the courtyard of Trinity Preparatory Academy, was the single most important conversation that he'd ever have in his entire life. Around us, a few kids stared; surprised, I'm sure, that I was sitting next to the Scholarship Kid whose parents had no name or place or penny to throw into the melting pot of this cataclysmic shit-hole concealed as an upper-class institution of learning.


    “What?” I asked quietly.


    “I've got big dreams, Kait,” he said. “I'm getting out of here someday. I'm gonna play my music and see the mountain tops. Maybe I'll even climb one. My dad, he used to climb rocks - or I guess they were more like boulders. He did this thing called free water soloing in Vietnam back when he was a kid. Scaled some huge cliff without any rope or spotter or anything but his bare hands. I might try it. I might think about building houses in broken parts of the world, too.”


    He kept talking; his voice humming along with the wind and the laughter and all the other courtyard noise. I watched his eyes rise to the sky; lowering only when his voice dropped an octave, like something wasn't quite right. Like he was afraid, or unconvinced, that all of his grand dreams were somehow just figments blown out of proportion by his own, ever-expanding belief that there was hope for everything and everyone.


    “I'm real excited for Friday,” he eventually said.


    “Me too,” I said. “Maybe sometime we can do something on my side of the fence. Would you like that? I can steal one of Marius' suits. You two are probably around the same size. We can do pretentious, flamboyant Rich People things.”


    “Like see a foreign flick with subtitles? That kind of stuff?”


    “Whatever you'd like,” I told him. “Anything you want.”


    Tyler was over-the-moon with all of the potential ideas; trying caviar or wearing expensive cologne. The way he viewed my existence could have summed up with silver spoons and fish eggs; an expensive steak or tailored suit.


    As we sat, two people from different lives, sharing scant similarities – I was irrevocably consumed in the way every little thing to this boy was full of passion and beauty. Tyler truly made for the perfect Romeo; a bleeding-heart to a fault.


    “It's starting to get warm out,” Tyler said, eyes on the distant chapel. The old bell rang twelve times, signifying noon. “We'll see flowers soon, I think.”


    I plucked a blade of grass, letting it fall like a feather.


    “I hope so.”


    


    

  


  
    EIGHT


    


    Black liquid hissed out of a chrome-coated espresso machine; filling two tiny ceramic cups. Will spiked them with cream, and I watched the clouds expand like paint dropped into a glass of water.


    “Cheers,” he said merry and dark. Unabashedly British.


    Heads tilted back, one sharp swallow. Mr. Tennant cringed from the bitter stuff, and the scalding heat made my throat burn.


    He wiped his mouth, the beginnings of stubble shadowing his fair face. I watched him wipe his lips with a fingertip; unintentionally, naturally seductive.


    We settled in the living room: Mr. Tennant took the settee; papers resting in neat stacks, paperclips scattered on the glass tabletop. He clicked his pen as he read, glasses perched on the tip of his nose. The bifocals made his eyes appear slightly larger, which made me wonder what I would look like wearing them.


    I watched him from my spot on the floor; my copy of Lolita working as head-rest, an untouched notebook beneath my arm. Occasionally, Mr. Tennant glanced up at me, then back down at his work.


    “You don't use a red pen,” I said. “When you correct our papers. You use a blue pen.”


    “Homework. Focus,” he said, a gentle command. “Don't mind my pen.”


    “But why?”


    It didn't matter why. I just wanted to hear his voice.


    “Red pens have been shown to lower students' self-esteem. I don't know,” he flipped to the second page of his grading, eyes focused. “Now read the chapter I assigned you unless you want to be sent home.”


    The pen clicked beneath his thumb, his fixed expression serious. Around us, the clock sounds had returned in the subtle but ever-present tick, tick, tick.


    “Are you going to call my parents, too?”


    “Kaitlyn,” he said, soft. Too soft. “Do your homework.”


    So I did. Legs clad in jeans bought from stores that were dimmed and smelling of clear, watery perfume, I threw myself back on the faux-hardwood floors and smiled inwardly when I saw that small bit of mid-section; the calico-print, pink and golden button-down creeping up to reveal that tiniest bit of skin. The shadows of my hipbones sunk in, reminding me of that constant, clawing hunger.


    “Good luck,” Marius had muttered while I was half-way out the door. He was still dressed in his uniform, his face covered in coral-colored lipstick kisses. Vivian's. She already had a buzz on before leaving for the gala, and had smothered Marius with groan-inducing smacks all over his cheeks.


    “You're so gorgeous,” she kept saying. “Kaitlyn, isn't your step-brother gorgeous?”


    “He's alright,” I said. But I wasn't even looking at him.


    When I left, the sun was still peeking through the trees; glints of light dancing over the sidewalk. Once, when I was little, a tiny, deformed sunflower had managed to grow through the cracks of the sidewalk by our house. It hung around for ages, and when someone finally plucked it out, I wept.


    Mr. Tennant looked up briefly, shaking his head. His tie hung loosely as he leaned forward, hunched over the papers. The pen in his hand clicked; the clock ticked. I was totally aware of every breath and every movement; pen scratching against paper, re-adjusting on upholstered fabric. The way he occasionally cleared his throat, or skimmed a finger over something he was reading with the intent interest of a proper teacher. I was aware of every half-second of silence.


    I opened my book, flipped to a dog-eared page, and read without saying another word. For a solid hour, Mr. Tennant and I communicated solely through shuffling papers and quiet sighs. Every so often I'd slam my book shut loudly, and catch his mouth fall into a small slant; I did this on purpose. I wrote long, drawn-out notes on the assigned chapter; peppering the pages with questions on Humbert Humbert and his affair with little Dolores Haze.


    When Mr. Tennant was finished, he watched me from his side of the room; a span of flooring that couldn't have been more than several feet between the two of us. But it felt like an ocean.


    “Do you think he loved her?” I asked. “Humbert, I mean.”


    Mr. Tennant's eyebrows raised into half-moons.


    “What do you think?” he asked, still in teacher mode. I opted to appease him.


    “I think maybe. Maybe he cared,” I said. “But I suppose I'm at a point where I can't really discern whether or not he truly loved her in a deep, lasting kind of way – or if it was just infatuation.”


    “Twitterpatted,” he said, smiling. “Do you know what that word means?”


    “I think we've all seen Bambi. I would not compare this book,” I raised it theatrically, cover facing him, “to a movie about an adorable baby deer that befriends a bunch of equally-adorable woodland creatures.”


    I went and sat down next to him. He was still smiling. The clock was still ticking.


    Outside, it was almost dark; the scant clouds were smoky, dark purple. I couldn't see any stars.


    “I feel as if people like to twist things around so that they can relate,” I continued. “Like, with Lolita. People love treating the book like it's this great love story – but what is it, really, other than a grown man's infatuation with his land-lady's young daughter?”


    My insides screamed hypocrite; I was one of those girls, and no single, fractured part of me could deny it.


    “Well, we'll see what you think when you get further into the book,” Mr. Tennant said. “Maybe your opinion will change.”


    “Do you think it will change?” I asked. He shrugged.


    “We shall see, I suppose.”


    I liked that we had this ability to communicate mainly through body language. We spoke, certainly, but the conversations were few and long-stretched when it came to actually verbalizing the thoughts that ran like short-circuits through our heads. In class, we stole short looks, small smiles; little things here and there that only the two of us would ever catch. Everyone else was entirely unaware.


    I imagined, just for a moment, that we were both teenagers. That, as I gazed at Mr. Tennant, whose hands were combing through rebellious hair and eyes cast towards the window, that Will's twenty-eight year old frame had been replaced with some familiar stranger ten years younger. I wondered, watching his head tilt so that it rested on the back of the settee, what he looked like a decade ago. Leaner limbs, perhaps slightly thinner – not in weight – but in the bulk that had filled him out, coiling around bones in taut muscle. Braces, or a retainer; the metal band flashing whenever he smiled. Hair parted down the middle, perhaps. Striped sweaters and torn denim.


    Will closed his eyes. I touched his leg. His eyelids fluttered open, lips barely following suit.


    “Can I turn the light off?” I asked him. His smile split.


    You lovely thing, I thought. I know exactly what you're thinking.


    I loved that, too. How we could go in the span of seconds from student and teacher into just two people that were the crawling the walls with unquenched fantasies. I wasn't a fool. There are only so many reasons that we invite people into our carefully-guarded castles. It felt as if I was playing the dragon, and he was trapped in the highest tower; a knight without any armor.


    “Why?” he asked.


    “Because.”


    “Because why?”


    I got up and turned the lamp off anyway, leaving only the faint light through the window streaming in. Car beams and the gentle, white gleam of streetlight touched his face. He didn't take his eyes off me as I stood in front of him, heart thrashing, wondering if I was insane or insatiable.


    Both, I decided. I was both.


    “What are you thinking?” I asked him, still standing; still watching him as he watched me.


    “You don't want to know,” he said, making a lip-zipping motion. “What are you thinking, love?”


    Love. I knew why he used that word. He had made a point of telling me, rather bluntly, that British folk didn't actually go latching the word love to everything. It was a common term of affection, but also a common stereotype. A generalization that Mr. Tennant was rather colicky about.


    “Thinking about you, love,” I said.


    He looked as if he wanted to both grab me - taking me right there on the living room floor - or break down weeping.


    One by one, I started unbuttoning my shirt; watching as his eyes, like an elevator, slowly drop from my chin to that calico fabric.


    “Your tie,” I whispered. “Cover your eyes with it.”


    “Excuse me?” he balked, hands covering his chest defensively. There was an undeniable spark in his eyes, flint on stone. The idea seeped into his face as if I were suggesting he dive into the first sheet of freshly-fallen snow.


    I didn't give a moment to process my request; instead, placing his glasses aside, I loosened his tie and pulled it up until it obstructed all possible vision.


    He looked panicked; white light flashed over his frame as a car passed. Branches tapped against glass, and the clock still sang as I yanked my jeans down – somewhat clumsily – and climbed on top of Mr. Tennant's lap.


    Beneath the fabric of the barely-there underwear, I could feel everything. He was already hard; squirming lightly beneath legs that he knew were bare.


    “Unbutton my shirt, I instructed, placing his hands on my chest. His hands palmed my breasts, fingers caressing gently. It was infuriating how badly I wanted to make him writhe. “I want you to touch me.”


    My pulse quickened; heat pooled over my skin. It was hard to believe that this was actually happening; and a part of me was convinced that everything – all of it - was just our imagination. In actuality, we were both asleep; our dreams linked by an invisible thread that joined at the spot between two tainted hearts.


    I shed the shirt like a gossamer shell, revealing nothing but skin. I hadn't worn a bra, my breasts barely needing one, anyway. There wasn't more than a handful.


    Mr. Tennant's fingers ran down my back, catching skin without the nails, and I almost wanted to beg for him to use his claws. I rubbed against him; kissing his neck as he gasped and said my name so quietly that I wasn't sure he'd said anything at all.


    I kissed his hands, his wrists and fingers; the same fingers used to instruct, to write messages on the white-board, to motion gestures in the classroom. The same hands that flipped through papers and made remarks like very insightful or, on some of Tyler's work, use more adjectives.


    Mr. Tennant was all of them. Every single luminous, beautiful descriptor that existed in every dictionary, in every language.


    “Please touch me,” I whispered. “Please.”


    His mouth was pressed to the slope between my throat and my neck. He kissed my chin, hands gripping my shoulders. I could have orgasmed just by continuing to grind against him; bodies clinging and breath like broken glass.


    He was fully clothed, I was nearly naked. It was delicious, the dynamic of it all. I let him slide his hand beneath the fabric of my underwear, rubbing only the outside. When he tried to slip a finger in, I stopped him.


    “Why?” he asked, a whisper. “What's wrong?”


    I don't want pain, I thought. Not tonight. Not now.


    “Just stay like this,” I told him. “Just like this.”


    I kissed him before he could protest, our tongues gentle and moans even gentler. Every so often he would exhale in a way that told me there was nothing more he wanted then to rip off every shred of his fine dark clothing and fuck me, hard.


    I came in waves; my mouth against his ear; my body glistening from sweat and the pale light that blanketed my skin, as if begging me to cover myself up. I was a child, a student.


    Panting, I grabbed my shirt, buttoning it up and contemplating pulling my pants on. I decided against it; pulling the tie from over Mr. Tennant's eyes and letting him catch that small glimpse of my body. Just my legs. Nothing more.


    I knelt down, tightening the length of black silk over my own eyes until the only thing I could see was a pitch darker than nothing.


    “So this is what it's like to be totally blind.”


    Will swallowed, nodding. We looked at each other; I was on my knees, he was seated on the settee - a strange but proper signification of our place in the outside world. Both of us were frozen, unmoving; our faces etched with a mutual fear and partial satiation. An unspoken exclamation:


    There's no going back from this.


    Will scooped me up in his arms, cradling me on his lap; we held hands, drowsy and floating in a post-pleasure stupor; watching hazy stars through the window. For awhile I stayed with my head resting on the curve of his neck; basking in the dark; relishing the feeling of his chest as it rose and fell.


    We had seen nothing. We had felt everything.


    Almost everything.


    It was hard to fall back into reality. But we passed the time easing into other things, things away from the intimate act we had just shared. I begged him to watch a movie, agreeing on The Yellow Submarine, which was a favorite of his. I basked in the aftermath of the blue light, after the film had ended; the projector casting an indigo filter through the entire room.


    It was then I learned that blue was Mr. Tennant's favorite color.


    He showed me an album from his youth, with pictures that were so obviously nineties it made me grin. There were photos of Will on a boat, sailing with family. Will in school, in his uniform, where he told me that all the girls and boys wore uniforms, too. It was a mandated thing.


    Things I discovered about Mr. William Tennant:


    -Only child. Very similar upbringing. Rich parents, lonely childhood. Spent most of the time with his books, films, acting.


    -He was an Oxford Man. Oxford. I couldn't believe it, and at the same time it wasn't a surprise at all. He showed me his diplomas, which he hung proudly in his bedroom.


    I tried not to think about the fact that, even if was barely for a minute, I had stood in his bedroom.


    -Once-upon a time, I discovered, he had played Romeo. At the Globe Theater, no less.


    There were photos of him on stage, performing; dressed in Renaissance costumes and wearing crowns.


    With each page turned, the aged photographs granted me a small glimpse into the far away world that Mr. Tennant had once resided in. A time where his hair was just a little bit longer; his body a bit lankier; his eyes a bit brighter.


    They had darkened some since his youth.


    Turning to the last page, there were several photos of the same girl that lived in the framed photographs. Burnished hair, freckled-nose.


    I looked at Mr. Tennant, his mouth a straight line. We were floating in that same blue light; suspended in a place between silence and spoken words that neither of us would dare to say.


    “Have you ever had your heart broken?”


    The question drifted quietly into the air, evaporating immediately.


    “Yes,” he said. No pause.


    “When?”


    “Twice,” he said. “Once when I was younger.”


    He touched the photo. A part of me hurt; not because of him, but for him.


    “And the second time?” I asked.


    Mr. Tennant slammed the album shut, eyes heavy; touching his black tie and gazing into the projector's blue light with a look that said both help me and I can't be helped.


    He never responded.


    


    It was raining that Wednesday, and the sound of rainfall rang through chapel that morning. Both of us, Tyler and I, watched as the droplets pelted against a stained-glass depiction of The Virgin Mary, running down in tiny rivers.


    Neither of us really heard the sermon. Mr. Tennant, being a faculty member, was forced to sit in the back rows – Tyler and I sat up front. This admittedly made it easier to absorb the monotone murmurs as I kept my head low, hands clasped in faux-prayer.


    A sopping courtyard left Tyler and I to fend for ourselves in the cafeteria. Which, to be frank, was more of a buffet-style restaurant than the typical plastic-tray and spork setup. Trinity had coined it Tuscana Ristorante. The food was made by hand with legitimate chefs, and you could get anything from a plate of fries to pasta in a fresh, homemade pesto sauce.


    But I was plain. I bought a plate of mozzarella sticks and a bottle of Coke. We split both; hunkering down in a shadowy booth with our legs curled up to our chests.


    “What's it like to be rich?” Tyler asked, stretching out the two halves of his mozzarella stick. I measured about three inches before the cheese finally snapped, like bubblegum between fingers. “Like, not having to worry about the same shit that regular people worry about. Like how much a gallon of milk costs.”


    “How much does a gallon of milk cost?”


    He blinked, embarrassed.


    “I don't even know. Like five bucks.”


    “About $3.50,” I told him. “And I'm not rich. My father's rich.”


    We ate our appetizer in silence for awhile. The sounds of chewing, swallowing, dishes clattering, people laughing. Everything was cast in red and pink Valentine-colored lights.


    “You look sullen,” he eventually said.


    “Twitterpatted,” I echoed. “But no, I'm not sullen. The word you're thinking of is delusional. I'm swimming in a sea of all-consuming delusion.”


    “You're rambling,” he said, alarmed. “Jesus, what's wrong?”


    “I'm just insanely out of it at the moment.”


    “Why?” he wasn't going to stop pressing. “What have you been up to?”


    A fleeting image of Mr. Tennant, blindfolded, danced around in my head.


    “Nothing really,” I lied. “Just figuring some things out.”


    He leaned forward, his green eyes curious. Tyler Dawson was such a boy. It made me really sad, and really soft, and really happy at the same time. I wanted to be like him. Less selfish and more moon-eyed about everything.


    “About what?” he asked.


    I shrugged, sipping my Coke, stirring the ice around with my straw.


    At the Ristorante's door, I saw Mr. Tennant laughing along with another faculty member. Some teacher who was in the Science Department; I didn't know his name, but I knew that he taught the Advanced Biology courses.


    “About me,” I told him.


    Bell rang. Tyler cleared our dishes, and we separated as I caught one lingering glance from both Mr. Tennant and the Science teacher.


    Tyler shoved me playfully, bidding me a temporary farewell; we split like the two halves of a sliced Planarian.


    


    I went barreling into the theater that afternoon, where Tyler was waiting on stage. Hands hanging loosely at his sides, he smiled at me, already dressed in his street clothes. Mr. Tennant didn't want us in uniform; he insisted that we dress comfortably, eschewing the distractions that ties and skirts would bring.


    I was wearing a simple black T-shirt and jeans that were loose enough. Black flats.


    I wanted to look like him, in some way.


    “Rain's still pouring down,” he told me, as if I couldn't hear it. I could.


    Everyone eventually entered, but I didn't notice any of them. Even Marius, who rapped his knuckle against my shoulder; he was dressed in khakis and a T-shirt that read Schrodinger's Cat Is Not Dead.


    When Mr. Tennant took stage, stoic-as-usual, I tried my best to breathe normally. I felt choked, distracted; watching as he moved so normally without the weight of potential consequence. He moved like a grown-up; unaffected by the banter and quiet giggles of teenage inexperience.


    He was an adult. I had to remind myself of this. A growing child when I was born; ten accumulated trips already made around the sun. When I was first learning to form sentences, he was learning what it meant to fall in love. To have his heart broken. To take his first steps on a journey that in my still-growing mind, as a toddler, I was unable to even comprehend.


    The time, no doubt, and the world and sights and people he had seen, had more than likely chilled him out - but I was still a live wire.


    Mr. Tennant clapped his hands, and we quickly fell into the groove of things. Insisting on starting things off with an ice-breaker, Tyler and I were instructed to perform the infamous scene where Romeo and Juliet ditch the masked ball and he proclaims that hooking up with her would be like a religious experience.


    I loved that, in a truly sincere way. Not just in the dynamics of the play, but how lyrical and poignant the entirety of the line was. How mind-blowing it was to be so young and so wound up by one person so quickly.


    Tyler touched my face, and my heart skipped-a-beat. We were beneath the burning light, as close as Leonard and Olivia were when they performed our roles nearly fifty years prior.


    While my prayers affect I take.


    Our lips met to the soundtrack of gasps and clapping hands. His fingers touched my cheeks; my hands were around his neck. Tyler was at least a head shorter than Will, and much closer to my height.


    His gaze was hooded and smile sleepy. When it was finished, we turned to the audience and smiled like two awkward kids who had obviously just kissed for the very first time.


    “Fantastic,” Mr. Tennant said. “Absolutely fantastic. Alright. Now one more time, at the beginning.”


    Again, I thought. So we did it again; this time with more passion, more raw verbosity as we wove the lines like string set fire. There was the inevitable explosion; the giving of sin; the realization of what it meant to fall head over heels into something so wholly unexpected.


    As our lips met for the second time, I imagined that it was Will whose arms held me against him with a desperate intensity. I imagined the students gasping; bags dropping, bodies dropping. Doors slamming in frantic escape to tell someone – anyone - what they were witnessing.


    Tyler was still holding me when it was over; nose pressed against mine; bits of his hair tickling my forehead.


    I love you. I pictured him saying. Even if he didn't. It would have fit.


    More clapping. More of Will telling Tyler how brilliant he was. Tyler beamed, hand still in mine, the skin of his palms warm and soft.


    We took our seats, and I watched as Marius took the stage alongside the actor playing Mercutio. They yelled, pretending to sword-fight, and during the entire span of time all I could do was watch Will from my spot at the back of the theater; watching as he gave suggestions and ran lines with an emphasis on passion.


    I wondered to myself; head against the back of the hard seat; half-listening to Tyler talk about how he was all nerve-endings and jitters, about what I would be like when I was Mr. Tennant's age. I wondered how much would change, and how much would stay the same; if I would find happiness in my adult life. If there would still be silver-bell laughter and surprises. That explosive awe, like when the person you've been long-pining for finally says your name. Those feelings that in your hot-blooded youth you believe will stay sewn into your heart forever and ever, always.


    I wondered, looking at Mr. Tennant in that millisecond of our eyes meeting, if we were doomed to perpetually search for the things we lost somewhere along the way.


    


    

  


  
    NINE


    


    Something had happened with Mr. Tennant, approximately half-way between exchanging phone numbers and my walking out his classroom door.


    He had seen, written on a piece of notebook paper, his name scrawled out in purple ink – surrounded by a five-pointed star. I had drawn a series of lines behind it, symbolizing a shooting star; a small wish.


    The worst of it all was that it had meant nothing; I was simply trying to keep myself from nodding off during a horribly boring lecture in Psychology involving Classical Conditioning. And what he couldn't see was that under the name, I had also doodled a series of buildings and birds. A skinny girl with long hair, and a bunch of little, tiny flowers.


    It was embarrassing, and I felt completely childish. Totally stupid.


    His eyes were locked for a solid minute before he released my hand, smiling tightly while still maintaining a look that seemed both perplexed and mildly disarmed.


    “Enjoy the rest of your day,” he said, each syllable sharpened. Cordial. “I'll see you on stage this afternoon.”


    “Bye, Mr. Tennant.”


    As my fingers brushed against the dark-lacquered door, he cleared his throat. I waited to see if he was going to say something, but he simply grabbed the stack of papers that had been lazily dropped on his desk – neglecting his request for a neat pile – and sighed wistfully.


    “Goodbye, Kaitlyn.”


    I had scared him.


    Practice went the same. Tyler and I ran through the balcony scene, and Tyler also went up against Marius in the sword fight where Romeo kills Tybalt while avenging Mercutio's death. Marius, of course, knocked him backward with an aggravated blow.


    “Enough!” Mr. Tennant yelled. The sound vibrated off the walls; a delicious thrill trembling up my spine. “Marius, that was absolutely not necessary. There's a difference between acting and ego. I don't need your bravado on stage.”


    Tyler, rubbing an aching arm, sulked up the steps and into his seat. We talked about Friday; about running lines and maybe ordering takeout. Tyler liked pizza; I liked the idea of anything thoroughly soaked in either grease or MSG.


    We shared headphones for a little while, as we typically did when walking through the halls together. Tyler was a proper punk, and enjoyed music that was both bold and thrashy. The 1975, or old-school Alkaline Trio. He went on about an At the Drive-In show that he'd caught in Brooklyn the year before. It was a beautiful moment in Tyler Dawson's sweet-seventeen-year-old life.


    That night, after all of my obligatory school-related assignments were complete, I hunkered down outside on the balcony and sent Mr. Tennant a text.


    What's your favorite band?


    I waited for a reply, for anything; and it was an easy enough question, I figured. Who doesn't enjoy rambling on about their music? Maybe that would segue into other topics, like a weekend meet-up. Or maybe just my apologizing for my teenage antics; for his name written inside a star.


    But there was never any response.


    


    Tyler's car smelled of gasoline and that fake-pine scent that is always way too overpowering. The air-freshener, shaped like a pine tree, hung from the rear-view mirror and twirled whenever Tyler hit the break, which was often. He was a terrible driver; the red patches of spray paint that covered the rusted portions of the steadily-decaying vehicle only served as an almost-invitation to the police: please, find a reason to pull me over.


    “I almost didn't pass the driving test,” he offered, smiling through closed lips. “But, I mean, the guy was really nice. There was a lot of traffic, to be fair, and some jerk-off ended up cutting us off at an intersection, so I was all kinds of anxious.”


    There was a mess of crumpled fast-food wrappers on the floor; the windows were smeared with hand-prints, and the seat belts were frayed.


    “This was my aunt's,” he said, nearly apologetic towards his cramped Mustang hatchback. “She's dead now, though.”


    “That's terrible,” I raised an eyebrow, a free hand toying with the volume of Alkaline Trio's I Wanna Be a Warhol. Tyler had been begging for me to listen to it. “I'm sorry.”


    “I didn't really know her,” he explained, swallowing. He was still wearing his uniform; occasionally tugging at the tie like it was choking him. “Anyway, you look pretty.”


    “Yeah,” I said. “I guess I look okay.”


    I should have just thanked him, but my brain was sort of short-circuiting over my last interaction with Mr. Tennant, who had nearly flat-out refused to acknowledge my existence when we ran into each other after final bell. I had emerged from the bathroom in my street clothes – a pair of flared, frayed jeans that looked deceivingly inexpensive, along with my Yale sweatshirt – and had spotted him kneeling down and searching through his briefcase.


    “Hey,” I'd said. “Did you get my message last night?”


    Mr. Tennant glanced at me; the both of us bathed in a cool, white-washed light that sang through the ceiling-to-wall windows.


    “Kaitlyn,” he said, his voice lower than a whisper. “I can't. I'm sorry. Please understand that I am terribly, terribly sorry.”


    And then he left; his suit jacket slung over his shoulder and his polished shoes scuffing against the marbled tile. I stood with my arms hanging like limp string; my expression likely gobsmacked. The windows gave everything around me a harsh, sterile glow.


    “Alright then,” I said to no one but myself. My eyes cast towards the window; to the distant larger-than-life wooden cross that was at the very far end of our courtyard. Sometimes people ate lunch around it; other times people just stared.


    “I like the jeans,” Tyler interjected, severing through the nearly-solidified formation of my boggled thoughts. “They sort of make you look like an average person.”


    “Is that supposed to be some kind of compliment?”


    Tyler took a sharp turn into the parking lot of a building that was beyond any kind of salvaging. The bricks were dust and the staircase was missing chunks of cement; it was as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to the steps. It was a horrible thing to think, but a part of me was worried that I was going to get stabbed or kidnapped or suffer some other type of untimely demise if I hung around this place alone.


    “Yeah,” he said, and the engine went silent. The music disappeared, quick as the drop of a dime. “It was supposed to be a compliment. I'm sorry if I suck.”


    “It's fine,” I reassured him. We grabbed our things and slammed the doors shut. “I suck at interpreting the meaning of things.”


    “Me too. So we both suck, then.”


    “That works.”


    He smiled; I grabbed my backpack, and the two of us navigated through the packed lot and into the building that was heavily air-conditioned for early spring. There were window units leaking water from the outside; the drippings falling onto pavement like rain.


    The walls were an aged yellow, the doors a mossy green. On each door hung a golden three-digit number. Tyler's was 307; third floor, seventh door to the left.


    Inside, a woman was sitting at a small, cylindrical-shaped table; particle board that was painted black to understate the obvious lack of quality. She wore a black polo and black dress pants, black sneakers. Her mid-length auburn hair was tied back in a low ponytail.


    When she looked up, discarding the magazine she'd been reading, I saw that her eyes were a bright gray - like the first bit of platinum sky revealed after a rainstorm. Aside from the color, they were identical to Tyler's. Long lashes; wide and brimmed with the simple elation that her son had walked through the front door. His arrival at the precise hour of three o'clock sharp was a fantastic, wonderful thing.


    “Hello, my love.”


    Tyler groaned as his mother kissed him on the forehead; taking his face in her hands and looking at him in the same way that every child would want their mother to look at them.


    “Mom, this is Kait,” he said quickly. “Kait, this is my mom.”


    I was promptly engulfed in the biggest hug that anybody's parents had ever given me. The scent of restaurants and second-hand cigarette smoke was imprinted on the cloth she wore like a stamp; signifying so much about her. There's a lot you can discover about others by the way they and their clothes smell.


    Tyler's mother carried the scent of toil and long hours; strained limbs and a well-worn smile. Still, despite this, she gazed down at me – a surprisingly tall woman – as if she were running off the last vapors of breath. She was completely illuminated.


    “Thank you so much for having me over, Mrs. Dawson,” I smiled.


    “Please, please. Call me Laura. I truly do appreciate the sentiment when it comes to respectful titles, certainly; but we're a first-name kind of family.”


    Tyler told her that we were going to run lines in his room, and she replied that he would have to keep his bedroom door open. This was a little bit funny, because the apartment was so tiny that there was nothing we could have really gotten away with regardless. From our spot in the kitchen, I could already see straight into the poster-paper walled room.


    We went inside, his mother left to continue reading her magazine, and I lowered my eyes as Tyler quickly changed out of his uniform scraps and into a plain white undershirt.


    “I tried to clean the place up beforehand,” he gave a sweeping gesture over the small room. There was a double-bed, just a mattress and box-spring, covered in blue sheets with a blue coverlet. A single pillow, white and blue stripes; it was a very empty space.


    On the small corner-desk (more particle board) rested an ancient laptop with the security tag still glued to the back.


    “Did you have a secret thing for swiping electronics?” I asked, brushing a finger over the top of his dresser; this was the only other piece of furniture in the room.


    “Floor models are a whole lot cheaper,” he confessed this with a hint of embarrassment. “But you can't take the tag off. It's, like, permanently glued with some super-human type crap. I know, it's gaudy.”


    “I like it,” I told him, smiling and looking out the tiny window that was just above the spot where a headboard should have been. Tyler smiled back, seated on the mattress. “I like your home. I really do. And I like your mother.”


    Tyler smiled. People always like it when you compliment the things that are dear to them; family, lovers – even pets.


    We tried practicing for awhile before giving up. Since neither of us felt comfortable doing any of the kissing scenes (which, arguably, could have been all of them) with his mother practically steps away in the kitchen, we tried running the final scene where Juliet ends it by stabbing herself with a dagger. Tyler kept laughing, though, which only resulted in me buckling over in laughter.


    “I can't take killing myself seriously with you laughing on the floor,” I said. “You're supposed to be dead.”


    “I know, I know. I'll be seriously corpse-like this time. Seriously.”


    He shut up, pressing his lips together tightly, and we tried again. We failed miserably, and eventually just decided to hang out and order dinner. Pizza and fries soaked into paper plates as we watched Baz Lurhman's Romeo + Juliet.


    Five minutes into the film:


    “This kind of sucks,” Tyler said.


    “Are you kidding?” I said. “It's Baz Lurhmann. It's brilliant.”


    A flower of fireworks cascaded across the evening sky; Romeo and Juliet fell in love through the blue glass wall; they kissed in the elevator, dressed as a knight and angel.


    “I will say, though, Paul Rudd makes the best awkwardly nerdy Paris ever,” Tyler said. “Even though the technical Paris is like, ancient in comparison to Juliet. Did you ever see Zeffirelli’s version?”


    For a split-second, I had almost succeeded in convincing myself that I was back at Mr. Tennant's apartment, sitting on the midnight-colored settee and drowning in the haunting blue light.


    “Yeah,” I said quietly. “Not long ago, actually.”


    We watched the rest of the film, and when it was finished we listened to that song from the 1968 adaption; the voice of the singer soundtracking the very moment when Leonard Whiting first sets eyes on a young, wide-eyed Olivia. What is a youth?


    “Do you believe they were really in love?” I asked Tyler, the two of us sprawled out on his comforter. He shrugged.


    “I think you're missing the point if you think, you know, that it's supposed to be a forever kind of love story,” he said. “I mean, sure, I think they loved each other. I think they loved each other with the unique, intense passion that comes about during a time of of sexual discovery, you know? But I don't know. It's not about whether or not they would last, really. It's about being young; and all of the nonsensical, irrational nonsense that comes with it. Meeting that one person and being driven to act out.”


    “Hormones make you crazy,” I said. Tyler laughed.


    “Yeah, well, that's a shorter way to sum it up.”


    He turned to me, on his side; his long figure etched in light from the outside street-lamps that seeped through the small window. We watched each other for a few seconds before I cleared my throat and suggested that we run a few more lines before calling it a night.


    I closed my eyes and listened to Tyler give his final last words before drinking the invisible vial of poison. Despite the chill his voice gave me, there was a sincerely devastating sound in the way his voice cracked; the heat from his skin and simmering blood was enough to seep through the fabric of my sweatshirt.


    He kissed me, I kissed him back, and without protest I let his hands timidly explore the clothed stretch of my body; denim and cotton, small patches of naked skin.


    Beyond the bedroom, his mother was in the shower; the sound of water beat down against the paper-thin walls.


    He looked down on me like we were moments away from death and this was the last kiss he would ever have; there was a painful hesitation, his chest heaving, and closing his own eyes he rolled from my frame and onto his back, lifeless.


    “And with a kiss, I die.”


    


    He drove me home with the speakers beating like hearts or wings or other living things. The noise was so rattled that I kept my window down; letting my hair fall like ribbons while drowning myself in the static wind.


    When we reached the house, parked in the cobblestone driveway, Tyler's jaw dropped.


    “Your house is like a castle,” he gasped. “Places like this don't really exist.”


    I smiled uncomfortably, and we slipped around the corner, walking together to the garden gate; his eyes, two darting beams of green light, were dancing everywhere.


    “You want to come in?” I asked.


    Tyler appeared hesitant.


    “Like, inside your house?” he asked. “I don't know, honestly.”


    “Is something wrong?”


    He shrugged, nodding in the direction of the balcony; Marius was standing, his body just a black blur of shadow.


    “Just the garden, then,” I suggested. He nodded, and I pushed open the heavy iron-wrought bars with the same wince-inducing scrape.


    “I can't believe it,” Tyler muttered, as we made our way around the cherub fountain and into the labyrinth; crawling walls that sometimes I purposely got myself lost in. “I mean, I always wondered how the other side lives, and you see things like this in magazines. But not in real life.”


    His words made me feel slightly guilty, and slid over my skin like oil. I was coated in a feeling of general malaise.


    “I liked your home, though,” I insisted. “I like seeing different things.”


    “Yeah,” he nodded, running a hand over one of the roses that grew through the thickly-fleshed leaves; his fingers traced over the barely-parted petals like flesh. “But it's just a game to you, though.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “I'm not trying to sound like an asshole or anything, ” he said quickly. “It's just, you're not stuck living in some shit-box where the availability of hot-water for your morning shower is a crap-shoot at best. Black mold in the bathrooms, questionable characters hanging around the hallways. Over-worked, over-exhausted parents. But for you, no offense, it's like watching a television show. You can turn it off whenever you'd like.”


    He paused, raking fingers through tousled hair.


    “I hate it, Kait. Sometimes I just fucking hate it.”


    I could have said something. I could have told him that living the Manhattan-socialite lifestyle had its downfalls; that not everything was as lustrous as the wide-screened cinemas and printed magazines wanted to portray. I could have shot down his idea that because the water in my glass was filtered and my clothes tailored, I was incapable of understanding the trials and woes of human suffering.


    But I didn't. I kept my mouth shut and watched as his eyebrows slowly rose from their furrowed position into soft, straight lines; his eyes, momentarily dulled, lit up with that unmistakable exuberance.


    “All is well, Kait,” he said, just three words. “All is well.”


    We walked around for awhile in silence; Tyler's eyes wide, absorbing everything. I offered again for him to come inside, but he declined.


    At the gate, we said our goodbyes while divided by iron bars.


    “I just want to thank you for earlier,” I told him. “You know, I don't remember the last time I've laughed. Like real, stomach-ache-inducing laughter.”


    Tyler ran a palm down the shaft of one of the bars, vaguely phallic. He smiled, touching my hair through the gaps; his face was marbled from moonlight.


    “If I had my way, I would always see you laughing,” he said. “It's a good look for you.”


    He waved; I watched him pull out of the driveway, music vibrating through the windows as he sped off into the street.


    In my bedroom, Marius was laying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. He wore a pair of slacks and nothing else; his stomach caving as he arched his back and gave a heady, loud yawn.


    “How were things in the ghetto?” he asked.


    “Don't even, Marius,” I said. “Tyler's a good guy. And his mother was something else.”


    “In what way?”


    “You could tell she cared,” I told him. “It was all over her face.”


    Marius sat up, sighing.


    “Yeah. It sucks our respective biological parents are pieces of shit.”


    “Something we can agree on.”


    Marius, also, was mostly a piece of shit; and I was definitely no princess. But when it came to lost parents, we both shared that gaping wound. The cuts were all over us: arms, legs, mouths. They poisoned our words and infused our bodies and brains with a distinct penchant for destruction. All of the things that material items and the most polished vernacular couldn't protect you against.


    “Your father never noticed you were gone, you know,” Marius said. “They're both thoroughly intoxicated. They're still downstairs, finishing off the last of the Cognac, I presume. A few of the gents from your father's company came over to discuss something I didn't hear, nor really give a flying fuck about.”


    He stood, walking over and tilting his head to the side.


    “You're beautiful,” he said. “You know that? You've got that just-fucked look in your eyes. Even though I know you haven't sealed the deal yet. Unless, of course, you gave it up to the Brooklyn boy.”


    I shook my head. Marius' smirk was both sweet and disturbing.


    “When I win, I'm going to use some of that blood-money to hire the best hit-man in New York. You better watch your back,” I told him.


    “If you win,” Marius touched my cheek, fingernails barely catching skin. “There's no certainty in this game.”


    I thought about Mr. Tennant, and how he'd walked away from me without a second glance through the Trinity doors; everything bleached and garish.


    “Don't hold your breath,” I chose to say. “You'll suffocate.”


    He pulled me close, breath like a warm cloth against the nape of my neck. His hands moved down my hair, my shoulders, my torso and waist.


    When he shoved me away, my heart was pounding.


    “I'll be in the library,” he said. As if I would ever need him.


    And then, like so many before him, he was gone.


    I took a shower, scrubbing the spot where Mr. Tennant's name was still etched on my wrist. The skin went red, raw, and in the end it was still there. Still staring at me; calling me out on my complete insanity.


    In the sum of things, it echoed the truth that these revelatory moments, when you are young, ignite and burn out like cigarette ash. Their fleeting clarity is quickly muddled by the hormones and other dirty, worldly things that prick our minds and bodies like pins. Their resonance nothing more than a fleeting howl to the moon.


    I was no exception to this. Staring at the ink, I reminded myself that the apprehensive, anxious feelings I had would not last the next time I saw Mr. Tennant. I would jump into his arms at the very first beckoning; a sad child that squelched in the delight of an older man with a spectacular smile and an equally-unquenchable thirst for the dark and deadly deed that we hadn't even yet exchanged. It was remarkable.


    I imagined us in the classroom: Mr. Tennant seated at his desk and watching me with a sullen expression; lips pursed and arms crossed. We'd make love against the whiteboard; our naked bodies acting as an eraser to the words that were already engraved to begin with.


    Standing in front of the mirror, naked and dripping on the cold tile, I looked at my reflection. My legs, long and limber, were a shade paler than ivory. My dark hair dripped beads of water down my breasts and stomach. I suppose I would call myself pretty, in some fashion or another - not that even my own analysis of my physical qualities meant a damn thing. Attraction is so subjective that there's really no point in trying to assess someone on a scale of 1-10. Someone on the street that would succeed in tipping my scale might send another running for the hills.


    I thought about Tyler, and how he was the kind of person that you just want to shower with everything they could ever want. Even I, in all of my shortcomings, would have broken down and bought him a mansion on the moon if I had the means. He was just so full of suffering and yet managed to smile and talk as if there was something great waiting for him; and surely, maybe there was. Maybe he'd get into Stanford. Maybe that would be his ticket out of slinging drinks or waiting tables.


    I thought about his mother, and my mother, and how everyone talks about maternal love as if it's this thing that binds a mother and child together in a near-intrinsic kind of way. The kind of way that was so apparent with Tyler and Laura, and so utterly not what I had experienced. My mother was a modern-day Daisy Buchanan; beautiful, selfish, a complete fool.


    Still, she was alive and living somewhere. Last I heard, she was vacationing in California. Likely spending her days on some private beach sipping cocktails and practically broadcasting the contents of her wallet to the public to display an array of shiny, plastic cards.


    Downstairs, there was the tinkering sound of liquor-laced laughter; my father's, of course, being the loudest. I wondered what it was like in other homes when the sun went down.


    Some were probably nestled on the couch, the electric television glow subduing them with scripted comedy and violence; cut to commercial, cut to the end credits, change the channel to find the next fix. When the bedtime hour struck, children would be tucked under blankets depicting solar systems and Disney characters; stomachs full and smiles contented with their simple, budgeted and carefully-calculated existence.


    Parents would spend the evening hours relishing the time between work and children; maybe pour a drink, maybe start the grocery list. Perhaps they'd watch another television show, or decide to slide their bodies beneath cool sheets and make love to their respective partner whose body they've known longer than I'd even been alive.


    While none of it might be perfect, it was familiar and full of the beautiful moments that made up scrapbook photographs and home videos. There was a distinct bright and wonderful essence to it all; and as I stared into my own reflection – a young woman of privilege - my face burned with envy over the memories of Tyler's mother, and how she looked at him. How no adult had ever looked at me with the same soft-smile gaze of adoration. Not my father, not my mother.


    I didn't intend on breaking something - but when my fist hit the mirror, the impact was enough to craft the prettiest of spiderwebs.


    Blood rose and spilled from cuts; red watercolor staining the porcelain sink.


    Wrapping the gash in a towel, I curled on the floor, and wept for the first time since I was that same small girl who had said goodbye to the woman who should have loved her, should have cared.


    Shattered metal was scattered over black marble; I hugged my knees to my chest.


    There was nothing to be done about it.


    

  


  
    TEN


    


    Three weeks passed before Will finally opened up about anything other than the stage production or class activities. In between, there was only one brief instance; which, given that he didn't even have the gall to make eye contact with me, I refused to include. It was after practice, while Tyler was waiting for me outside. He looked at my half-concealed hand, which was still throbbing beneath the bandages, and then turned to the floor.


    “What happened?” he asked.


    I shrugged, half wanting to shake him down for some kind of answer and in the same breath, wanting to tell him, right then, that I understood. I understood why he walked straight out the doors without looking back. A last attempt at sparing me from the heartbreak of circumstance. A last ditch-effort to spare his own inevitable misfortune.


    “My face was looking at me the wrong way,” I said quietly. “So I punched it.”


    He didn't laugh; rather, his lips parted like he wanted to give me some kind of explanation right then, but simply couldn't find the words. So I left, and as I was turning away, he said to me:


    “The Smiths.”


    “What?” I asked, still facing the door. It was only then I could feel him looking at me; he just didn't want to meet my face.


    “You asked me a while back who my favorite musician was,” he said. “It's The Smiths.”


    Tyler was smiling at me like a total git; his hands pressed against the windowpane. If he hadn't been looking, I would have a stayed a moment longer; but I didn't want to risk raising any avoidable questions.


    “The Smiths,” I said when we were in his car, en route to his place. “Tell me you know them.”


    He did, and we spent the entirety of the ride listening to his favorite tracks on an old, brick-sized mp3 player. Tyler kept replaying There Is A Light That Never Goes Out, which as we drove through the plum-kissed twilight, felt very appropriate.


    “What did Tennant want?” he asked. I chuckled at the fact that Tyler addressed Will as Tennant minus the title.


    “Just to ask about my hand,” I said. Tyler fiddled with the track-listings, disinterested; I'd lied and told him that my scraped-up knuckle was a result of tripping on pavement. “He was concerned, I guess.”


    “Gotcha,” he smiled at me from the driver's seat; long arms stretched out to accommodate the distance between himself and the wheel. It didn't adjust, so he was stuck forever straining himself. “You know, he really is probably one of the best faculty members that Trinity has ever managed to score. It's like, even though I'm not that good at writing papers, his criticism is always so constructive. Not snarky or anything. He's smart and witty without being a total asshole about the fact that he's way over our heads.”


    The song ended. Tyler hit the rewind button. It started replaying.


    When we finally reached his apartment, he kept the music going for a bit longer.


    “I forgot how much I love this song,” he said, a certain appreciation in his voice.


    I met his father that night; a tall, chestnut-haired man with the most incredible Celadon-colored eyes. He hugged me the same way that Tyler's mother had; as if we'd known each other for a long, long time. I spent dinner listening to old stories about when he was a young boy, and had done all of this international traveling. Prague, Venice, Thailand, Iceland.


    “Back before everything got real,” he said. But just like Tyler, he met even the somber confessions of his struggling life with an infectious grin. “But you never stop living. There's all sorts of things to be grateful for. For instance, this woman right here,” he motioned to Laura. “Don't ask me how I managed to bag her.”


    She waved her hand at him, embarrassed. They both laughed like real lovers. Like soul mates. “Sometimes you're really too much.”


    I wondered silently to myself, remembering that moment when my mother had jumped into my father's arms, why my own parents couldn't have weathered the storm like most normal couples. At the same time, I understood; Tyler's parents had struggled together. That struggling had brought them closer.


    My parents had never struggled together. They were spoiled in more ways than one.


    After the dishes were cleared, Tyler and I steered off into his bedroom and did some homework together. We talked about Lolita; reading some of the paragraphs out loud, and eventually I asked him what his opinion was on age gaps.


    “It's not right,” he said without hesitation. “We're kids.”


    “Age is subjective, though,” I said. “I mean, do the numbers have to matter? I'm just playing Devil's Advocate, here – but what if they actually care for each other?”


    He shook his head, repulsed.


    “Sex might be one thing. I guess I can understand why some old guys – and, I mean, women too – lust after younger people. I get that it might be something ingrained; evolutionary and all boiling down to us being animals,” he shrugged. “But love? Really? Like, why would a thirty or forty-something be romantically interested in a teenager? It's fucking weird.”


    “You can't help who you fall for,” I offered, chewing on the tip of my pen. I felt ill. I felt nervous.


    “We're kids,” he said mildly. “Even if they did care, that doesn't make it alright to screw around with a child. Infatuation shouldn't work as just some loophole or golden ticket that permits you to do whatever the hell you want. Wanting someone is one thing. Love is another. What do we really have to offer? ”


    Youth, I thought. A vision of the world that was untainted from the spotted, blemished replacement of adults.


    “I don't know,” I finally said, defeated. Deflated. “I don't know.”


    Putting away our notebooks, we ran some lines from the play. I let him kiss me against his bedroom window; my back against the cold glass, his hands timidly on my waist. We agreed that it was appropriate for the two of us to get used to kissing one another; but there were moments, like then, where I knew it was just slightly more than theatrics.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    My hands were on his shoulders when he pulled away, our noses still touching; his breath smelled like cinnamon.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Of course.”


    “What's the most you've done with a girl?”


    He froze briefly.


    “Are you asking if I'm a virgin?” he said. When I nodded, still pressed against the window, he drew away.


    “I guess I am,” I told him. “But I mean, it's totally your business. I really shouldn't have asked.”


    We sat down on the bed, and he seemed to wrestle with himself for a while; it almost made me wonder if I should have asked.


    “Yeah. I've never even gotten past, well, this,” he said quietly. “You're sort of my first kiss. I mean, I kissed a girl back in middle school, but it was just quick one.”


    He really was the perfect Romeo. Everything was new; every kiss and touch a cathartic feast for the senses.


    “Have you ever been with anyone?” he asked.


    Outside, someone was yelling. The sound shook through the walls; the yellow lamp-light blanketed Tyler's bed like Caution tape.


    Hesitant, I shook my head. Tyler swallowed.


    There was a brief moment where I acknowledged that Tyler Dawson and I could have had sex, right there in his bedroom. His parents, dropping in briefly, told us that they were running to the Corner Mart for sandwich bread; ten or fifteen minutes would have been enough time. We could have done it.


    Tyler looked down at my hand, touching the ring.


    “I've seen a few girls at school wear these,” he said. “But they aren't symbolic. They're just things.”


    “I know,” I said.


    “Why do you wear it?” he asked. “I mean, I don't know, I'm just curious.”


    I sighed.


    “I just like it, I guess.”


    It was a small lie; but in my delusional head, it wasn't one that really mattered.


    I took a cab home that night, insisting that Tyler should stay in and finish his homework; that I would only serve as a distraction, which he agreed with after a few minutes of protest.


    The mirror in my bathroom had already been replaced. A note was stuck to the glass:


    Saw the wreckage while passing through this morning. Was able to run out and wrangle a replacement before your pops saw the damages. Don't worry about the cost – I chalked it up to a business expense.


    You're welcome.


    -Colby


    Folding the paper into a tiny square, I reminded myself to thank him, stripped out of my clothes, and because I didn't feel like wearing silk or satin, I sat out on the balcony covered in nothing but a blanket. The Smiths streamed from my laptop, and with my cell phone in hand and the memory of Mr. Tennant's lowered eyes, I snapped a picture of the distant gate.


    Listening to The Smiths, the message read.


    Minutes passed. I was convinced, honestly, that he wouldn't reply.


    The phone vibrated; my heart jumped beneath the blanket. I was a quivering mess.


    I opened the message, my insides rattling.


    You're killing me.


    And then, hours later, long after I was in bed and sound asleep:


    I miss you.


    


    Piper approached me en route to the theater that Wednesday morning; appearing behind my locker door after a particularly loud slam.


    She flinched. I sputtered a hemorrhage-worthy apology, but she looked too preoccupied with her own concerns to care.


    “Have you seen Marius?” she asked, tucking white hair behind two elvish ears. She was dressed meticulously-as-usual; her uniform jacket and tie having managed to withstand any fading or tarnish. “He was supposed to accompany me to chapel this morning; however, he's nowhere to be found. I already tried the restaurant and courtyard.”


    “Try the library,” I suggested. “It's kind of early, after all. He's probably sleeping between bookcases.”


    She nodded, a slow look of relief settling across her face.


    “Perhaps you're right, then,” she said. “Well, thank you.”


    As she was walking away, I wavered; wobbling back and forth on the heels of my uniform shoes.


    “Piper,” I called out to her. She turned slowly; not entirely, but enough so that I could just capture a snapshot of her perfect profile. “I just – I feel like I should apologize about the play. I really hope that it didn't upset you.”


    Grabbing my backpack, I skipped over the tile until we were face-to face. Oddly enough, she looked sincerely unphased.


    “It's just, I didn't intend on trying out,” I added. “It was sort of strange, unexpected series of events.”


    Piper smiled, her perfectly sloped nose crinkling just a bit.


    “Oh, no, darling,” she said. “I didn't actually want to be a part of the production. You can understand that I'm in a bit of a muddled situation when it comes to being – well – the Headmaster's daughter.”


    “Certainly,” I said.


    “It was an expected thing for me to try out,” she smiled blandly. “It's important for me to appear involved here. Frankly, I was just doing my best to appear excited. I'll admit that I was partially hoping that perhaps your brother and I would be paired together as the two leads. But when he was cast as Tybalt, I didn't quite care either way.”


    Her wispy voice raised, vaguely sharp.


    “And on that note, I think I'll go check the library.”


    She scurried off, flipping her hair to the side.


    I watched her go; realizing that yet another change was taking place in my broken body. When, upon watching Piper turn the corner, a piece of me felt compelled to chase after her and inform her that Marius wasn't worth her time. He didn't like her. He certainly didn't love her.


    But she was already gone. And the thing of it all, was even if I could have ran, even if I could have reached her physically – she was too far gone in that pretty head of hers. A shot into space; oblivious and bathed in a heavy dose of denial.


    The theater parking lot was empty, the pathway a barren stretch of space between the school and Mr. Tennant. I wrapped my uniform jacket around me tightly; loosening my tie, trying to swallow and breathe while finding myself entirely nixed of the ability to complete the most basic human functions.


    When I stepped inside, Mr. Tennant was on stage, seated at his desk; the sound of his pen scratching against notebook paper had become something familiar and sweet.


    “Hi,” I said quietly. “Mr. Tennant.”


    He snapped up; rigid, startled. The way he stared, as I stood below him on the floor, with the raised stage rendering him slightly more intimidating – was indescribable.


    “Hello,” he said softly. There was nothing formal to it; he sounded younger. Vulnerable and full of conflicting ideas and that flogged against the sides of his brain; whipped, aching.


    He shoved the chair aside, running down the steps; he could have jumped, but the fall into the orchestra pit would have ended in broken bones.


    I could barely breathe as he grabbed my hand, and the two of us ran like naughty children looking for a place to play Hide and Seek.


    In his office, he shut the door, his chest heaving.


    “I missed you, too,” I told him.


    Hands touched; fingers traced over skin that in the span of just three weeks already felt foreign.


    Pressing me against the door, my teacher kissed me with a rabid, apocalyptic intensity. He had never held me like this before; there was an urgency, a black-veiled fear and twinge of despair in the way our hidden bodies clung together in the confines of that small, windowless room.


    “This terrifies me,” he whispered. “You terrify me. I'm scared.”


    Will pulled away, hands still on my shoulders.


    “This job, it makes me happy,” he continued quietly. “I'm happy here. I'm happy teaching, I'm happiest on stage, watching you. Watching everyone perform and grow. What kind of man am I to be doing something like this? Something so reckless.”


    “You're scared,” I repeated. “I am, too. But I know that you'll always have more to lose than I will.”


    The word victim sprang to mind, the irony sinking into my blood like lead. Here I was, with the all-enveloping understanding that if we were discovered, Mr. Tennant would be sent away in shackles; perhaps not literally - my age made the bodily consummation legal. But he would never see another morning at Trinity Prep.


    Victim.


    I looked at him, and thought of Marius. I thought of myself - and I wondered, silently, who the real victim was in this game of seduction. Was it the man who stood in front of me, touching me like my skin were something of a flower petal; frail and balmy. The man whose desire I could feel in warm fingerprints and shallow breath.


    And me, a child. As Tyler would so quickly say, a kid. A student.


    My mouth found his hands, kissing warm fingers, taking one of them and running the skin over my lips. We kissed again, slow and savory.


    I knew who the real victim was, and it wasn't me. If there were some fragment of this inevitable explosion that wrote out my name in blood across the tracks, I would smear it and cry hearsay. Mr. Tennant was the victim.


    Yet I kissed him continuously. I ran my tongue along his neck and listened to him gasp and moan with a timid noise.


    I had to have him, and I had to win. I had to win, but I had to have him.


    Melting into his body, the two of us embraced in an office chair; my legs folded against his lap. I could no longer tell what was a part of the game between Marius and I, and what was real.


    Mr. Tennant caressed my face, our veins buzzing. When bell rang, we slid back into our respectable places. He covered the front of his pants, his half-smile embarrassed.


    “I know we can't keep doing this here,” I said. “But I would still really like to see you. I like you, Will. There's something about you that's different than the rest of these boys.”


    He smiled became symmetrical; both ends pulling into a wide, ironic grin.


    “That would be my age,” he said plainly. “These boys are still boys. I've seen over a decade of seasons come and go. I'm arguably old.”


    “I don't care,” I said.


    “You should,” he said.


    “Maybe,” I confessed. “But you obviously don't.”


    There was a still moment between us, like the final drop of an EKG wave; the shrill flat-line sound of a heart that was no longer beating; and yet, mine was fluttering. A red-winged moth that was coming closer and closer to the beckoning flame, with only one possible ending.


    The truth behind our mutual interested blossomed like a Moon Flower; only seen in the nightfall, crumpling at the first sign of sunlight. Hidden, like us.


    “You're wrong. I do care,” he said. “But there's something about you.”


    “As long as you don't try and tell me I'm special,” I said. “Let's keep this as it should be.”


    “What does that mean?” he asked. “I can't fancy you?”


    “You can fancy me all you want,” I smiled, adjusting my tie. “As long we can agree not to bring love into this equation.”


    He left with me, returning to the stage where he gathered his things and moved the small table behind the scarlet curtain. His theatrical throne was still in the center, and after seating himself down, he leaned forward, hands clasped, watching me go.


    “Saturday,” he said. “Tell me you're free.”


    “Are you going to help me run lines?” I mused, smiling; not at him, or to anyone. I smiled to the floor. “Or maybe take a first glance at that chapter summary that's due on Friday.”


    “I was thinking of something a bit more escapist,” he said. “Like a concert in the city.”


    The wide, open city. Oh, the recklessness of it all.


    “I'll see you Saturday night,” I told him. “Meet me on the front steps of your apartment. I'll wear something pretty.”


    I didn't catch the look on his face; second bell rang, and I bolted quickly as the speed of sound.


    The chapel doors were still open, and I found Tyler seated in the middle-center pew. I looked around for Marius, and spotted him cozied up to Piper in the far-back. A look of complete disinterest was scribbled over his face as he maintained a limp arm hooked around her shoulder.


    She looked sad. Her cheeks were red, her nose tinged pink; I wondered if she had been crying.


    “You were almost late,” Tyler said, raising an eyebrow. “You okay?”


    “More than okay,” I told him. “I'm on cloud nine.”


    As the sermon started, both of us stared mindlessly at the podium; our eyes slowly drifting to the stained glass, the one thing that could maintain our attention. We were all perpetually infants in that sacred, beautiful place. Entranced by color.


    “You smell like men's cologne,” Tyler whispered. “It's making me dizzy.”


    I pretended not to hear him; silently remaining fixed on the shimmering glass depiction of Christ; trying to convince myself that you can't lie if you don't say anything at all.


    


    

  


  
    ELEVEN


    


    [Before my family-unit had disintegrated into ash, and then into something indistinguishable, we often visited Times Square. I loved the bright signs and the busy tempo of it all; even the smoke that billowed out from ghastly cracks in the pavement made me think of dragons living beneath the streets and other unworldly creatures. New York City itself was something enchanted and spellbinding. The street vendors and burnt coffee and people walking to-and fro to wherever their destinations were. When I was young, I didn't think much of where their eyes hung, or where they were looking; I was simply swept up in the bustling nature of the city. I was too young to see the emptiness in their straightforward stare.


    Looking back, the crowds and blinding buildings were a kind of pacifier. A feigned sort of embrace for all of the cold, open space that I had found at home. I simply wanted to feel like I was in the middle of something, even if was partially smothering.


    Even though the city had been veiled in a constant shade of gray since I was small, there was one thing that I always appreciated:


    For starters, you can escape in the city. You can blend in with everyone and anyone.


    Secondly, living in the city, it's very easy to lie about your whereabouts; to the point that when I told my father I was heading the library, he didn't even bother to lower the paper he was reading.


    “I might be late,” I told him.


    “Well, your mother and I will be out for the evening, anyway. I suspect we'll be leaving once she's finished getting ready.”


    Step-mother.


    He didn't even care. Beneath my jacket was a simple black dress, black lace flats, my hair was worn in a low ponytail.


    I waited until I was in the cab before I did my makeup; subtle, but more than I had ever bothered wearing before. There was something about this occasion that left me wanting to look different than the person Mr. Tennant knew at school. I wanted to look precocious; emitting anything that would render me as vastly divided from my student label as possible.


    Friday had only arrived after what felt like a hellish eternity. Will didn't dare look at me for a second too long in the classroom, and on the stage, he treated me with the same attention and tone as everyone else. We didn't speak after class, or after practice; and I told Tyler that the cologne had been a result of walking through the aftermath of someone deciding to practically bathe in the stuff.


    “Gross,” he said. I agreed whole-heartedly.


    Will was waiting on the steps for me when I arrived. He was dressed in dark jeans, black Converse, and a Burberry T-shirt that was – of all colors – a remarkably royal purple. It read BRIT in bold letters across the front, which I found incredibly amusing.


    “Burberry?” I smirked. “Pretentious much?”


    “Are you terribly bothered by it?” he raised an eyebrow. “I can change if you'd like.”


    “Kidding, Mr. Tennant,” I said, touching his elbow. He slid into the cab's back seat alongside me, hands raking through licorice hair. “I mean, look at me.”


    “Who are you wearing?” he asked, a jestful mock in his voice. “Though granted, I can only see the coat.”


    I undid the jacket, draping it over my arm and revealing the moderately-conservative black dress. The most skin it showed was a stretch of pale leg; I hadn't bothered wearing tights or stockings. I wanted to give him something to look at that felt slightly more classy than cleavage.


    The dress didn't give much away at the top. Still, his eyes grew to the size of tea plates.


    “You know,” I admitted. “I have no idea. I barely bother looking at the tags anymore.”


    I rested my head against his shoulder, welcoming the sound of The Smiths as they dribbled through the shared headphones that split by a wire between Will and I. The gray-splashed buildings were alive and flickering. There was something about the lights that always seemed to make the entire place look so much less dull than it did in the daytime.


    “Purple looks good on you,” I added. “I think this is the first time I've ever seen you wearing something bright.”


    “Chalk it up to my mood, I suppose.”


    His smile was benevolent and warm; incapable of anything harsh and ugly. He took my hand, and my face grew hot.


    “Shall we walk?” he suggested. “We have a bit of time before the concert starts.”


    “Will you be telling the name of said musician?” I mused. He shook his head.


    “I'm a man of surprises, Kaitlyn Laurent,” he kissed the back of my hand sweetly. “I believe that even the kindest of us don't get as much thrill and good-natured fun as we deserve.”


    Around us, the entire span of Time Square was ablaze in reds and greens and every color imaginable. It sang from the skies that even in their shrouded haze of suggestive gray-cotton clouds were penetrated by that hungry, energized blanket of life.


    I wondered what people on the street thought as they saw us walk together, hand in hand; the girl with charcoal-lined eyes and designer dress, the boy in Burberry with his statuesque frame like something out of the magazine cutouts that splattered over the walls of my bedroom.


    “Remember, it's just a bet,” I pictured Marius saying. “Don't fall in too deep.”


    I loved seeing Will in the lights; the shimmering crystal air that draped over him like a veil that only I was capable of drawing back. He smiled so widely as we walked along the shops, pointing at various dresses or suits in the glossy windows.


    “You wear nice clothes for someone who lives in such a quaint apartment,” I observed. “Are you secretly a wealthy man, Mr. Tennant?”


    “Story for another time,” he echoed. “But clothes are just clothes, aren't they?”


    I shrugged, staring into my ghost-like reflection that wobbled slightly in the staggering window. Beyond the glass was just another shop with silver racks of flimsy, celebrity-crafted pieces that would barely constitute as clothing. Faint-inducing price tags attached to bangles and gems and diamonds; everything was glitter-dusted and tucked away in the city of nauseating gray and sour socialite vapidness.


    And I was playing right at the very center; an actress with my right-hand player standing beside me, smiling and touching my shoulders and telling me that it was time to go.


    I smiled up at Mr. Tennant, picturing him pressing me against the glass and kissing me with an insatiable hunger; everyone staring; our PDA finally working to pry a glance from the straight-staring gazes.


    “I hate this place most days,” I told Will. Mr. Tennant. My teacher. “Do you?”


    “I don't know. I'd say I enjoy it for the most part,” he said. “Why do you hate New York so much?”


    I didn't answer him right away, merely slumping my shoulders in a manner that would have made my father snap. Will brushed an invisible piece of lint from my shoulder, his hand lingering for a second too long.


    “It's like when you spend a lot of time hanging around your favorite waterfront; and at first the water is so clean that you could drink it if you wanted,” I said. “But after awhile, as time passes, it just becomes so polluted that it's poisonous. You can't even swim in it anymore. After awhile you don't even want to look at it.”


    He looked sad, Mr. Tennant. Sad and understanding and maybe a little perplexed.


    “But I'm also remarkably selfish,” I elaborated, sighing. “I mean, I don't even know what really makes me happy anymore. Or what I want.”


    “I don't think you're selfish,” he quick said. “I think you've just got a lot on your mind.”


    Will kissed me, and I laughed.


    Inside, a part of me sank.


    We bought vendor coffee and buzzed around the buildings; eventually we walked past one of the old jewelry shops that Henry's father had owned. I looked at one of the pieces; the same red diamonds that linked together in the necklace that was sitting in a box in a room. The mannequin was just shoulders and neck; no face, no eyes, no mouth.


    “What's the future look like for you?” he asked. “School? Work?”


    “My father has everything perfectly situated for me to attend Yale in the fall,” I told him. “And I should be happy. I know I should. I mean, Jesus, of all the things that people have to worry about in their day-to-day lives, and I'm upset over the fact that I'll be attending one of the most prestigious educational institutions in the United States.”


    “Well, if it doesn't make you happy,” Will offered. “Just don't go.”


    I couldn't tell him about the bet with Marius; I couldn't tell him that there was a potential out; a salvation in the form of my step-brother's trust fund.%


    “The thing is,” I explained slowly. “I mean, my family has a lot of money. But I don't exactly have anything if I were to leave it all behind.”


    “So you're just like the rest of the world, then.”


    Mr. Tennant said it so simply, like there wasn't much to it at all; like what I'd say didn't really matter, or wasn't some grand explosion of new and wondrous discovery.


    I was normal to him. Just a girl.


    My heart sank slowly in that instant; the moment frozen in a temporary snapshot. I looked up at the marquee signs for the concert hall; a beautiful distraction from the torrent of guilt and want and all of the inexplicable things I was feeling. A monster and mouse all wrapped up in a golden bow.


    Mr. Tennant squeezed my hand, and I instinctively nuzzled against his chest. He smelled like poignant love notes and street smoke and a punch of something peppery.


    “I like you,” I told him. “You can tell me that you fancy me, if you want.”


    He smiled; not at me, though. His eyes were on the music hall sign; the people all filtering into the doors with a giddy electric excitement.


    “I fancy you,” he told me. “I fancy you a lot.”


    We were mixed with a crowd washed in the elemental sounds of the instrumental band that played music often used in film soundtracks. There were no words, and I was glad for that. It allowed to be better present in the moment that I was sharing with Mr. Tennant. The few precious hours that would come and go and then forever be gone and locked within the cautionary confines of my unreliable memory.


    Everything was laughter and stolen kisses between the rows of red-suede seats; gilded pillars that stretched over and beyond the ceiling. The stage was just a collective mesh of instruments without players.


    In that moment, I could hear his heart beating; I could hear my heart thrumming like the chords of a broken guitar.


    We held hands in the empty room; just two people who had no clue what we were doing, or thinking, or anything at all.


    “Let's get out of here,” I said. “Let's be stupid and foolish together.”


    I kissed him. He kissed me back; a silent gift, an unspoken acceptance.


    “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”


    


    The hotel suite was a palette of mauve, Byzantium and damson; shades of purple that weren't quite purple. The bathroom was all glass-walls and stark-black marble; faux orchids sat perched on the double-sink with brass taps, and the single window in the entire place managed to encompass an entire wall. New York City was its painting; the world below just the tops of giant buildings and the wisps of cigarette-smoke clouds.


    Mr. Tennant looked at me, I looked at him. It was almost as if he were a teenager all over again; hesitant and anxious and all nerve-endings set fire.


    We touched hands, fingers splayed so that the size of his own felt ridiculously large compared to mine. My jacket was on the bed, my makeup smudged, but I didn't care.


    The Smiths played in the background on Will's iPod: Please, Please, Please Let Me Get What I Want.


    I waited for him to lace his fingers with mine, but he didn't. He simply stayed put; unmoving, totally hesitant.


    “What's the worst thing you've ever thought about?” I prompted. “With you and me, I mean.”


    He practically choked, our fingers finally coming together; he was trembling a little.


    “You know what I mean,” I added.


    Will sank down on the bed, touching my coat like it was my own skin; softly, gingerly.


    “I've dreamt about seeing what you look like beneath your clothes,” he confessed. “Among other things.”


    “Like what?” I asked.


    He smiled.


    “Having my way with you on my classroom desk. Or on stage,” he said. “I can't stop thinking about what you said to me. About that dream you had where everyone was watching us.”


    “Would you want them to watch?”


    “No,” he said quickly. “But just the thought of it. That particular spot.”


    Will sighed, shaking his head like the idea was preposterous; and it was, certainly. Still, I knelt down between his legs and took his face in my hands, kissing him.


    “Look at me,” I told him. “Don't take your eyes off me.”


    He listened without protest; his eyes quickly lapping up every movement like the constant shutter-sound of a camera; each millisecond like a frame of film that would forever burn into his mind.


    I stood, taking a few steps back, and slowly stepped out of my flats. Then, taking a deep breath, I unzipped my dress (oh, the convenience of side-zippers) and let it fall to the floor.


    Mr. Tennant's eyes didn't move.


    “Come here,” I said softly, outstretching my hand. He took it carefully, pressing his mouth to my fingers.


    The bathroom was cold, and I kept the lights off. In the bedroom-area, the nightstand lamp left an ample, yet subtle amount of light to work with. Nothing too harsh or too bright.


    I turned on the water, let it warm, and stepped inside. Making a point to leave the door open, I let the water cascade down my hair.


    Mr. Tennant simply watched; periodically swallowing; his breath barely heard through the water and glimpses of Morrisey's vocals.


    “Don't take your clothes off,” I told him. “You aren't allowed. You're only allowed to look.”


    He stepped closer, beads of water catching on his skin; the heat from the stream and his body was nearly unbearable.


    “Oh, the things I would do to you,” he said quietly. Barely a sound.


    There I was, naked in front of him; the only thing I wore was the ring on my finger. We were wired like animals; famished and frantic as our hands grabbed clothed skin and bare skin and eventually it didn't matter any more.


    “Try me,” I told him. “Anything you want. Except one thing.”


    He was already panting; chest heaving, on his knees and lips grazing over my thigh.


    “What is that?” he asked.


    “You can't fuck me,” I said. “Not here. Not yet.”


    Every part of me stilled and stopped as Mr. Tennant picked me up, my arms and legs wrapping around him. I was dipping rain droplets everywhere; some of them hanging like dew on the strands of his hair. I kissed the wet spots, tasting the lukewarm water and the delicate skin of his neck.


    Patches of his clothes were soaked, my body was drenched in water, and even then there was nothing focused on other than the soft mattress bounce as he threw me down on the bed. I was totally exposed; every part of me; all sinking into silk beneath his gleaming eyes.


    “I love that I'm so exposed and you're so clothed,” I said quietly, sitting up.


    Will pressed me back down on the bed; his first possessive gesture, and I loved it.


    He kissed me, catching my lip, and I already wanted every piece of him.


    When he knelt down between my legs, I was already gripping the sheets.


    “I've never done this before,” I told him, so soft I wasn't sure that he'd heard me.


    “Close your eyes, then,” he instructed. His gaze, hooded and hazy, met mine before I finally did as he told. “God, you're so beautiful.”


    His mouth trailed along the inside of my thigh; warm breath over the sharp rise of my hip bone, my pubic bone. He didn't miss a single centimeter of skin, his tongue tracing over the milk-colored flesh like something decadent.


    He spread my legs further open, prompting me a with a gentle tone to relax. Relax my legs and relax myself. Take a deep breath.


    I fell further into myself; into the silk; into Will as his mouth pressed against the orchid-shaped sex between my thighs, working in delicate motion with his tongue. His hands traced down the plane of my legs as each breath quickened; my heart was snapped in half and yet still beating.


    I came in waves, in his mouth, blossoming for him in a way that I never had for a man or anyone else.


    When I opened my eyes, he was hovering over me; his hair hung with an angelic sweetness across his flushed face.


    He kissed me. I gasped again.


    “Lie down,” I told him.


    “Why?” he asked. I smiled, still riding the current of post-pleasure bliss.


    “Because I want to make you feel like that just felt,” I told him. “I want to do it my way this time.”


    He fell with his back against wet bedding, still soaked from my body that was damp from sweat. I smelled of him, earthy and fantastic.


    I slid his pants down slowly without bothering with the zipper, dipping my hand into his boxers and withdrawing his erection that was full and hot against my palm. It felt massive; slick and already slippery.


    His fingers touched my hair; my mouth finding him with an incredibly nervous, tentative desire. I had no idea what I was doing, but every bone in my body screamed to work on instinct.


    I let him lead; let him press his hands lightly to the back of my head, taking in just enough to prevent tears. He tasted like skin and salt, like the silk of his ties and shirts. There was a bitter sweetness as I wrapped my lips around him; something deliciously depraved and primal in the act.


    Each time he moaned, hands gripping my hair tight as rope, I knew I was doing something right; even if I couldn't take all of him, consumed by nerves and a fear of choking - it was enough.


    His orgasm startled me; a firework of flashing lights and taste of salt and sea water filled my mouth.


    I froze, uncertain what to do. If I spit it out, I would look like a total fool. It might make for some comic relief; but, admittedly, I didn't want laughter just then. I wanted to savor the music of his breath, the imagined snapshot of his eyes, all pupil, gazing down at me in the street-glazed light.


    So I swallowed, feeling it slide down my throat. I was all nerves – anxious, rattled, relieved all at once.


    I laid down next to him, and we gazed at each other in that painfully jam-colored room.


    With the track on repeat, Morrisey was still begging to get what he wanted.


    Water still stung the glass walls of the shower. A pleasant, rain-fall sound.


    Beyond the windows, the city was still thriving; alive and living and engaged in all that our mindless human experience had to offer.


    Will kissed me, not caring what I tasted like. I kissed him, not caring what he tasted like. Our flavors mixed on our tongues and bodies; our scents on skin and clothing.


    His hand was still in mine, eyes on the ceiling.


    When we finally came down, we spent a while just talking. We talked a little about his family life (being the only child) about his past loves (of which there was only one) and what it felt like leaving home.


    Eventually we turned off the music and spent the last few moments in the dark hotel room; listening to the sounds of our breath and the unspoken acknowledgment that we could never walk away from any of this.


    I hung around his apartment for a little while when we returned. He made peppermint tea while I busied myself by looking at the clocks and the photographs; still wondering who the girl with the fair-brown hair was and deciding that I'd ask when it felt more proper. Besides, he hadn't gone prying into my personal life.


    Eventually we said goodbye, holding hands and smiling like fools as the empty park serenaded us in the form of windblown swing sets.


    “I'll see you in class, Mr. Tennant,” I told him.


    “I'll see you on stage, Kaitlyn,” he said.


    Crumpled papers kicked up on the sidewalk; the breeze toyed with my hair.


    “How does it feel knowing that I'm everywhere you turn in that place?” I asked him.


    He smiled. Not a real one, but a practiced one. The smile of an actor.


    “You can't even imagine.”


    I spent the entire cab ride with Morrisey soundtracking the brief journey from joyful rapture to skin-prickling despair. My father and Vivian weren't home; the maids were long gone.


    Marius was in his bedroom, scribbling away in that leather-bound journal; his radio shook the walls with some foreign electric beat.


    When I knocked, he looked up.


    “Yes?” he asked, slamming the journal shut. “What do you want?”


    I can't do this, I wanted to say. You win.


    His stare was irate, borderline frustrated; a distant door slammed shut, and I jumped, startled.


    Piper was standing behind me, wearing one of Marius' shirts and nothing else.


    “Hi,” she said sweetly. I swallowed.


    “Hi,” I said. “And nevermind, it was nothing.”


    I returned to my room and closed the door slowly; sliding down to my knees and crumpling to the floor like a used tissue.


    I took a sharp breath, sighing deeply.


    Every inch of me still smelled of him.


    


    

  


  
    TWELVE


    


    April came with the frigid and familiar embrace of spring showers; more rain than would make for romantic stories or cinematic, rapture-worthy kisses. Everything was practically drowning in the downpours; kids scattering from their cars and into the theater or the front doors of Trinity Prep with their binders and folders used as make-shift shields.


    Tyler and I spent one of the sunnier days in the city. I stole a suit from Marius, and combed his hair to the side like a proper gentleman; Leonardo DiCaprio circa Titanic. We ran around Manhattan like two lost, screaming, jovial little kids. We went to dinner at a place with candles and white-tablecloth; Tyler smiled like I'd never seen him smile before as he carved into prime rib and roasted potatoes like it was the first sight of real food after months of fasting.


    For dessert, we scoured the different eateries and settled on this tiny French cafe with a patio. We ate chocolate and green-matcha macarons; doughnuts with pink frosting and custard filling; wiping our mouths and grinning with a glee that made me feel light and ethereal.


    “This is the best night ever,” he told me. “I've never lived like this before.”


    “You get used to it.”


    “People always say that,” he said. “You get used to opulence and beauty. But you know, I don't believe it. I don't think I would. I think I'd wake up everyday and see everything like it was brand new all over again.”


    I let him hold my hand in the theater, where above the ceiling was painted to look like the evening sky. We watched an old, flickering black-and-white film in a cinema that was inhabited solely by us.


    Beyond the span of space between sidewalks and billboards of models with sunken eyes and thin limbs, everyone came and went like moths; fluttering with invisible white wings towards that invisible white light that we were all searching for.


    I asked Tyler, while we stood like mayflies against the brick wall of a foreclosed bakery, what he was most afraid of.


    “Ending up like my mother,” he answered hastily. “What about you?”


    “Same,” I answered. “Probably the same.”


    Everything, the dulcet strum of day-to-day play practice and glossy-eyed blackboard stares in the classroom eventually merged into a kind of fast-forward as everyone started talking about Spring Break plans and the flowers started to bloom. Already, the roses in the garden had blossomed - and I plucked one, giving it to Mr. Tennant.


    His smile lit up like a thousand light-bulbs, and he decided to keep it on his desk. A few of the students asked about it; about whether or not he had a secret admirer, and he simply smiled; turning to the whiteboard, scribbling assignments and Nabokov-related quotes for the class discussion.


    Sometimes I'd write him little notes at the end of an essay or journal entry; little things like it's not polite to stare or I can't stop thinking about you. Our time together became more heated; frantic kisses before first bell, alone in the theater and concealed behind the curtain shadows. Saturdays spent sneaking away, even for less than an hour, all for the sake of finding a way into his arms that seemed to wrap around me so perfectly.


    The giant, golden clock ticked away. William Tennant kissed my throat. With my eyes on the window, I wondered how I'd be able to hold onto everything before something came crashing down. Before the incarnation was finally in my palms, and it was all over. The bet won, my prize claimed, my conscience irreparably shattered.


    Even if he never discovered the truth, would I ever be able to look at him the same way again? Would we even last that long?


    Statistically, no. In my grand, fabricated illusion - it would go on forever.


    For the first time, I felt exhilarated. All of it was almost enough for me to forget how Will had looked that night before I left his apartment; like his heart was twisting into knots. His eyes heavy and arms limp; an almost defeatist sort of look overcoming him.


    I believed that the weight of obligations could make you sick; I saw first-hand how Tyler's mother looked. Tired, worn; even when she smiled, there was a similar pain to it all. Tyler confided that sometimes it left him awake at night, wondering if she was digging herself an early grave with all the things that life had piled onto her shoulders.


    It killed me, hearing him talk like that. But the only thing I could do was listen and try to distract him the best that I could. Distractions became key, vital. They became essential to keeping all of us alive.


    And of course, the production helped. Mr. Tennant had started with the props, and during practice we were surrounded by painted towers crawling with faux-vines and fuchsia-colored blossoms. We ran the balcony scene on an actual balcony, with Tyler climbing up the vines that were constructed with a surprisingly sturdy rope.


    When he kissed me, the noise in the room dropped to a note beneath silence. The world stopped; his hands, young and erratic, were warm as fire.


    Kissing Tyler was different than Will. While Tyler's kiss felt like the impending explosion of a firework, Mr. Tennant's mouth against mine was like oxygen drizzling from a cannula; enabling a deeper breath; giving me the sneaking suspicion that there was a deeper strength concealed somewhere amidst entrails and bone. It didn't leave me hungry or breathless; I was alive. I was eighteen. I was voltaic and, at the core of it all, just a young girl reveling in the sweet comparison of two vastly different lips against my own.


    Measurements were taken for costumes; I envisioned Tyler and myself dressed in the old-garb of centuries past. Velvet and pearl-adorned caps and jewel-inlaid crosses hanging around my neck; my hair braided with golden ribbons.


    I danced with Tyler at the masked ball, and he tripped over my foot. The entire room laughed. We did, too.


    Mr. Tennant gave instructions, rehearsing lines with Tyler on the side while I sat in my seat and listened to one of Tyler's favorite songs by this band I had previously never heard of. The song was called Angels on the Moon, and the title alone was enough to make me fall in love.


    Marius and Tyler practiced their swordplay. Sometimes Piper watched; and after she was gone and out of earshot, I'd remind Marius that he should probably stop fucking her, literally and figuratively, in a prompt sort of way.


    “Like you have any idea about how I feel about anything or anyone,” he said harshly. “Why don't you focus on the more pressing matter at hand, like bagging Mr. Tennant.”


    His eyes followed me up the stage, where Tyler and I took a few words of advice from Will. Tyler absorbed them gratefully; eyes wide and brimming with the same awe and borderline infatuation as the rest of us. He adored Mr. Tennant.


    Everyone did. Trinity Prep had even taken to hanging his portrait with the rest of the more-esteemed faculty. His blurb next the photograph, engraved in gold plating, spoke of his accolades: Oxford, the Globe Theater.


    After-school hours were spent by myself; focusing on homework; listening to my father talk about business and branches and Yale. When Marius left to visit his father in Long Island, these discussions were even more difficult to avoid; so I became accustomed to turning on my auto-pilot. Dazed; listening but not really. Living, but more like floating.


    I was only really alive outside the garden gates. With Will, or Tyler. Away from the bullshit and decadence that had managed, much like stomaching spoonfuls of sugar, to make me sick.


    Still, I managed to walk through the corridors without any visions of Biblical destruction; a Noah-worthy flood or asteroid turning the stone-structure into rubble. I was becoming more and more aware; more lucid; more rooted to the ground than I had ever been before. I wasn't so detached.


    The fantasies were slowly fading; replaced by something wonderful and real and exciting. Something worth waking up for; worth enduring the moments of in-between. Stuck in the classroom; my bedroom; the dining room table while my father drank liquor with his men in suits and Vivian left the house smelling continuously of honey and baby powder.


    And then, on one Friday morning, I decided that I was ready to make the final plunge. I would finally attempt to seduce – really seduce – Mr. Tennant. When it would happen, I wasn't entirely certain. But it would be soon.


    First bell rang, and I left to attend all the classes that didn't really matter to me - they were simply necessary. I spent these hours staring at the blackboard; listening to the sound of chalk move against grainy surface. Listening to the incoherent ramblings from the teacher who I had come to identify solely based on her over-stressed perm.


    In Literature, Mr. Tennant was all playful laughs and punk-rock music. He was drinking coffee and laughing with a few of the other students when I entered; the rose I'd given him was beginning to wilt. It rested in a separate coffee mug on his desk; the ceramic was painted with the very last line of The Great Gatsby.


    On his computer, he was playing The Smiths.


    There wasn't much time to contemplate this, though. Tyler, who had taken the empty desk behind me, had started picking off pieces of notebook paper, rolling them into tiny balls, and pelting me in the back with them.


    “God, you're so immature,” I said, grinning. We both laughed.


    We were instructed to pair up and talk about the assigned chapters we were given; but Tyler could only focus on his upcoming letter from Stanford.


    “I feel this weird mix of anxiety and vomity nervousness,” he said. “Like I'm going to puke.”


    “As long as you don't puke on me,” I said. “But seriously. You're the most deserving guy I know, Tyler. Stanford would be totally amiss to reject you.”


    “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Well, I hope you're right.”


    He popped a stick of cinnamon gum into his mouth, letting the end hang out like a fake tongue.


    “You need a distraction,” I told him. “It's Friday. We should go out and do something.”


    “What would you want to do?” he asked.


    I smiled. From his place at the desk that sat just several feet away, Mr. Tennant was smiling, too.


    Tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow. Tomorrow it's going to happen.


    “I want to see your world this time.”


    


    Once upon a time, there was a boy who drove a little too fast; sang a little off-key; maneuvered his dilapidated vehicle with his knees instead of his hands, and sometimes didn't keep his eyes on the road. A straight spiral of tar and white lines that ran like cocaine in a steady blur towards wherever he wanted to go. He was sweet as the syrup in the warm can of Vanilla Coke that sat in a sticky, finger-print stained cupholder; his mint-eyes wide and limber teenage body clinging from the wind with white cotton and worn, soft Levis. Chuck Taylors and waves of chestnut hair; a proper punk prince.


    Windows open, city air streaming through the gaps between our fingers, we sang along to some of Tyler's favorite songs; Jimmy Eat World soundtracked our escapade. Sometimes he'd pause the song, offer a thought or a few words, then hit play.


    “One book,” he said, taking a swig of flat soda pop. The can was mildly crushed, dented in spots. “Is it kinda weird that Mr. Tennant only assigned us one book?”


    “I don't know, is it?”


    “I don't know,” Tyler said. “He's smart as fuck, that's for sure. I was thinking about it the other night, and I guess I kind of get it. Like, we're really examining this one, instead of just skimming over pages and having bullshit class discussions that only last for a few weeks. I just sort of wish his class was longer. I could seriously listen to Mr. Tennant talk forever.”


    “You and every girl in that entire damn class.”


    Tyler laughed.


    “It's sick, though,” he said. “The book, I mean. Not Mr. Tennant.”


    I laughed. He had no idea why.


    We drove to Coney Island, which was every bit as gritty glorious as I had imagined it to be. There was no sense of exclusion here; everyone was welcome. Girls with Fuchsia-streaked hair and opiate smiles rode by on neon-colored roller skates; couples in dingy T-shirts depicting underground bands and liquor logos were like street-signs granting a small direction to the many different lives that were strewn about the space between water and land. Each step taken by a person whose past and present and future I had no awareness of, no inclination of who they were or who they wanted to be. The stuff of dreams, really.


    I watched a little girl riding with her father on the golden carousel; riding worn-painted ponies and dressed in a taffeta tutu that maybe her mother had made.


    “I love it already,” I whispered to Tyler.


    He touched my hair gingerly, that beautiful Romeo-esque pout on his lips.


    The Island was cram-packed with various weathered stands staffed by after-school teens who smelled of fried dough and sugar powder. Their expressions fatigued and resentful; Tyler slunk over the booth to buy a burger layered with thick slabs of cheese; extra pickles and Tabasco sauce. It was served up; hot and sprinkled with a rain of grease-coated french fries; in a basket layered with checkered serving paper.


    “Take a bite,” he said. “God, it's good. Seriously, they don't even make em' like this at Trinity. I'll take blood-clotting, overly-seasoned meat to the stuff that school is slinging any day.”


    He slid the basket over; I took a bite. It was good. It was also the very first real hamburger that I'd ever had in my entire life.


    When we left, I tipped the only guy that I could see running the place; undoubtedly our age, unarguably exhausted.


    “Hey,” I said, handing him two crisp, folded twenties. “Thank you.”


    His eyes lit up; he thanked me immensely. I thought to myself, he has no idea who I am, or where I come from. I'm just like everyone else here.


    But beyond that, it was almost like the guy had never been thanked before in his life. Those two twenty-dollar bills equated to something much more; and really, they probably were.


    I had simply become numb to the constant opulence; expectant, really.


    Greedy. Unintended or otherwise; my face burned with a fleeting sheet of red-stained shame as we slid away; I acknowledged, briefly, that I would likely never see the man behind the stand ever again.


    “What do you think a place like that runs you?” I asked. “Salary-wise.”


    “Minimum wage at best,” Tyler spat, sucking fountain Coca Cola through a red-striped straw. “Shit work. Shit pay.”


    “Doesn't seem like much of a life.”


    “Essentially,” he agreed. “But we all have dreams, Kait. Maybe that guy over there will invent the next set of robot eyes for people that can't see.”


    We bought flavored ice and sat by the water; the bench cold, long-neglected by the busy walkers who were much too preoccupied with the cheap food and inexpensive thrill of this beautifully-expansive, glitter-dusted island.


    In the shadows, bodies were pressed against decaying walls; passionate kisses and negotiated prices for a temporary escape in forms of pills or powder - or something a little more intimate.


    From our spot, I watched the Ferris Wheel turn; the lights a blur of purple and yellow; blinking, beckoning. Radio music poured from every speaker on the boardwalk.


    “You know, I've been dreaming of it,” he said, spooning blue-raspberry ice into his mouth. “California sunshine.”


    “California sunshine,” I echoed. “You know, Tyler. I can feel it. Everything's going to work out for you with Stanford.”


    “You really think so?”


    “You bet,” I told him. “Believe me, Tyler. The socialite, prim-and proper, tailored suit and Preparatory pedigree life isn't all that the outsiders make it to be. There's a lot of horrible, debauched bullshit; a relentless insincerity in our breed.”


    I took a sharp breath; Tyler touched my hair. The music silenced.


    “But you're something real,” I said. “You've got a real story that isn't built out of status or money or any of that garbage. You're the real deal.”


    “You mean real as in really poor. The classic made-for-TV movie scenario about the down-trodden, struggling boy who achieves all his hopes and dreams.”


    He drank down the remnants, all melted electric-blue sugar water; his lips were stained in a mildly disarming corpse-like shade.


    I wiped his mouth like he was a child, and he let me.


    “I want to take you somewhere,” he said. “There's this dive-bar nearby. My cousin, he tends bar. We can't get white-trash wasted or anything. Besides, I'm driving. But he'll slip us a drink.”


    We tossed our trash in the neglected bin; garbage surrounded it in a halo of fuck off. People didn't care.


    I pointed to the Ferris Wheel.


    “I'd like to ride that, first. I've never been on the ol' Ferris Wheel before.”


    “You're kidding me.”


    “On the contrary, Mr. Dawson,” I smiled. “I was never really one for jokes.”


    I bought pastel-pink cotton candy, wadding up the cottony-stuff and letting it melt on my tongue; sugar-coated, artificially sweet. I shared it with Tyler, and at the very top of the Ferris Wheel, we looked out over the entirety of the island.


    “Almost like you can see all of New York from up here,” he said. “And far as I'm concerned, that's practically the whole world.”


    We sat in silence; eyes on the water; the sound of laughter was weighed with a heavy, drunken stupor. One girl, who was seated right behind us, was yelling at her boyfriend, who yelled back; only his voice, strengthened by what likely some hard-hitting mix of amphetamines and tap-beer, was much louder. Various volumes of the same insults: slut, bitch, bastard. Eventually she started to cry.


    Tyler smiled, uncomfortable.


    “Do you believe in real love?” I asked him. “The forever kind.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, I think it can work if you really want it to. Sure, the infatuation stage doesn't last forever and everything, but with effort, it can change and endure and become something lasting.”


    He sighed; I understood. At least, I tried to.


    “But it kind of makes me sad; the whole thought that what we have right now is really just so temporary. Like, eventually you get tired and cynical,” he said. “I do believe in it, though. I believe love can last forever. Or, at least, as long as we're alive.”


    He took my hand, and I thought of my parents. My mother, my father. I thought of Vivian.


    I thought of Marius, oddly enough. I wondered what kind of husband he'd make to whomever he ended up marrying. The idea of him making any kind of covenant was almost laughable, but still.


    “I want to,” I told him. “It's just hard. Honestly, everything I know is just so broken and messed up that it's hard to believe that anything will last.”


    “You've never been in love?” he asked.


    I considered the question as the Ferris Wheel turned, wondering what exactly I had felt for the few men that had entered my young life.


    Had I loved Henry? No. No, I hadn't.


    Was I in love with William Tennant?


    My face grew warm, but the sensation, the emotion - warm, stirring - evoked something inside my stomach and chest that was excruciating. It felt like in my body there lived the trapped ghost of a girl sitting on an amusement-park ride; waiting for that breaking moment where she would be set free.


    Tyler was watching me; fixed, soft.


    “No,” I said quietly. “Not yet, at least. I don't think so.”


    Jumping off the ride, we brushed the invisible lint from our clothes and hurried off into the heady night that was still slightly cool. Tyler gave me his jacket, which smelled of watered-down body-spray. I'd seen the bottles: Phoenix, the potion was called.


    The dive-bar was small and crawling with kids. When Tyler spotted his cousin, and they hugged for ages before he introduced us. His cousin's name was Greg: a high-school drop-out who tended bar in the evenings and sold electronics (huge-fucking televisions, he said) at Sears in the afternoon.


    He gave us two cups of Coke spiked with what Tyler said was rum.


    “Cheers,” Tyler said, raising his plastic cup. I immediately thought of Will, and a feeling of sheer I miss you flooded over me. “To being young, and all that other stuff.”


    “To being young,” I said. “And all that other stuff.”


    We clinked cups, sipping slowly. There was karaoke going on; most of which was completely terrible. Girls were stumbling over-themselves; over-eager men were slurring their words.


    Tyler told me, motioning to the empty spot on stage, that I needed to sing something. It was absolutely necessary.


    “Are you kidding?” I said. “You sing. I'll stay here and guard the drinks.”


    “Come on,” he insisted. “There's got to be one song. Pick something typical – cheesy, even. Just sing.”


    “I don't know,” I said. “This just feels a little nerve-wracking.”


    “Well, welcome to my side of the fence,” he grinned, touching my cheek. “Stay as long as you like. Or don't. If you wanted to run, I wouldn't blame you.”


    He handed me my cup, and I downed the rest of it. It moved slowly, like cough syrup, and I coughed, laughing.


    “Now get up there,” he said. “I'll pick the song. If you don't know it, then I'll have to second guess our friendship. Everyone knows this song.”


    Friendship. I liked the word; and for the first time, it had been linked to me.


    “Alright,” I said. “I'll give it a shot.”


    I wobbled up the old steps and onto the stage; whistles ensued, reassuring cheers. Everything was lit and on fire; everyone was excited.


    I took the microphone, and the song started to play. A song that – Tyler was right – I already knew. No Doubt's Don't Speak. I loved the cover; bleached hair, rotting peaches. Gwen Stefani was my golden girl. Soft-lighting and flashing cameras and old, polka-dot dresses.


    I felt alive – as if I could do anything. The span of just three minutes seemed to pass too quickly; the words making my lungs and chest and heart ache, too. Everything ached; but I was so, so happy.


    I looked up, my eyes blinded by the dancing lights, and smiled. Everyone cheered; drunken, thrilled. When I jumped from the stage, Tyler caught me, spinning me around in his arms. We were both dizzy, delighted; stretched-out Cheshire cat grins plastered on our faces.


    “How do you feel?” he asked, electrified. Sweat glistened over his face like a gentle dew.


    “Alive,” I said. “I feel alive.”


    The car-ride home was filled with loud music and street-static; the windows down; wind whipping through the space between our fingers.


    At the house, he idled in the driveway, and I asked him if he wanted to come inside.


    “At some point I will,” he promised. “It just sort of feels overwhelming, the thought of actually going into your house. I'm sorry.”


    “You can say it,” I said. “You feel out of place.”


    He didn't say it; his lowered eyes gave everything away.


    He touched my hand, and even though the part of me that knew how he felt wanted to draw away, I didn't. I let him.


    “Tyler,” I said quietly. His eyes met mine. “I hate myself for saying this. But, I hope you don't think I'm leading you on. I had a great time with you tonight, but I'm not looking to fall in love.”


    His face fell, and my heart-strings pulled.


    “I'm not in love with you,” he said. “Well, maybe I'm a little bit in love with you. Just a little, though. But I'm also in love with a lot of pretty girls, so I'm not sure what really counts, and what doesn't.”


    “What's the rest of your feelings composed of?” I asked.


    He smiled.


    “It's like when you meet someone, and you just want to know that the entire span of their life is going to be filled with good, happy things. No misery or bullshit,” he said. “I know that when you go inside that giant palatial house of yours, that you're not happy.”


    We sat in silence. Our fingers locked; not like lovers, but like two people who simply understood.


    “So I'm just a little bit in love,” he said. “But mostly, I just love you. No strings attached. No judgment over what you might have inside those gates; the things I lack.”


    When he released me, my skin felt cold; exposed and strangely naked. I watched him speed away until I could no longer hear the rattling clatter of his decaying white bullet.


    The house, as I walked down the path, was lit up; every window emitting the everlasting warm and hospitable champagne-colored lights. Music was playing, which I could only faintly hear through the grass that was humming with crickets; the blades, soft, supple; an emerald blanket beneath the benevolent sky that in all of its temporary wonder reminded me of one person, and one person only.


    I had no photographs; nothing physical to carry with me as a relic to remind myself that he, in his lonely apartment full of frozen clocks, was thinking of me. But I knew. I knew he was thinking of me.


    My father welcomed me with open arms; boisterous and drunk. I could smell the brandy on his starchly-ironed blazer. The music, now louder, was unbearable; guests attending this party that seemed to stretch the seams of every wall and corner of the mansion were dressed in pearls and lace. Eyes sunken; driven by an intoxicated stupor into laughter and dance.


    “Where were you?” he asked.


    From a corner, I spotted Vivian, giggling and leaning over the grand piano; the musician, an older, silver-haired gentleman, was busy playing and seemed to pay her no mind.


    “With my friend. His name's Tyler. Tyler Dawson,” I said. “He's on scholarship at Trinity. We're doing the play together. I'd invite him inside, but you should know that he already feels terribly unwelcome.”


    “Excuse me?”


    He stood, arms-crossed. I sighed; my shoulders falling slowly. I let the air out through clenched-teeth.


    “It doesn't matter,” I mumbled. “Anyway, listen, I put the date on your calendar and told your secretary to remind you, in the event that you happen to forget. I know what an incredibly busy man you are.”


    I gave a small nod, dismissing myself with the excuse that he was obviously preoccupied with his impromptu soiree. Still, I made the point of smiling to every set of eyes that locked with mine; manners, as always, were a non-negotiable thing.


    In my room, I kicked off my shoes as soon as my feet hit the carpet. The rest of the night was spent playing my compiled playlist of various tracks. The Smiths and other artists giving me the small piece of solace that I couldn't, in that very moment, run off and seek for myself. There was too much to risk; too many potential spotters to make my escape even remotely feasible.


    I silenced the music, dropping the remote onto the balcony rug. Outside, the black grass sang through the combing breeze; the moon-tinted sky made me think, just briefly, is there was such a thing as divine intervention; God and his legions of angels; floating over us, reclined on constellations. Spread across Orion's Belt.


    Marius swam in the pool, alone; floating on his back and suspended on the water that still gave off a baptismal glow. He was fully clothed, wearing a suit and tie. His shoes were on the grass. It was all enough to tell me that he had been a part of that grand facade that was still on fast-forward within our home; everyone gossiping and whispering and twirling in that same, shameful dance.


    He looked at me, standing in the water, and we were close enough for me to spot a certain solemness in his cobalt eyes; eyelashes clumped together by chlorine-stung water. If he had been crying, I wouldn't have been able to tell.


    “Hi, Kaitlyn,” he said, waving. Like we were nothing more than acquaintances. As if there weren't a huge bet waged between the two of us; something that could very potentially destroy everything.


    We never really learn, I thought to myself. We never really listen. At least, not until it's far too late.


    “Hi, Marius,” I said. “Goodnight.”


    

  


  
    THIRTEEN


    


    Vivian was yawning when I sat down at the breakfast table; yawning and lazily running a finger over the lacquered surface. A small single-serving of Bailey's rested next to the mug.


    Marius was jabbing his fork into a thoroughly-diced egg; the yolk, a sickening yellow, was oozing all over the plate.


    My father carved his steak tips quietly; he chewed with a particular, slow carefulness. Each swallow seemed measured.


    “We're going to Long Island,” she declared, glancing at my father. “Your father, well, he's just an absolute doll. There's this lovely estate by the water that we'll be staying at. I think we might even do some sailing.”


    I sat down, scraping my chair back and draping the single white napkin over my lap.


    “You know who also enjoys sailing,” I said mildly. “My mother. I believe her new husband is quite fond of both buying and selling yachts, in fact.”


    My father cleared his throat. Marius looked at me, still in his pajamas; his eyes still cloudy with sleep.


    “Are you going with them?” I asked Marius.


    “He'll be visiting his father this evening,” Vivian answered, eyes narrowing. “I'm not sure what they'll be doing. What do you normally do with your father, Marius?”


    “Like you actually care,” he said. “Listen, I know he fucked some other woman while he was still married to you; but you were no prize, either. For God's sake, you talk about the man as if he was a damned stranger.”


    Nobody said a word. Marius dropped his fork.


    “I'm just fucking sick of it,” he muttered. “I mean, I'm right here. I'm his son.”


    “I know,” Vivian said quietly.


    “He's my father,” Marius said. “Stop fucking talking about him as if you never loved him at all. You did. At one point, you did. But that's the way this game works, doesn't it? Until death just really means until the feelings go away or things just get too real and fucked to want to deal with anymore.”


    My father slammed his hand on the table. I felt the quaking rattle beneath my palms.


    “I think that's enough,” he said. “Marius, I think you've quite made your point.”


    He glowered for a moment longer before sliding out of his seat, gripping the edge of the table briefly, then storming off. Last night's cologne hung in the air in a faint aftermath; a poltergeist that was still seated across from me, eyes lowered, infuriated but not daring to say a single word.


    Vivian excused herself, following Marius up the stairs; and for the first time in what felt like a stretch of years, I was alone with my father.


    “Was that what it was like with my mother?” I asked him. “You just gave up.”


    “You're eighteen, Kaitlyn,” my father said. “Don't you dare try to talk as if you could possibly understand. People change. Situations change. The ideas you once had of love and life and relationships change.”


    “Break,” I said to him. “They break. I mean, I get it. I get what you're saying.”


    “Then why are you pressing me, Kaitlyn?”


    My father looked at me. Not as the man who had played some part in the fact that I was seated at that table; alive and breathing and full of that same intangible possibility that still tickled my fingertips in a deceivingly close, painful sort of way. He looked at me as a man, and only a man. Someone who was once just like me; a child, staring into their parents' eyes with that same unanswerable question of what it means to let go.


    “Did it have to break?” I asked him. “Was there really no saving it?”


    He carved another sliver of steak; chewed, swallowed, set his fork down. His fingers curled into fists.


    “No,” he finally answered. “No, there was no saving it. Your mother and I haven't been in contact since she left, and you know that. She left. I'm sorry that things resulted as they have; you didn't deserve to have to live without your mother. But no, there was no saving it.”


    I could hear Marius and his mother yelling at one another. Both were speaking French, which was a rarity; Marius was fluent, having learned from his mother whom, although born in the United States, was the daughter of parents born in the South of France.


    Marius never spoke a word of it to me, though. In fact, I had only heard him speak in the foreign tongue on occasions that had nothing to do with me; where I, the simple passerby, stood at a distance. He used the language for two things, and two things only: seducing women, and fighting with his mother.


    Footsteps thundered down the stairs. Marius was dressed; hair combed back; adjusting the buttons of his jacket as he gave one last glance into the dining room.


    We looked at each other; his gaze softened, and glancing at my father he retreated into the kitchen.


    Vivian was crying; my father, sighing, rubbed his temples. His gaze was on the tablecloth.


    “Why has she never gotten in touch?” I asked quietly. “Not once. Not once since leaving has she bothered to even have the decency to give me a phone call. Nothing.”


    My father stood, touching my cheek with a feeling of tenderness so foreign that it resulted in a queasy settling in my stomach.


    “Do you want the truth?” he asked.


    No, I thought. Nobody ever does.


    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I want the truth.”


    His eyes fell on the window, where tire marks had burned a line into the already dark, mineral-speckled driveway.


    “She didn't want this anymore,” he answered. “She didn't want to be my wife. She didn't want to be a mother. She was tired of it, and although I will never entirely understand, she was one of those rare women capable of walking away without a single feeling of regret or remorse.”


    My blood ran cold; my throat tightened. His hand fell, and in that span of time I wasn't quite sure what to feel anymore. What emotions were proper, or how I could piece these puzzles together in the most efficient, quickest way possible so that I might be able to comprehend something, anything.


    And yet, at the core of this anguished struggle, I acknowledged as I watched my father walk away that all of these inconsistencies, in their utter pain and fury, were the very fragile essence of being a teenager. Nothing quite made sense in that space between skull and brain; in the inner-workings of cells and neurons and the wires that sent every piece of information firing into action: a kiss, a scream.


    The one thing I lacked was the one thing that made the most sense out of all the beautific horror that was my life.


    When my father came downstairs, suitcase in tow, I looked at him.


    “Thank you,” I chose to say, even though I didn't exactly mean it or feel anything behind the two words. They simply slipped out. “I'm excited for Yale in the fall.”


    He kissed my forehead; Vivian eventually came downstairs, still blotting away tears. After several moments spent between Vivian and my father half-bickering over where they would be going for dinner that evening, they departed for some estate situated across sprawling lawns and equally-sprawling skies.


    The house rang with a dull silence; I closed my eyes and reminded myself to breathe. The action felt hollow; pelted by pixelated thoughts that were strewn throughout my head in a clash of past and present images.


    My mother's smile; white lilacs, ornate combs.


    My father weeping.


    My standing in a sea of shattered glass; broken angels and bellows through open windows.


    A white-lace ball; a wooden cross; a chastity pledge made in vain.


    Henry's eyes tilted to the ground, a final farewell.


    Marius floating in the pool of azure light; a crooked smile directed towards a shadowed sky that hung like heavy bruises amidst the occasional dusting of stars.


    White roses; a silver ring; an orgasm beneath scalding water.


    Tyler's laughter; his wrinkled tie; the firefly flicker of hope that rang throughout his entire disposition as the two of us were spinning in the blitz of colored light.


    Mr. Tennant's smile; eyes like two ink-stained fingertips pressed on white paper. Soft and sullen, perpetually pensive. His scent like crushed leaves.


    A bet. A wager with more than just my own virtue at stake.


    “Kaitlyn.”


    Marius touched the back of my head gently, and I tilted my wilted, swollen face just enough to give him some kind of recognition. The tablecloth, white linen, was damp.


    “Don't take this as a sign of weakness,” I told him. “I fully intend on winning this.”


    He stood quietly; idling as he knelt down to wipe away one of those tears that wanted to hang around forever.


    “What are we?” I asked him. “What is this really about?”


    “Pardon?” A single utterance of his foreign tongue. A sole gracing of the language I'd never know to speak or understand. “This is about you, and your freedom, and my ability to help make all your pretty, lovely dreams come true.”


    I sat up, letting out a shuddering sigh.


    “I just can't bear the thought of ruining an innocent man's life. I'm already feeling so tired.”


    Marius chuckled, removing a pair of sunglasses from his back pocket and balancing them on two fingers.


    “I wonder if he says the same thing about you,” Marius said. “If he's so concerned about ruining your life when he gives you those over-the-moon eyes during stage practice, or the two of you are swept up doing whatever it is you do when you're away from this place. Obviously not fucking. No, it's something else.”


    I stared at him. He slid the sunglasses on, his mouth twisting into something foul. Something unreadable.


    “Choice,” Marius said, after pausing for a length of time that seemed slightly too drawn out. As if he were carefully selecting his next move; the piece to slide across a chessboard. “It's more than just a word. It's an action. It's perhaps the one thing that joins all of us together in this little deviant game.”


    I stood, reaching up and removing the sunglasses. Marius didn't stop me; his hands, white-knuckled and clenched with forced intensity, slowly relaxed.


    He touched my face, and I didn't stop him.


    “Would you really do it, though?” I asked him. “Would you really touch me?”


    Marius stepped closer, his breath hinting of the hidden bottles of vodka that he kept particularly well-hidden.


    “I am touching you,” he said, trailing his finger down my cheek and pausing at my throat. “And you're touching me.”


    I stepped away, and he stiffened; his black-clad frame resembling just a blank pigment of the boy who seemed so capable of filling an entire room with his arrogant, narcissistic smoke.


    “Don't go falling in love,” he said. “Nothing good comes out of letting emotions choke you.”


    “You were always so good with humor,” I muttered. “Enjoy your father. At least he still wants you around.”


    Marius grabbed his coat, our figures separated by a blade of light that cut through the floor-to-ceiling window. As he opened the door, he smiled at me with an expression that seemed to forget the exchange of words from only moments prior. Marius St. Vincent's selective memory at its finest.


    “And you were so sure about not having a heart,” he said. “Whatever. Ciao.”


    With the sound of a door slamming and the loud peeling of tires against pavement, he was gone.


    In my bedroom, I sifted through the series of text-messages between Mr. Tennant and I; amused, truthfully, at how tame everything was between us – all things considered. There were no lude confessions; no erotic exchanges about every little thing that we wanted to expose one another to. The things we wanted to do to each other.


    I caught my expression in the mirror; dark hair surrounding alabaster skin; bled of any color from the bout of tears that still stained the tablecloth. My eyes were wide, surprised by the girl staring straight into her own reflection. Staring into the face of someone who was about to go the lengths of soaring past the delegated lines of student and teacher. All for the sake of freedom. All for the sake of something else, too. Something deeper.


    It started with a game.


    But now, I wasn't sure what this was anymore.


    


    I walked all the way to Mr. Tennant's, pausing only to regard with an unshakeable uneasiness the emptiness of the park across the street. Even the swings were still; the bars void of any climbing, gleeful children.


    I rang the bell, and he met me downstairs. He wore a sleepy smile along with his mess of black licorice hair; his T-shirt rumpled in spots. I figured he might have been napping.


    “That park,” I said, pressing my lips together. “It always seems so empty.”


    “Is that a suggestion?” he offered. “The park. Being empty.”


    I smiled. We linked hands, and in the darkness I let my teacher push me on the swing-set; a delightful laughter singing along with the ribbon-whipping wind. The air smelled of smoke and grease, of all the things that one might be trying to avoid during an excursion to the park. The inescapable things.


    When we went inside, he ordered Chinese; we ate out of the cartons using forks instead of chopsticks. Every time I noticed the visible sheen on his lips from oil or sauce, I kissed him. He smiled and kissed me back, our eyes both unfocused; glued to the projector screen that was playing Adrian Lyne's Lolita, which Will adored.


    Light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin. My soul.


    Lo-lee-ta.


    As he was clearing the littered cartons, I softened and let myself seep in the familiar surroundings like a sea sponge. Soaking in the tang of dust polish and the sound of that damned, ticking clock.


    I looked at the photos once more; at the girl with the light-brown hair and cordial-sweet face.


    Will touched the back of my neck, and I closed my eyes, instantly flooded with a painstaking need to throw him down on the floor and have him right there. His touch, even the smallest brushing of skin against skin, had come to produce a maddening reaction that I both craved and resented. It was never enough.


    “You're awful quiet about your past,” I said softly. “About the people in your life before you came here.”


    He smiled weakly.


    “Would you care for a little more transparency, or would that be too much?”


    “Would it?” I asked. “I don't know. I don't know much right now.”


    Will stepped closer, his hands running down the sides of my face with an intricate, trembling tenderness. He wiped the stray strands from my eyes and kissed the lids when they fell in response; my sight giving way in exchange for the subtle touch of warm breath against my skin.


    “Something's wrong,” he said. “What is it?”


    “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing and everything all at once.”


    His fingers traced down my jawline, stopping at my chin, then drawing away. When I could no longer stand the sound of the giant ticking clock, I walked towards his bedroom; he followed, several paces behind, seeming hesitant. Uncertain.


    We sat down on his unmade bed; gray cotton sheets and a white down comforter. The kind that makes you feel like you're falling asleep on a cloud. I grabbed the single pillow and hugged it to my chest. It smelled of Will, and I buried my face into the fabric.


    “Are you going to talk to me?” he asked quietly.


    I looked at him, as he sat with his legs crossed; completely formal, with not a single hint of a man who wanted to get me out of my clothes or under the covers. There was an invisible wall, albeit saran-wrap thin, between us.


    “Do you remember that night I first kissed you,” I said. His eyes lit up. “When I told you that I was a monster.”


    “Yes,” he answered. “You said we both were.”


    “Right.”


    “Is that what you're trying to tell me?” he asked. “That you're some kind of monster?”


    “I just -” I paused, swallowing. I thought briefly about the girl in the photograph, situated beneath the constant-ticking clock. I thought of the past; of string-sewn words and brash actions, and whether transparency was really valued as something worth valuing. As something worth throwing yourself on the line; or worse, hurting another person. Another human being. “I need to tell you something. Something about myself.”


    Mr. Tennant touched the tips of my fingers with his own, his eyes on the white comforter.


    “You don't have to,” he said, after a minute or so had passed. “I don't need to know.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You don't want to know?”


    “I mean,” he said, pausing. His hair had fallen over his eyes; now shaggy, borderline too long. Too long to seem professional, and more fitting for the part of the moody musician. “I mean I already know.”


    “And what is that?” I shifted closer, feeling his fingers enclose around a thin wrist. “What do you think you know?”


    Will swallowed; his eyes darting briefly to my left hand, to the ring, before falling again on my face.


    “You suffer, too,” he finally said. “You and me. We both do.”


    A stark chill hung in the room, and yet an undeniable warmth radiated between our two bodies. A hungry, barren pull that seemed to draw the two of us together as it always had; and what stemmed it, exactly? The fact that he was a superior; a man arguably beyond my senior. That I was his student, his pupil; his minor even given the technical legalities. That I was, all things considered, an adult on paper.


    We both suffered.


    He was looking at me when my chin finally tilted upwards. Each movement, every centimeter that his fingers crept across my skin, was slow and agonizing.


    “I want you,” I told him. “I want you right here. Right now.”


    Mr. Tennant closed his eyes, pressing his forehead against mine as his hands found my shoulders; he squeezed them gently. A sigh escaped his mouth in the softest of sounds.


    When our lips met, it was as if this entire game, this entire puzzle, had all come together for a single, sole reason. For myself and Will to find each other; two suffering, ill souls who had never found that small piece of solace that each and every human yearns for. The connection of skin-to-skin and something more.


    I touched his face, smooth and without any shadow of stubble. Will's eyes were alert, flickering, startled. His breath had dropped into something shallow and quick.


    Standing, I slid out of my top; the skirt followed, leaving me only in my panties and nothing else.


    “Do you want me, Mr. Tennant?”


    His eyes were all pupil; a dizzy, swirling ink.


    “Come here,” he whispered.


    I started to step forward, admittedly anxious. But he grabbed me before I could move or say anything at all.


    The sheets were cold; my skin craving the warmth of Will's hands and skin as he shed his shirt and tossed it to the floor. I grabbed the front of his jeans, unzipping them slowly as his mouth found my neck; I was slowed only by the feeling of his tongue and teeth nipping ever-so-gently. Not enough to leave a grisly mark, but enough to leave something small enough for me to see tomorrow.


    He sat up, my hands still clutching denim, and I slid his pants down to the ankles. I took his erection in my hand, warm and full, and kissed it.


    Will groaned softly. His hands slid up my neck and through my hair, pressing me backward on the bed.


    “I want you,” he breathed against my ear, my eyes closing like the words were a fast-working drug. I was fading into the sound of every syllable. “I've wanted you since the first moment I saw you.”


    We were naked and seized by the same shared, blood-boiling, all-encompassing want to connect. To writhe in the core, carnal pleasure that seemed to seep from every pore and every breath. I could hear the voodoo-drum beating of our hearts against the distant ticking clock; the moans stifled from abrupt, greedy kisses.


    I thought about the pain, I thought about saying something. About confessing, right then, that this was my very first time. But every time my lips parted, Will's mouth found mine, or his eyes caught my gaze in a hooded, heady fix.


    He ran a finger over my lips, bitten-down and flush; his hair tickled against my cheek. I was underneath him; the length of his frame hovering just inches above mine.


    “What do you want me to do to you?” he asked. “I'll do anything. Anything you want.”


    My heart was pounding; adrenaline shot through my veins like rope set aflame. I was dizzy with want, spinning with anticipation.


    I kissed him, hard. Feeling the aftermath; the inevitable bruising on my lips.


    “Fuck me, Mr. Tennant.”


    I closed my eyes in the few, drawn-out moments that Will spent ripping open the foil packet, rolling the condom on. I didn't look, but rather kept my eyes on his; sharp, utterly aware of every centimeter of movement, every small exhale.


    Then came the crushing weight; the gradual sinking of ourselves into one another. The pain came quickly, snapping and sharp, as he slid with a softly-serpent hiss into my body.


    He kissed me tenderly, his breath a shattered noise. Each inhale was harsh, cutting against my lips with a sweet warmth. Our tongues moved together, hot and sweetly timid.


    Fingers laced, I gripped his hand as if holding something more precious than even my own life; my heart, a ringing harmonic of plucked strings, vibrated with a deafening roar.


    Will moved above me slowly; every inch rising and falling into the depth of my very core with a dull, beating ache. There was a small blossoming of something, even in the pain, that was incredible.


    I wanted more of it. I wanted more of him.


    I moaned, digging my nails into his back and burrowing my face into his neck. I didn't want him to see any sign of remote pain; any cause for alarm. I wanted to revel in that moment of first-experience; relishing every stinging thrust and gasp for air. I wanted to record this primal soundtrack of skin-on-skin; tongues moving like eels in a dance so fluid and childishly demure. Every kiss a soft, warm pressing of flesh against flesh.


    My gaze was on his face. His eyes locked on mine and his lips were slant with a sharp, anguished ecstasy. I could see the imprint; every reservation slowly melting away like the first dusting of snow after the sun reveals itself.


    We were two people moving as one; a warm current running off the fumes and vapors of our shallow breaths. The blood running hot through thin, blue veins.


    From beneath his fair skin, I could see the lines run like a map up his forearm; tensed by his grip against my shoulders. His fingers ran down my face; a look of desperation pressing itself against his unearthly sallow cheeks.


    My eyelids fell as the thrusts of his hips against mine developed into something more frantic; my hands fluttered above his back, touching his hair, caressing his face. We kissed like it was the very last thing this life would grant us; our last act before an enveloping darkness. The inevitable grave that would swallow us both while we were still alive and our hearts still pulsing.


    Sweat pooled and ran down my temples. Strands of hair stuck to my skin in damp waves. My entire body trembled and swooned; drifting in and out of the impending lightening-strike of pleasure that grew in my lower-belly.


    It was a small orgasm; the green-light of what was possible with practice. But I relished the feeling of Will as he gave that one final thrust before tensing inside of me; all ghostly gasps, panting breath, a gentle moan.


    We swallowed saliva and tasted the sweat on our skin. I kissed Will's cheek, and he smiled.


    I closed my eyes and tried to push the throbbing ache away, focusing on Will's hand as it dipped past my lower belly and in between my legs.


    When he raised his fingers, there was blood. It stained the sheets and the tips of his fingers; the pale skin of my inner-thighs.


    My skin prickled with fear; my limbs paralyzed by the realization that I had just given my virginity to a man who never knew.


    We locked eyes. I didn't say a word.


    “This was my first time,” I said quietly, eyes falling to the site of ruined fabric. “You were my first time.”


    He stared at the aftermath of our act. At the sheets that he'd need to throw away; or maybe he would burn the evidence. He rubbed the red-paint mess of my tattered hymen between his fingers, lost in a look of disbelief, and swallowed sharply.


    I didn't move. I didn't dare speak.


    Of all the possible reactions, he kissed me. There was a feral intensity to the way our mouths met; our teeth occasionally clashing; lips chapped and snagging against unintended bites.


    “Are you alright?” he asked, pulling me against him. I could hear his heart thrash from beneath the skin, rattling behind bones. “Are you in pain?”


    I smiled, breathing in the scent of cologne and sweat.


    “Sometimes I don't know if this is real, or if I'm just dreaming,” I said. “But either way, I wish I could do everything in this life with you.”


    Will smiled, though it was small. The corners of his lips were weighed with the unspoken things that even I had no awareness of. A decade of experiences that I had no idea of; that I hadn't lived.


    He lifted me in his arms, cradling me in the air as he carried me into the bathroom and set me down on cold tile. Quick-working hands wiped my skin down with a warm cloth; ringing out red droplets into the glaringly white sink. My blood. I watched the action with a morbid interest.


    We bathed each other in the small bathtub; Mr. Tennant's limbs coiled to fit us both. I ran my hands down the plane of his chest, kissing a soft trail down his sternum. We listened to the clock tick and laughed at our sweet nothings until the oil-infused water had become tepid, our fingers pruned.


    Afterwards, I couldn't help but cut a glance at the sheets. Mr. Tennant stood beside me, his eyes unwavering from the same spot. The two of us hovered in the doorway, naked and dripping and smelling of lavender.


    “I'll find a new set,” Will said, dipping into the bathroom closet and returning with new linens. He changed the bedding as I tugged on one of his oversized T-shirts, and the two of us crawled into bed like a couple of teenagers; giddy and high on the soaring delight of our devilish secret.


    We huddled against one another; arms wrapped around torsos; my head against his chest. As I began to doze off, uncertain if he was as affected by the drowsy sound of breath and street-clatter, I asked.


    “Who is the girl in the photograph?”


    He kissed my temple gently.


    “I'll tell you later,” he answered. “You should get some sleep.”


    I fell asleep to the sound of rustling sheets, the ticking clock, the occasional yawn and stretch of limbs against the mattress. There was a cool air that sank over the room; a comforting chill that made the heat of Mr. Tennant's touch that much more welcoming.


    It was the first time I had ever shared a bed with anyone; and of all people, I was sharing it with my teacher.


    I closed my eyes, and drifted into sleep. And in all truthfulness, I would have been more than alright with never seeing the dawn break. I would have been perfectly accepting of that night being my very last on Earth. In the arms of a man who I should have never even seen beyond the bounds of desks and homework scribblings.


    Here he was, in my arms; in my arms, and etched somewhere deeper. Into my bones, my brain. Into the space that only months before I had sworn off existing: my heart.


    


    That morning, I left before daybreak, careful not to wake Will. As I quietly dressed, I noted the ring still on my left hand, and smiling, slid it off.


    Kneeling beside Mr. Tennant, I kissed his forehead and placed the ring on his pinky finger. He forever had a piece of me now.


    I walked through the empty, harrowing space while trying to ignore the persistent pain that caused me to walk more carefully.


    Marius was in the library, asleep at the desk, his head cushioned by his journal. When the door opened, he blinked and raised his head. His eyes fell.


    “Where were you?” he asked, sitting up and glancing at the enormous clock that hung above the doorway. It was gilded in bronze. His hair seemed darker in the shadows, his face like white marble. I could see every outline, softened by the absence of the sun that was still catching up to the moon. “It's barely four in the morning.”


    My hair was still damp, the strands falling cold against my shoulders. Mr. Tennant's cologne and the fading smell of herbs still lingered in the fibers of last night's clothes. As I approached Marius, still sore and nearly stumbling, I knew that he was already aware. His eyes were on the marble floor; a swirling gray. He looked as if he were about to weep or send his fist through the window; a simultaneous sound of both choking and laughter fell from two barely-parted lips.


    “Just say it,” he said, clenching both hands into fists. “Don't waste my time standing here with that smug look on your face.”


    I took his face in my hands, and kissed him on the forehead.


    “I win,” I said gently. “The game is over.”


    


    


    

  


  
    FOURTEEN


    


    I kept the check in the second drawer of my dresser, right beneath a folded arrangement of tops that I very seldom wore. It was a small pocket of comfort, seeing the piece of paper neatly folded and tucked away safely. A reminder of my conquest that was not over Mr. William Tennant, but rather Marius.


    Consequently, Marius wouldn't speak to me. He spent his time locked up in his bedroom, blaring angry music until my father shouted for him to silence it. His choice of self-torture was both loud and mutilating; occasionally I would find him sitting with his face in his hands, wisps of hair stuck about in disarray, and I would wonder why he was behaving so dramatically. He would play the piano for hours upon hours - the same tune, the same drizzle of notes that I could only hear if I stepped out onto the balcony. The roses were particularly still; hanging with the beads of water from April's ceaseless cascades of rainfall. May was fast approaching; sending a warning in the form of a constant collection of gray-cotton clouds.


    I thought of all the things I could now do. I was excited beyond words over all the possibilities that were now at my fingertips. Obviously, at some point, I would have to confront my father about the fact that I wouldn't be attending Yale in the fall; however, it was of little worry to me.


    Marius had left to my dispense, scrawled in barely-legible handwriting, a check for an unspeakably obscene amount of money – six digits.


    And yet, that was only half of the full amount that he had stashed away in his personal trust. Not counting the unfathomable amount that he would be making after leaving school behind and following his father's footsteps up the same chain of wealth and hierarchy.


    “Why only half?” he had asked. His eyes, that morning, were pink-rimmed and bloodshot. We were seated in the Great Room on opposing ends; he remained at the piano, fingers still on the keys. I was seated by the window, tapping a finger lazily against the glass.


    “Because I don't want all of it,” I answered. “I'm being generous. I'm leaving you something.”


    “I don't need it,” he answered bleakly. He refused to look at me.


    Still, I smiled.


    “You could thank me,” I suggested.


    He didn't, of course. Marius simply stormed out, slamming the doors behind him, and I stowed away the check until I could find a moment to take care of the financial matters discreetly, and without the adults taking notice. Thankfully, the trust was left to Marius from his father, whose only stipulation was that Marius be eighteen before being granted sole responsibility of the account. As it stood, with Marius having passed that single threshold, all potential risk of prying-eyes had been smoothly severed.


    Still, direction only served as a loving companion in the throws of my chaotic disregard for all things moral; but again, the thoughts of potential consequence were only fleeting. Overthrown by fits of overwhelming joy at any prospect of being in the arms of my teacher, my paramour. My only regret or concern was how long it seemed to take for the hours to pass before I would be back in the classroom, watching Mr. Tennant write notes on the board and talk about all the things he knew that I had not yet learned; truly, his knowledge of things written in textbooks thick with scripture-thin pages was vast. Factoids of information, some of it useless, bubbled from him with an adoring intensity that we were all at once swept up in. Basking and bathing in the light that only served to highlight a tenderly moving hand or coy, quick grin.


    In the theater, watching him read lines was a treat; he read each word with a furious passion and understanding; which was frustrating and fascinating. I longed, constantly, for the moments where I could catch a glance of him smiling in the direction of my desk or seat or passing spot in the hallway. Each minute without him dragged by sluggishly; an unbearable circumstantial request.


    In the classroom, he wore the ring on a silver chain that hung around his neck. Always safely beneath his shirt, but the glimpse alone of the chain was enough to make me smile from my desk; reclined and watching him with a melting fondness.


    I had never felt anything like this before. It was frightening and apocalyptic all at once. It was all enough to even bring Tyler to notice the gradual change in my disposition.


    “You're all googly-eyed,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “You've been spacing out like every five minutes. What are you staring at?”.


    We were in the theater early, about fifteen minutes before practice started. While Tyler and I were sitting in the far-back, I found myself glancing Mr. Tennant each time he cut a look down at his tattered copy of Romeo and Juliet. Will busied himself on stage with the props, occasionally fiddling with something and knocking it over.


    I giggled. Tyler looked up at me, eyebrows raised, visibly perplexed.


    “Are you not impressed with the stage props?” I offered, pointing a finger at the erected castle that was situated right in front of the curtain. “We've really outdone ourselves.”


    “Yeah,” Tyler said, shrugging. “But that's not what you were looking at.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Mr. Tennant,” he said, though it came out softly; the name crackled like carbonated liquid. “You're staring at him.”


    My mouth went dry. On the stage, Mr. Tennant was preoccupied with kicking a mannequin's head around; dropping it into the orchestra pit with a loud clatter. More chuckles resulted; trickling in from a few girls that had popped in to steal a passing look. A quick glance at Will.


    “Everyone stares at Mr. Tennant,” I said quietly. That sufficed to shut him up.


    Marius was on stage first, reenacting the scene where Marius feuds with Mercutio in the streets of fair Verona. After succeeding in taking Mercutio (a lanky, auburn-haired actor named Scott) down in less than a minute flat, Marius suggested that Will try his hand.


    He tossed him a sword, and the sound of metal against metal was immediate.


    Mr. Tennant won, sending him spiraling into a prop that proceeded to fall backward with a resounding crash. Marius' face twisted into something humiliated. When he stepped down from the stage, Will called Tyler and I up to run the masquerade scene yet again; but when he attempted to start the line where Romeo first sets sights on Juliet, Mr. Tennant interjected.


    “Might I offer a pointer?” he asked. Naturally, Tyler nodded his head. “Have a watch and then follow.”


    Mr. Tennant then stepped to the left, instructing Tyler and I to dance as he ran the line.


    Did my heart love til' now? Foreswear it, sight! For I ne'er saw true beauty til' this night.


    I could already hear the audible swoons from the audience; sighs and chairs creaking as a few of the girls – simple watchers, not players – leaned forward.


    And I, hidden in the shrouds of dim stage-light, suppressed a sigh; leaning in and feeling as Tyler's heart quickened, his hands tightening around my waist.


    When Tyler echoed Mr. Tennant, proceeding in a flurry of claps from the few students who were watching from their seats, Marius followed with a slow eye-roll.


    “Good,” Will said, smiling. His arms were folded; a bit of hair stuck to his forehead; his toes pointed in arrow formation. He wore jeans that afternoon; a pair of black Converse and a shirt comically covered in a slew of Shakespearean quotes. “Very good. You two can have a seat. I'd like to see Mercutio and Benvolio up here now.”


    Mr. Tennant snapped his fingers, and the two actors hurried up the steps. Tyler and I watched their banter with a light interest, sharing his headset (Snow Patrol's Chocolate crackled through the ill-fitting ear-pierces) and occasionally twirling the red wires absentmindedly between fingers.


    After the song ended, Tyler gave me a sideways glance.


    “Hey,” he said, staring at the stage. His eyes were glued on Mr. Tennant. “Remember that time you came into chapel smelling like cologne?”


    My skin grew hot.


    “Yeah,” I said. “And do you remember what I told you? They practically bathe in the stuff here.”


    “I mean,” he paused, plucking the earbud from his ear and staring at the mindless piece of plastic like the fuzzy noise somehow held his missing puzzle piece. “I was walking through the hallway this morning, right?”


    “And?”


    “And,” he started. “I saw Mr. Tennant helping Mrs. Grier with a bunch of papers that she'd been carrying back from the library. Well, I knelt down to help her out, too, and I noticed something.”


    He stopped talking. Just like that.


    I looked at him, eyes narrowed, bile rising in my throat.


    “What did you notice?” I asked, vaguely sharp. “Is Mr. Tennant fucking Mrs. Grier? Because that would be only slightly revolting. She's married.”


    He shook his head with a disarming softness; his eyes fell to the ground. It was then that I saw it: a mix of disbelief that seemed to be layered as his eyelids slowly rose. He had an inkling, that was certain; but there remained a part of Tyler that didn't want to actually know. That wanted to believe that the little, lingering glances between Mr. Tennant and I were nothing more than moments easily summed up by fatigue and feeling muddleheaded. That the way we stood on stage, the way his toes were constantly pointed in my direction, was nothing more than a simple stance; a simple place to stand.


    “You smelled like him,” he said, looking at me. “The cologne. It was the same.”


    There are moments in life when you realize that your only option is to skewer the truth. To lie straight through your teeth in that jaw-clenching sort of way that leaves you with a hateful, pin-prickling realization that you are, inescapably, a liar. That in that lie, that single lie, you are confessing something greater and darker and deeper than even you might be willing to admit.


    I had only a second to decide what the right words to throw together were; did I altogether dismiss the notion of Mr. Tennant and I? Did I disregard it entirely?


    “You're crazy, Tyler,” I shoved him playfully. “I mean, yeah, it was his cologne. He gave me a hug that morning; I was bent out of shape about my dysfunctional family and he was just trying to be empathetic.”


    “You never told me you guys talked about anything. And why not just come to me? He's a teacher. That's sort of weird.”


    Maybe. Maybe it was weird. But it didn't feel weird; nor did it feel like any of the other listless number of ugly synonyms that others would undoubtedly pelt us with – a hot sting of bullets – if our relationship was discovered. The shame that slickened each forbidden word - each kiss and caress - only served to heighten the intensity of each encounter. It was a melancholic cocktail of lust and languish, and even in the constant awareness that I was teetering on the ledge of potential disaster, I had no desire to walk away.


    I was fine, really, with the idea that it might seem weird. But the truth is, nobody goes into these taboo affairs really caring about what other people think. Even when seeking out supposed advice, it's never because the affected individual is really looking for a morsel of information. They are solely seeking affirmation; the notion that their actions are acceptable. That's all it ever is.


    I thought about the check sitting in the drawer of my dresser, and how, if nothing else, I had the ability to make all of these temporary surroundings go away, anyway. Nothing really seemed to pose much of a threat.


    The music was stopped-short as Tyler pulled the plug from my ear, his eyebrows stark-straight.


    “Because I didn't want to be all in-your-face with my problems, and he asked,” I said numbly, shaking my head. “Jesus. I don't know, Tyler. I didn't tell you because I didn't want this to happen. You questioning things when there's nothing to question.”


    He raised an eyebrow, and I bit my tongue.


    “Don't tell me you really think that there's something between Mr. Tennant and I,” I said. “Because believe me. He's not the kind of teacher that goes around fucking students. He'd lose his job. I'd lose everything.”


    Tyler's features fell; a single hand swept through his shaggy head of hair. He nodded, his shoulders rising and falling with a dismissive heaviness.


    “I'm sorry,” he finally said. “I'm just feeling weirdly cynical about everything lately. Like, my life. My family. And Stanford – I mean, for Christ's sake, what if I don't end up being able to go to college? What if I end up working some bullshit service job for the rest of my life?”


    I stared at him, alarmed. Startled.


    “I'll die poor, and lonely, and miserable like my mother.”


    He was silent after that. I reached over and touched his hand; he flinched, wincing and turning away. I knew that he wanted to cry; that there was still this throbbing, vulnerable animal that cowered inside his jail-cell ribcage.


    “I'm just scared, is all,” he added, barely a mutter. “I'm scared.”


    “Don't be scared,” I told him. “I'm here for you, friend.”


    Tyler gave a weak half-smile. Friend.


    I smiled, too.


    We watched Mr. Tennant, who sat with his legs crossed on the single chair that was situated center-stage; the rest of the cast watched him intently; eager, each of them, to hear what he would have to say next. They hung on his words, smitten with his accolades and his accent.


    The only person who seemed utterly disinterested was Marius; he sat reclined in his seat, staring at the ceiling.


    “Would anyone care to laugh at a few videos of myself when I played a certain young Romeo?” Mr. Tennant offered. “I may or may not have brought some along. Strictly for aid, of course. Not to, you know, laugh at how terrible my 90's haircut was.”


    We all laughed, myself included. There was a warm excitement that spread through me as Will went and fetched the television set, wheeling it in on a cart with one of those bum-wheels that spun in circles. He had a collection of old VHS tapes; each marked with black-ink scribblings; and after a moment of internal debate he selected one and popped it into the slot.


    What followed was a series of captured moments; Mr. Tennant, alive and living on the television screen. He was younger, of course. His hair, much as I had imagined it, was longer; his limbs lean, covered in a T-shirt that was slightly oversized; in jeans that hung loosely from his hips. He stood, reading the same lines that Tyler had read only minutes before. Every so often he would pause, crack a smile, and laugh as the director told him to re-run the line. Nervous fingers would comb through his hair that would, in return, only proceed to fall gracefully across his forehead.


    At one point, he took the camera in his hands, giving us a direct glimpse of his youthful face. A glowing, giddy smile. There was a sweet bashfulness to the way his cheeks flushed at all of the attention.


    “How does it feel to be playing Romeo?” The director asked. “Here at the Globe Theater, no less. This is your first performance, yes?”


    “Oh, I'm quite excited!” he laughed. “I'm very honored. This is lovely. All of it is quite lovely.”


    Will chuckled at his own words. It was almost haunting, the contrast between the two faces. On one end, there was Will – Will Tennant – a young boy, a teenager, standing on a stage and playing the role of a love-struck Montague. On the opposing end, there was Mr. William Tennant; standing on the theater stage of New York's most prestigious preparatory academy; a decade past the point where youthful dreams still rang true with the clenching hope that each of us sitting in our small spots were still scrambling to hold onto. The oncoming marks of age had since graced Mr. Tennant's boyish face. Lines, albeit faint, had imprinted on the outer-corners of his eyes.


    On the screen, Will stepped back; his hands fluttering at his sides with an endearing anxiousness. The director laughed, and Mr. Tennant covered his face, embarrassed.


    We all laughed. Mr. Tennant then fast-forwarded to a dress-rehearsal; Will standing, yet again, on stage. But this time, he was dressed a relatively modernized version of the Renaissance costumes; his hair styled; his face powder-white and beautifully shadowed by lighting. The stage make-up only served to highlight the bones in his cheeks, the rouge of his mouth. As he read his lines, there was an enviable fluidity to the way he spoke; an understanding flowed from him in the kind of way that made us all feel as if maybe, just maybe, he would have loved Juliet even if the two of them hadn't ended in such an untimely matter; poison, a dagger.


    When Juliet appeared, taking her place at the balcony, my heart stopped. I watched her glide over to Will, dressed in forest-colored silk; her hair braided in white ribbons; long and flowing in russet-colored waves down to her waist. She spoke with the same intensity, the same passion. It was almost painful to watch.


    I recognized her. She was, unmistakably, the girl from the photograph in Will's apartment. The girl who had since remained immortalized; perched within clear sight on a dusty shelf lined with books and other beloved things.


    She cupped his face in her hands, kissing him. I felt sick; my face burned with a petty envy. So much so, that when Mr. Tennant glanced at me, I averted my eyes; keeping them low and away from the garish, brightly-lit screen until the film cut, and it was over.


    Static hissed; Mr. Tennant stopped the video, ejected it, and there was a brief pause before he smiled tightly.


    “Well,” he said. “There you have it.”


    In truth, I should have known; and beyond that, I wasn't angry. People are permitted to have pasts, after all. I had a past.


    Still, the emotions raged. It was unpreventable. I clamped my mouth shut, biting my tongue.


    When Mr. Tennant dismissed the group, I turned to Tyler.


    “Can I come over your house?” I asked. “I feel like watching lame movies. And I kind of miss your mom.”


    Tyler smiled.


    “Yeah,” he said. “That sounds nice, actually.”


    As we walked away, I could feel Mr. Tennant's eyes follow me down the steps and to the door. It was a terrible feeling, actually; never had I wanted so badly to turn around and look at someone; to open my mouth and say something. But with Tyler next to me, walking with his arm draped across my shoulder, with absolutely no idea that Mr. Tennant was silently analyzing each movement of his body language, I couldn't. All I could do was catch his reflection in the slit of window as the door was opening; a faint, small smile.


    I turned around, still tethered to Tyler, and waved goodbye.


    “You okay?” Tyler asked, kicking up a piece of stray paper as we walked through the parking lot. “You look a little sad.”


    Against the building, hidden only partially by the branches of a blossoming Dogwood, Piper and Marius were whispering to one another. Piper stood with her hands balled into fists; her face fallen to the sidewalk. Marius, whose arms were crossed, wasn't looking at her.


    “I'm fine,” I assured him. He nodded, noting the silent scene between my step-brother and the girl he should have let go while there was still snow on the ground.


    “What's it like?” Tyler asked. “Living with him. He's kind of a bastard.”


    We got into his car, turned on the radio, and I pulled my coat tightly around my torso. As we sped on, the surroundings blurred like a photograph left out in the rain.


    “Probably as you would imagine it,” I muttered. “He's a fucking bastard. There isn't much else to tell.”


    


    There was an envelope sitting on the kitchen table when Tyler and I walked through the front door. Laura, still swearing her black serving apron, was finishing with the last spread of icing on a white-frosted cake.


    “I like to find any reason to celebrate,” she smiled, kissing the top of Tyler's head.


    He grabbed the envelope. It was from Stanford.


    “It's big,” he breathed. “It's...heavy.”


    We sat down on the floor in the living room; a shared stare frozen between the two of us.


    “Should I wait?” he asked, turning to his mother. “For dad, I mean.”


    “Dad's working late,” she smiled, though her expression – albeit faint - drooped ever so slightly. “Tyler, this is about you. Don't wait. You've waited long enough.”


    Shaking his head, he tore through the envelope. I crept closer, practically unable to breathe, and was hit with the sudden rush of realization that I had never once, in my entire life, felt this much anticipation and anxiety for another human being.


    He held up the letter, his eyes widening.


    “I got in,” he choked. “I got into Stanford.”


    The envelope was filled with paperwork that he hadn't yet looked at; a booklet, an award letter. A full ride to the university that Tyler had spent the past months tearing out his hair and crawling the walls over.


    He placed the letter down, took me into his arms, and wept. It was also the first time, and the only time, that I had ever seen someone cry tears of joy.


    “I did it,” he said. “I can barely believe that this is actually my life.”


    When his father arrived, I watched them hold each other for what felt like a solid eternity. We ordered pizza and used paper napkins for plates; afterwards, our fingers were covered in grease. We ate slabs of cherry-vanilla cake and drank out of paper cups filled to the brim with Ginger Ale (because Tyler's mom, while cool, was still a mom). We watched 500 Days of Summer on their little tube-box television, and every so often Tyler would stop to sob into his arm, cover his mouth, and echo for the thousandth time how absolutely overwhelmed he was.


    It was the single most precious thing, I think, I had ever seen.


    During the ride home, we listened to generic radio pop and rambled on about class and practice and whether or not the girls at Trinity Prep would still think Mr. Tennant was as attractive if he lost the British accent.


    “Probably,” I said. Tyler nodded.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Probably.”


    When we pulled into the driveway, stopping by the gate, I noticed that all the lights were off; not a window was even faintly illuminated.


    “I've decided that I want to be a teacher,” Tyler said, eyes narrowed as he gazed through the windshield and past the gate. “I want to teach English. I want to be one of those teachers that hangs venue posters on my classroom walls, and plays music before class starts, and talks to my students like they're actually people.”


    He smiled.


    “What are you going to do?” he asked, glancing at me. “We never talk about it.”


    “I know,” I said. “I know we don't.”


    “Do you have a plan?” he asked. “Are you going to Yale? What would you want to study?”


    I shrugged my shoulders heavily, my throat tightening.


    “I don't really know.” There was no way I could tell him about the bet, or the check that was hidden away beneath unworn fabric. “I'm sort of not certain about anything right now. Sometimes I worry.”


    “That's not a bad thing,” he said. “If each of us was always aware of what existed at every turn, there wouldn't be any excitement. I think sometimes it's good to be uncertain. It makes you think.”


    I smiled, brushing the stray hair from his face. When I gathered my backpack, I hugged him tightly.


    “Don't be scared, Kait,” he said. “Alright?”


    “Alright,” I said. “I'll try.”


    I slammed the door shut, and he was gone before my feet reached the gate.


    Inside, Marius was waiting at the dining room table. Vivian stood next to him. My father, arms crossed, was waiting by the entrance. Each of them was blanketed with a ghostly pallor; all color had drained from their skin.


    “Why is everyone sitting around a table in the dark?” I asked, glancing at Marius. His eyes were fixed, dead frozen, on the centerpiece - a bouquet of white Peonies. “What's wrong?”


    Marius took in a deep breath before speaking. “Have you bothered checking your phone?”


    I pulled it out. Seven missed calls; two from Marius, and five from my father.


    “What happened?” I asked. “What's going on?”


    Marius turned away, covering his face. Vivian showed not even the slightest hint of emotion. Her lips, a thin plum line, were slack. My father didn't say anything.


    I looked at him; the desperation crawling over me like the dead, strangling vines the crept up the walls of our palatial prison.


    “What happened?” I repeated. “For the love of God, somebody say something.”


    My father looked at me, then Marius, then to the floor. It was then, for the first time since my mother had left, I heard him cry; it came crumbling from him without any restraint. There was a terrifying quake to the way his entire body shook; like someone who had been harboring every single emotion into some hidden reserve so deep that once it was finally found - unlocked, unleashed - there was nowhere to go but out.


    Inside me, every organ and bone went cold.


    “Your mother's dead,” he said, wiping his face with the sleeve of his shirt. “She's gone.”


    The words punctured through me like a rusted nail punched through calloused skin. My father, a stranger in that moment, took me into his arms and held me there for a very long time.


    While there was a part of me that wanted to pull away, to run, to chase after Tyler and collapse against the smell of cotton and cheap body spray, I didn't.


    I let my father hold me, because that's what children do. They comfort their parents.


    Marius followed me into my bedroom, closing the door behind him. I sat down on the edge of the bed, my face burning; my vision blurred even though there were no tears.


    He sat down next to me, and I didn't stop him.


    When he held my hand, I didn't stop him, either.


    “I'm sorry,” he apologized. “I'm a prick. I know I am.”


    I kicked off my uniform shoes; my skirt, hiked high up against a naked thigh, was fraying at the hem.


    “How did she do it?” I asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “How did she off herself?” I asked. “And don't try to tell me she didn't. I know she did. She didn't spend nearly a decade totally estranged from her daughter without a single word and then suddenly pass away from an aneurism.”


    Marius ran a finger across my palm.


    “She loved you,” he said quietly.


    “She was severely unstable,” I snapped. “She never really loved anyone. She was a beautiful fucking fool who never felt a damn emotion towards anything or anyone.”


    Which is why my father married Vivian. It was better to spend the remaining time with someone so vapid that there was no expectation of any real attachment; any real feeling of that same connection that most soulmates share. They simply coexisted in order to keep one another company. That was enough; and if it wasn't, it was all they had.


    “Overdose,” Marius said. “I'm sorry.”


    A strange girl stared at me from across the room; I didn't recognize her. The emotion in her wide, brown eyes - or in the way she sat, hunched over as if suffering a bullet-wound – had for so long remained a foreign concept. Nonexistent.


    Impossible. I don't have a heart.


    I looked over at my hand, my fingers still touching Marius'.


    “I need to go,” I told him. “But I can't have my father or your mother wondering where I am.”


    Marius nodded.


    “Don't worry,” he said. “Just go. But Kaitlyn, you should be fair to him. Let him go before he finds out and things get ugly.”


    I was about to walk out barefoot until he handed me my shoes.


    “You're one to talk,” I said. “You never let things go. You just obsessively write about them in that damned journal. And if you do, it's never before things end up detonating like a ticking time bomb.”


    There was nothing he could say, and I tried to tell myself, as I ran through the black garden grass, that those two words – don't worry – were at least something to take comfort in.


    On the street, surrounded by the embrace of soothing New York discord, I pulled out my phone.


    First course of action: I called Tyler. My friend. My only friend. I told him my mother had died. I listened to him cry in near hysterics through the phone line, apologizing as if he had some part to play.


    “God,” he said. “Do you want me to come over? My mom will let me. She'll understand.”


    “No,” I told him. “No. I need to be with my family.”


    A lie. Another lie. But I didn't give myself time to wallow in the fact that I was shitty friend, a dishonest friend. Maybe not even a friend at all. I simply wandered down the sidewalk, occasionally glancing at the dying bar signs with their rave-colored lights and wondering how long the bulbs lasted before they went out.


    Second action: I called Will. My lover. My teacher. I flagged at taxi and wept against a disgusting window smeared with hand-prints. I handed the driver several crumpled bills, told him to keep the change. I stumbled up the steps and into Mr. Tennant's apartment. I fell into his arms, weeping, waiting for the small pocket of breath where I could finally choke out: my mom's dead. She's gone. She's never coming back and I just don't know how to feel about anything or anyone anymore.


    Mr. Tennant took my face in his hands; tears brimmed and spilled down my cheeks; and after kissing them away, he took me into his arms and led me into the living room. We made love on the floor covered in only the muted images dances across a projector screen. Harvey. I savored the sounds of frantic breath, smacking lips; soft moans and aching fingertips. I listened to him whisper how much he had missed me in my ear, a stray hand tracing up my thigh that was still clothed. I hadn't even bothered taking off my uniform.


    “I wish I could do everything with you,” I told him. We were on the floor, breathless, only our eyes connected. “You were my first, and I know that life is unpredictable and often cruel. But I wish that you could be my last.”


    He touched the ring that rested against his chest. He touched my face. He kissed me. But he said nothing in return.


    Third (and final) course of action: acknowledge that I was indeed delusional. That I had no idea what I had done, or just how deep the grave was that I had dug myself into. An explosive secret that once detonated would impact everything.


    The thought frightened me to the point that it was almost paralyzing. I couldn't help but think of that old nursery rhyme, singing as a child while I ran in circles – hand-in-hand – with all the school-yard children.


    Ashes


    Ashes


    We all fall down.


    

  


  
    FIFTEEN


    


    [I think that the biggest shock to me, after learning of her death, was that she was still in New York after all. Not in California, nor in some faraway country. After the funeral, which was an open-casket affair attended by essentially all of Manhattan's high-society inhabitants, I had succumbed to the realization of two things:


    My mother, still vain even on the cusp of her own mortality, had left a beautiful corpse. She was just as candidly delicate from when I last remembered her; the snapshot image now vaguely speared by time. A parishma scarf, Jackie Q sunglasses, lilac perfume. It was my understanding that when her body was found, she was dressed in her favorite pair of diamond earrings; the bottle resting only centimeters from a perfectly-manicured hand. Her husband, who I refused to even find amidst the sea of identically-dressed men in suits, had found her the bathtub of their lavish suite at the Plaza. He had left, supposedly, to attend a business meeting.


    The gossip was the she had caught him fucking their maid; incidentally, a teenage-thing from Thailand.


    Lastly, she had died in a manner that was appropriately over-indulgent; a handful of Xanax chased with a bottle of Croizet.


    I wondered how quick it was. I wondered if, in those last moments, she was ever conscious enough to realize that she was drowning. That she was dying.


    Marius stood with his mother, stone-faced and staring at the casket. His hands nervously ran up and down the length of his tie, or tugged at thin suit lapels. My father's face held no expression as he watched me say goodbye to a woman that I had already said goodbye to once before.


    At least I had Tyler, who stood beside me; his presence felt more like that of a guardian than a friend. He had dressed in a dark-gray shirt and black tie, black pants, and his uniform shoes. When he looked into her casket, his face lit up with a haunting, sickened awe:


    “She looks like a movie starlet,” he said, pale and flushed simultaneously.


    “She looks like a powdered body in expensive cloth,” I corrected.


    Somewhere in the far back, Mr. Tennant was waiting to pay his respects. When I finally spotted him, dressed entirely in black, he acknowledged both Tyler and I with a small nod and placed a single white rose next to her photograph; oversized, black and white, heavily airbrushed.


    It was strange and uncomfortable, watching him shake my father's hand. Will wore that same glowing, professional smile mixed with a proper empathetic softness; a tenderness reflected in the way his voice cracked, ever so slightly, when he spoke.


    “I'm terribly sorry for your loss,” he said. “Kaitlyn is a very dear student. If there's anything you need, please don't hesitate to get in touch.”


    Very dear student.


    Translation: Mr. Laurent, I'm fucking your daughter.%


    Juniper-dusted wind kissed my hair; sepia strands danced as I watched Mr. Tennant walk across the cemetery, hands in pockets, eyes low.


    Tyler flocked to his parents when they called him over; gathering with tight-lipped smiles and grocery-purchased flowers wrapped in wrinkled cellophane. They hugged me tightly, then turned to my sole remaining parent and tried their best to create some kind of conversation.


    He stared at them, bewildered. It was his first and only conversation with two people that were, for lack of a better description, poor. Not of his kind.


    When they left, Tyler went with them.


    “You sure you don't need me to stay?” he asked.


    I shook my head, looking at my feet; ballet flats. My knees looked knobby, awkward.


    “I kind of just want to be alone,” I told him. “I'm going to try and sleep this off. I need to be in best form for practice.”


    “Yeah,” he said, glancing at Marius. At Vivian. “Are your parents coming to the play?”


    I laughed. A horrible, broken, ugly sound. Then I glanced at the casket, now closed, covered in a littering of floral arrangements.


    “Is my mother coming back from the dead?” I asked.


    That was enough. Tyler's freckled nose crinkled; his green eyes hanging with a dampened look of apology and discomfort. He hugged me for a long, long time, then departed through the sea of black fabric and glittering faces.


    I found Marius sitting next to a crumbling tombstone; the name once engraved had been washed out by time and weather. But even so, he was looking at the aged placemark as he if wanted to know who was resting beneath the ground. His shoulders were hunched, legs crossed, tie loosened, collar undone. When he heard my footsteps, he turned and glanced toward the crowd with tepid interest; any emotion shielded by a pair of stark-black sunglasses.


    “I really am sorry about your mother,” he said, but he wasn't looking at me.


    I nodded, but I wasn't looking at him.


    “Me too.”


    


    That night, I texted Mr. Tennant.


    Come over, I said. Nobody's home.


    Vivian and my father went to stay in the city for the weekend. I suppose this was his way of apologizing to his new wife over the hours spent periodically sobbing over his previous. A small getaway; a brief and temporary slice of sweet escape in the form of cocktails and a candle-lit dinner.


    He called me exactly seven minutes later; the vibration hummed over my skin.


    “Hello, Mr. Tennant,” I said wearily. “I need you to come over. I have a homework-related question.”


    “All homework-related inquiries can be addressed in the classroom,” he said. I could practically see the bleak smile stretch across his mouth. “Or you could ask me now.”


    “Fine,” I sighed. “I need you to come over for other reasons.”


    “What reason would that be?”


    The chandelier cast white orbs of light over my funeral garb; a conservative black dress, long-sleeved, cut off at mid-thigh.


    “I'm grieving,” I said. “I need you to come console me.”


    He paused. I swear, I could practically hear the clock ticking in the background. Papers rustled; he was probably grading.


    “Is it safe?” he asked. “Maybe you should just come here. I can call you a cab.”


    “I would say that we're past playing safe, Will,” I told him. “You're a grown man. I'm eighteen. You're a teacher. I'm a student. And we're having sex.”


    But when you rip this little dynamic apart at the seams; down to the fibers and bone and molecular construction of it all – we were nothing more than flesh, blood, and maybe a pinch of human consciousness.


    Another pause, another sharp breath.


    “So what do we do?” he asked.


    “Right now,” I said. “I just want to feel you inside of me. That's all.”


    There was a hint of desperation in my voice; the words cutting coarsely through lips bruised from biting down.


    We hung up. I waited by the gates, skimming my hands over the pool water and watching as my face – moth-wing eyes, my mouth a smudge of pink, milk skin – disappeared amidst the rippling effect. I contemplated letting myself fall in.


    A knock on the gates, a rustling in the leaves. Below my bare feet was the sunken grass and dusting of dried rose petals. Above was the far-cry stretch of galaxies.


    Give me my Romeo, I thought. And when he shall die, cut him out in little stars; for he will make the face of Heaven so fine, that all the world will be in love with night – and pay no worship to the garish sun.


    I looked up, and there he was. Piceous hair, a full mouth parted anxiously. Sanguine eyes animated by the faint flickering of hope that existed in the several paces between our bodies.


    “Hi,” he said, curling fingers around the iron-wrought bars. He was still dressed in black He hadn't changed, but neither had I. We were both still dressed for mourning.


    “Hi,” I said.


    My heart thrashed; my hands slipped through the gaps in the bars. Our fingers touched; gentle, timid, and my heart jumped.


    We held hands and walked through the garden; Will remarked on the fountains and flowers, touching the occasional unblossomed rosebud and glancing at the phosphorescent pool.


    “It's mostly for show,” I confessed. “Like everything else, I guess.”


    We drifted through the grass like two silhouettes; joined by fingers and fading into that beloved place where it was just he and I; no prying eyes. No fear. No playing mindful of the things that lurked about.


    In my bedroom, I closed the doors and let the blinds fall. Mr. Tennant took a few steps in; stopping, touching a spot of wallpaper or a crystal droplet from the chandelier. The door to my small office was open; my desk and laptop buried under various magazines. He glanced at the clippings plastered to every corner of the sugar-spun walls; examined a few cutouts of string-thin models with silicone-injected lips and eyes tinted with various otherwordly shades; amethyst, seafoam-green. His movements were careful, quiet; he brushed a finger gingerly over my vanity – a mess of scattered cosmetics – and smiled.


    I felt particularly young in that moment; each centimeter of pink-colored and glossy, white brushed furniture a glaring reminder that for Mr. Tennant, walking into my bedroom was likely on par with stepping into a time machine.


    He turned to me, a small twitch forming at the corner of his mouth. A shadow of stubble; sweetly sable eyes; slender fingers smoothing a black tie.


    “Take your clothes off,” I told him, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Slowly.”


    I leaned back; flipped off the lights; watching him stand with his eyes on my legs and his chest sinking as he took a long breath.


    He loosened his tie, pulling it over his head, tossing it aside. His fingers worked against the buttons – one, two, three – the fair plane of his chest exposed as the shirt fell from his shoulders. Where it landed, I didn't care.


    The metal scraping of a belt-buckle; the sliding of leather against leather. Pants buttons unsnapping as the wires in my brain synapsed. Fabric falling, crumpling at his feet.


    He stepped out of his shoes, then socks, until he was only in a pair of black boxer-briefs.


    I smiled, crawling to the edge of the bedspread and peeling his underwear down; a slow, relieved gasp – like the first breath of air after sitting in a stale room – escaped from between clenched teeth.


    He knelt down, and I kissed his open mouth. His tongue grazed over my lips; he kissed my chin, my throat, my clothed chest. One hand cupped my face, the other traced down the chain that hung around his neck; he touched the ring tenderly, as if touching his own heart.


    I unzipped the side of my dress, slipping out of it. He undid my bra, tossing it to the floor. I pulled my underwear down, kicking it off with a giggle that was only stifled when Mr. Tennant kissed me again; painful, perfect.


    Our hands and fingers explored every curve and crevice; earlobe, inner-thigh, the curve of Mr. Tennant's throat. My mouth brushed against every bit of skin; tasted the salty tang between his legs and the metallic cuts from aggressive kisses.


    He was on his back; his face flushed; utterly boyish and yet entirely a man. Every part of him glowed against pale pink satin.


    I sank inside of him slowly; gaping and gasping, our noses touching, our breath a mixed fog. Our fingers intertwined as I rocked back and forth, watching him unfurl in that beautiful, erotic sense of simply losing yourself in another person.


    His eyebrows knit; eyelids fell closed; lips pressed together tightly in a blissful fix. Our grip against one another tightened; I moaned against his chest.


    We came together; a fiery explosion of white light. Maybe a part of us died right then; maybe we simply lost another piece of ourselves – a shard of our broken identities – in one another.


    Eyes flickered open; we kissed like we were shy strangers - quick and timid.


    “I missed you,” he said.


    In my head, I heard: I love you.


    “I missed you, too,” I said.


    What I wanted to say: I love you, too.


    I avoided looking at the bureau. I couldn't think about what was hiding in that drawer.


    Will kissed my forehead; his fingers on my temples; his eyes flickering back and forth against mine, like he was searching for the single secret I didn't want him to find.


    “Are you going to Yale?” he asked, suddenly. “Have you entertained the idea?”


    We covered ourselves in blankets; I snuggled against the crook of his arm.


    “About as much as I've entertained the idea of walking into mid-afternoon traffic,” I told him. “Honestly, I don't know what I want to do.”


    He chuckled, warm against my ear. I forced myself to shove out the thought that with enough funds, I could do anything. Anything with myself. Anything with him.


    What had these eighteen years taught me?


    “Have you been doing your reading?” he asked, a ringing playfulness in his voice.


    “Have you been grading my papers?” I smiled.


    We kissed, a small span of silence; slow, sweet, tender.


    “Come live with me,” he said, taking my face in his hands. “And die with me, and everything with me.”


    He looked at me as if he had never seen a living, breathing life before that very instant. I listened to him as if those spoken words were the first words I had ever heard, and the last I would ever hear.


    I held his hands through the gate until the cab driver yelled that he was turning on the meter. When we separated, a part of me crumbled. I watched him disappear - wheels kicking up gravel - and sat down on the grass. A part of me hoped that he would return.


    My room still smelled of him, of us. The sheets were drenched in a perfume of sweat and salt; cologne and skin.


    What am I doing? I asked myself. What the fuck am I doing?


    I walked over to the dresser, pulled out the check, and then proceeded to tear it slowly in half. I then walked down the hall, into Marius' room, and placed the torn paper on his bedspread.


    I didn't sleep. I stayed up until sunrise, watching the bleeding pink as it spilled like watercolor across the horizon.


    My fingers curled into fists; I closed my eyes, and contemplated just how far I would make it if, right then, I opened the gates and ran. Ran to Will, and begged him to leave with me; somewhere, anywhere. Any place where we might be safe; where we could, somehow, belong. A place for the two of us.


    You see, I didn't want to ruin his life. I just wanted to change mine.


    


    Saturday morning consisted of sleeping in until past eleven. I showered begrudgingly, dressed, and called Tyler. I was sunken in the sheets; watching the little bits of dust floating in the air. I stuck my tongue out, and it caught fire through the sliver of yellow sunlight.


    He answered on the second ring. I glanced at the crumpled dress on my floor, swallowing the urge to start crying on the phone.


    “Want to hang out out?” I asked. I looked out over my balcony, at the pool, and how perfectly the stained-glass light seemed to seep over the water. “I really can't deal with being alone right now. I think I feel like going swimming.”


    He didn't hesitate this time – he was finally ready. Tyler rang himself in through the front gate, and I met him downstairs; his eyes were wide as serving plates. He was clutching a pool towel, dressed in a T-shirt and swimming trunks.


    “Your house is ridiculous,” he said, glancing into the rooms. Constellation-swirled marble, Italian leather, piles of bouquets; white Peonies, Pink Damask roses. “It's official. I'm kind of jealous.”


    I was dressed in a robe; my bathing suit (a concealing one-piece) hidden beneath white satin. Our bare feet padded against cold tile, and occasionally Tyler stopped to stare at one of the many photographs, statues, or high-arched windows that seemed to stretch towards the sky. We smiled at each other under the umbrella of pantone light.


    “We should run lines,” he said, laughing as I shoved him through the open door and practically yanked his shirt off. “We'll be starting dress rehearsal soon, and I don't know. I really don't want to be staring at my book when we're on stage. Mr. Tennant always scowls at those kids.”


    “Fine. Yes. I get it,” I said, sliding out of my robe. It was a mild comfort, hearing him laugh. “We can practice in the water.”


    That was the first time I'd jumped into the pool all year; and in hindsight, I'm not sure why I avoided it. Maybe it was the glow; but even then, that excuse almost feels too poetic, too flourishy to make for any substantial argument. Maybe I just didn't want to get wet.


    I jumped in with my eyes closed; momentarily engulfed in the cyan blue sting of chlorine.


    Tyler was standing next to me, smiling in a way that I'd never seen before. His hair was sopping, plastered in pieces to his skull.


    We floated next to each other, suspended on foam toys that looked like Twizzlers, and ran lines back and forth. We didn't need the books. He was the perfect Romeo, even if he wasn't my true Romeo. My one forbidden love.


    “Let's play a game,” I suggested. “We both go under water at the same time and tell each other a secret.”


    “That sounds super gay,” he said, then paused; smiling with his mouth red from bitter chemicals.


    He went under first. I followed. We opened our eyes; our hair dancing above our head like live-wires. Like Medusa.


    He yelled something, but I could barely make out the words; all I could see were the bubbles of oxygen as they escaped from his mouth.


    “I wish you could see me the way I see you.”


    Time was running out; it had barely been thirty seconds, and I could already feel the loss of air. Tyler waited for me to say something.


    “I'm in love with Mr. Tennant.”


    My body froze, still hanging in the electric glow. We sprung up, breaking free, gasping for air. I looked at him; watching as he crossed his arms and ignored the water that ran down and over his open eyes.


    He blinked. I waited for him to break the silence.


    “Did you hear me?” he asked.


    “Yeah,” I said. “I think so.”


    Then, pause.


    “Did you hear me?” I asked him.


    He stuttered, cold. Looking down, the water was struck with the first drop of falling rain. Above us, the sun still peeked through cigarette-smoke clouds; thin, wispy. Spring showers.


    “No,” he said. Thank God. Oh, thank God. “You were too quiet.”


    We slid out of the pool, all clinging nylon and polyester. Tyler flipped his hair back, drew a sharp breath, and sighed.


    “Wanna watch a movie?” he asked. “I'm freezing.”


    “Do you even need to ask?”


    I brought all of the pillows I could possibly find and threw them on the living room floor. We built a fort out of sheets. I wore pajamas, and Tyler wore his boxers – the only item of dry clothing he had. I laughed, lent him one of Marius' undershirts, and asked one of the maids to make us a snack. Tyler struggled with this, offering to help; and I think a part of him felt negatively about our house having hired staff to take care of all things that he was responsible for in his own home. Washing dishes, making meals, folding laundry.


    “Relax, Sally,” I nudged him, and we split an entire slab of cream-cheese brownies. “Now hit the lights and let's be teenagers for awhile.”


    I let him pick the film: American Beauty. Classic. Our stomachs were full of sugar and chocolate, and we were wrapped in blankets and the sounds of Lester Burnham's opening monologue. I leaned my head against his shoulder; he rested a hand against the small of my back. And while I'm sure a part of him wanted to kiss me, he didn't. We simply watched the series of heart-plucking scenes: Ricky Fitz and the window-blown, dancing bag; Angela telling Lester that it was her first time. The ending monologue, with Jane holding the sparkler, dressed like a princess.


    “In the original cut,” Tyler said quietly, like it was a secret. “Lester fucks Angela.”


    “You're kidding,” I said.


    He shook his head, eyes still on the credits.


    “I guess when they watched it, they decided it was just too much,” he said. “So they cut it.”


    The movie ended. The blue haze that followed only succeeded in reminding me of Mr. Tennant; the bathing color of a projection screen.


    “Why do you think they changed the scene?” I asked.


    “It's obvious,” he said, running fingers through damp hair. “People need to grow. If he had sex with Angela, what would that have said about Lester's character? He had this one moment, and he had a choice to make. They switched it so that viewers would see him making the right one.”


    “But is that always real life?” I asked. “People don't always make the right choices.”


    He didn't say anything after that. I didn't press him.


    I didn't dare.


    


    Marius asked me about the check when he came home the following Sunday evening.


    “What is this?” he said, holding the two pieces of torn paper. “Is this some kind of forfeit?”


    “What does it look like?” I asked him. “I don't want it.”


    His face was entirely unreadable; blank, without a single emotion. He threw the check down, crossed his arms, glared at the ground.


    “And it's not a forfeit,” I told him. “I won. I can do whatever I want with my prize. You're awfully bent out of shape over getting to keep your money.”


    “Why the sudden change?” he asked. “I thought you wanted freedom from all of this shit. I'm writing you a new check.”


    “I won't accept that one either.”


    He stared at me, utterly confused.


    “Do you not hear what I'm saying?” he asked. “This isn't about the bet anymore. I'm telling you that I want to help you.”


    I looked at him, in his cotton button-down and slacks. He was barefoot; his hair a mess; smelling of campfire smoke and something else - a faint, soft perfume.


    “I don't want anybody's help,” I told him. “I'm done.”


    As he turned, I added: “But I appreciate the sentiment, Marius. Maybe the both of us are having a change of heart.”


    Maybe - and maybe it was the lingering grief; perhaps it was just my youth, my recklessness. But after Marius' confrontation, the weeks began to blur into a series of rushed moments. Chapel, stained glass, muted prayers with my head bowed in submission to the higher power that I wasn't really sure existed. Locker-doors slamming; the same uniforms rendering people faceless, nameless, meaningless; plaid skirts, ironed ties. The classroom, watching Mr. Tennant as he played Tyler's guitar; singing along with the music that someone played on their iPod: Cutting Crew's (I Just) Died in Your Arms.


    It was meant to be comical; an old, 80's song. But all of our tongues were heavy, our bodies weak.


    I just died in your arms tonight


    ...It must've been something you said.


    He looked at me, seated at my desk - and God, it was fantastic.


    “You're so cool, Mr. T,” one of them said. All doe-eyed, enamored. Also, a guy. “You're like one of us, except not.”


    “Yeah, Mr. Tennant,” another said. “You're seriously the coolest teacher ever.”


    He smiled, removing the sunglasses that he was wearing; and he truly did look cool. There was an inarguable coolness about Mr. Tennant; an elegant punk-rock mix of British slang and guitar strings. He was the Shakespearean rock-star, the passionate mentor. A poised, poisoned mess of pressed shirts and disheveled hair.


    He was my teacher, my lover, my sole melodic malady. In the classroom, his words carried me through the hours like a sweet lullaby. On stage, he was the master wordsmith; the man who understood how to breath life into ancient lines. Behind the set, as we were fitted into our costumes and began bringing the characters to life, he was the voyeur. The single person in the audience, sitting beneath the hot lights that gave him, as he sat in the shrouded seats, the appearance of being nothing but a phantom.


    When the curtain closed, and the theater was empty, we succumbed to one moment of seizing lust. He made love to me in his office, less than thirty seconds, while I was still wearing my costume gown.


    Sweat trickled down, his breath sharp. He caressed my face, my lips, my hair.


    “I'm falling for you,” I confessed. Not quite the right words, but the most I could muster as my heart thudded like a thrashing drum.


    “I'm falling for you,” he repeated, and he kissed me.


    My heartstrings snapped; tears fell silently as we held each other, knowing that we would have to put our masks on before walking out that door and through the empty theater. Into the sterilized halls that wanted nothing to do with either of us.


    He was my everything.


    


    

  


  
    SIXTEEN


    


    I didn't tell anyone, but on Monday morning, right at the first sign of dawn, I dressed in my uniform and took Marius' Audi over to the cemetery. I put a blanket down by her grave, and sat there with my eyes locked on the tombstone; as if the spirit of my mother would somehow transcend the casket that held her, and talk to me. Converse with me. Give me some kind of explanation, any kind of explanation.


    When I realized that this was an impossible request, I wept; glad that the only things capable of hearing me were my departed, voiceless companions; all buried beneath the ground.


    It's a hard thing, letting go. Certainly, we're offered glimpses of our own inevitable experiences through other mediums, other filters; a friend's parent passing, or maybe a grandparent. Sometimes siblings; an aunt or uncle. I had heard of these things happening. They had happened to other students; Lily Marshall, last year's Prom Queen, lost her father after he had been struck by a driver who had fallen asleep at the wheel. I had gone to pay my condolences. I had even contemplated my own fate; the reality that I would in fact have to say goodbye someday to somebody I loved.


    These things are imprinted in us; temporary tattoos that are gradually pressed on our skin from birth through death. We are all a part of some grander scheme; some larger, shared experience; and yet, when it happens to you, none of that really matters.


    For me, all I could focus on was my own pain, my own suffering. As I stared at the shadowed engravings on sleek, black granite, I was naturally convinced that no one in this lifetime would ever be able to even comprehend the magnitude of my grief. Every bit of sage advice that I had been given; every piece of understanding in the form of the things I had heard and seen and even wept over, had been washed away by metaphorical tides.


    I kissed my fingers, then pressed them against the cold surface. I wondered if she was somehow with me; if she could see me, hear me. But I didn't think so.


    When I left, I took the long way home. I drove through the city that never seemed to sleep; I sped along past sidewalks of weary-eyed commuters and street vendors and sad-eyed pets on short leashes; their owners, equally as sullen-eyed, walked along as if they wouldn't mind stepping into the busy street.


    Marius was in the kitchen when I arrived home; of all things, he was making breakfast. He slid a plate of waffles drenched in butter and raspberry preserves over to me, and tried to smile.


    “You're up early,” I remarked, pouring myself a cup of coffee. “The maids aren't even here yet. I don't think I've ever seen you cook before.”


    “That's funny,” he said, smiling smugly. “You're funny.”


    We sat down next to each other, a beat of silence passing through us.


    “I went to the cemetery,” I said. “To see my mother.”


    “I know,” he said. “I mean, I figured as much.”


    I watched him eat; carving into the sopping mess of sweet confection. After a few moments, I stomached the entirety of my breakfast and felt it settle with a satisfying warmth.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.


    “I don't think so,” I said. “Not right now, at least.”


    He nodded, standing; taking our dishes and placing them in the sink. I could smell last night's sweat on him; his hair a mess of ends sticking here and there; his undershirt was wrinkled; his pajama pants dragging on the floor. Bare toes curled on cold tile.


    Maybe it was because of the infinite loneliness I felt right then, but I was almost compelled to hug him; a warm embrace from a frigid body.


    “Marius,” I said. His eyebrows rose hopefully. “Can I ask you something?”


    “You can ask,” he offered; the inflection implying the possibility of not getting an answer in return.


    “Did you ever really intend on having sex with me?” I said. “If I couldn't seduce Mr. Tennant. If you had won.”


    We walked into the Great Room; he sat down at the piano; I sat down on the chaise lounge. When he glanced at me, the look in his eyes was a mixed flurry of uncertainty and anxiety; he didn't want to give me an answer.


    “Sometimes I just like to throw a grenade and run,” he eventually said. His tone was thick with attempted humor; his smile fake, wry. He had given me something, but it wasn't much of anything at all.


    He settled his fingers on the keys, and started playing. I watched him; the first beginning glimpse of the morning rays starting to creep in through the high-arched glass. It drizzled over us like a balmy syrup; I felt sleepy - dressed but not ready for the day.


    Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata filled the room. I glanced down at my uniform jacket, plucked a piece of dried leaf from the fabric, and contemplated the past.


    


    The Friday following, Mr. Tennant had gifted me a silver bracelet. A simple band of metal that fit perfectly around my wrist. It was my first gift from him, and I adored it completely.


    We were sitting in the theater, on stage, looking out over the empty seats and drinking black coffee. We talked about practice, about costumes, about his own theater experiences. He went on about his old home in England; growing up by the coast where he was always surrounded by the ocean. When he left for London to pursue his education and dip his feet into the acting pool, he was constantly plagued with a homesickness for beach bonfires and late-night guitar sessions with his fellow Brit punks.


    “You would love it,” he said. I didn't doubt it. However, I could only question why he had bothered to leave such a seemingly perfect piece of paradise. The lamentable nostalgia was firmly etched in the corners of his eyes; his hands laced with a frustrated longing for what no longer was.


    Every so often our fingers touched, our faces grew hot, and my clothes turned into layers of restricting fabric; the tie like a rope around my neck. When it became too much, too tempting, I decided to leave and roam the halls. I needed to catch my breath; I needed to clear my head. I couldn't have sex with him again in school; it was much too risky.


    In the empty hall, I slid the bracelet on; yanking the sleeve of my uniform jacket down. A glimpse of silver; a secret, precious gift.


    The most terrible thing about infatuation is that it often makes you blind. You're oblivious to the little things that others notice; a stolen glance that lasts perhaps a second too long; a piece of jewelry.


    In my case, all I could see was the sliver of silver. I didn't, or couldn't, in that moment, regard the simple and yet detrimental state I had put myself in. Especially when, yet again, I was confronted with the relentless inquiries from a boy that had come to know me even better than maybe I wanted him to.


    We were sitting in the courtyard, splitting a Coke, and mid-swig his eyes fell to the silver band on my wrist.


    “Where'd you get that?” he asked. “I've never seen it before.”


    If I tried to cover it up, he would know that I was hiding something. So instead, I tried to shrug casually and told him it was a gift from my father.


    Silence. Wind whistling through trees, a distant chapel bell, running feet skidding against slippery grass. .


    “You know you can tell me anything, right?” he asked.


    Somewhere in the city, a car crash was taking place; sobs echoing through the streets; ambulance sirens wailing through the already screaming chaos. And this wasn't so different from the kind of fatal crashes that result in lives ending; shattered windshields, shattered lives. The only difference was that my choice of weapon wasn't a vehicle; it was my own terrible, horrible words.


    “I know,” I said quietly. “There's nothing I'd keep from you.”


    In my mouth, I tasted blood. It was all over my hands, stained beneath my fingernails, smeared across my face. I was a bloody liar.


    Tyler nodded, tilting back the rest of our Coke like it was liquor; I watched his throat move with each swallow. When he was finished, he crushed the plastic in his hand and let it drop to the grass.


    “I need to run to the library real quick,” he said. “Want to come with?”


    I was still looking at the mangled bottle. My insides felt quite similar.


    “I'll meet you there in a minute,” I said. “I'm sort of doing that thing where I'm mentally running lines in my head. The fresh air helps.”


    I slid my copy of Romeo and Juliet out, propped it atop my knees. Tyler stood and tossed the empty bottle into a trash-bin, shrugging.


    “Fine,” he said. “Don't worry about it. I don't have time to wait up.”


    After he was gone, I decided to go for a walk. The chapel bell rang twelve times, and students were coming and going with their arms filled with books. The entire courtyard was a flurried tune of teenage gossip and faculty grumbles.


    A loudspeaker made an announcement for the AP Chemistry Fair. A Junior representative made the announcement for prom. And I simply strolled, bag over my shoulder, wondering just how many times I had actually bothered to take a look at the wide expanse that was the Trinity Prep grounds.


    I turned towards the sound of a familiar sing-song hum, surprised to see Will. He was sitting on the edge of the fountain, drinking bottled orange juice (I imagined the citrus taste) and reading through the assortment of student essays. He used his bottle as a paper-weight, his fingers diligently flipping through the pages. Occasionally he'd wet a finger with the tip of his tongue; his eyes deeply entrenched on every line, every word. A few students, all of them girls, went up and tried to get his attention with their not-so-subtle leers; smiles coated with strawberry-flavored gloss; their hair casually flipped to the side. But all he granted them with was a gentle chide about late homework, giving each of them false threats of failing grades. They giggled, he sent them away with a laugh, and they dispersed.


    Something about the simple, innocent interaction made my heart flutter; a sucrose-sweet richness welling in my chest.


    I whistled, and he looked up, smiling. The sun cast a warm glaze over his dark hair; his lips rosy in the golden glimmer. Even his slight slouch was endearing; his crimson button-down undone at the collar; a black blazer bringing together his attempt at a professional ensemble.


    I wanted to touch him so badly. I wanted to run into his arms; let him embrace me; let everyone watch as we held hands and laughed and ran fingers through each other's hair like pining lovers do.


    Instead, I waved. I waved, and smiled back, and walked towards him like I was any other student.


    He raised his hand for a high-five, and as our palms touched, I felt the burn deep in my belly; the metallic silver bracelet hot against my wrist.


    Slowly our fingers intertwined; quickly they released. He whispered that I looked beautiful, and I told him that it was the same uniform as every other girl.


    “But you're not every other girl,” he said.


    Our lips stretched; we kissed the air, which was the best we could manage. I drifted past him; each movement slowed by a drunken bliss that seemed to weigh like lead in my shoes.


    His singing voice followed me, seeping into the well-worn cracks of my heart; a most beloved kind of haunting.


    


    Tyler waited for me in the parking lot. He was kicking his shoes against the pavement, his uniform jacket tossed on the driver's seat.


    I slid into the passenger's side, dropped my bag on the floor, and waited. Nothing.


    “Are you alright?” I asked. “Jesus, Tyler. If something's wrong, you can tell me.”


    He spit the gum out, watching the pink glob stick against cool asphalt with a regretful grimace.


    “I can't hang out tonight,” he said. “I have a lot of homework. We can hang out tomorrow, though.”


    “I can't tomorrow,” I told him. “I have some things I need to take care of. I'll be busy.”


    “Yeah, I've noticed,” he said. “You're always busy on Saturdays. Why?”


    Why was he doing this now? My chest constricted; I tried to process the question while simultaneously locating the proper, believable answer.. The easy way out would have been to give him some kind of basic, generic bluff; I had homework, too - or that I needed to spend time with my family. But Tyler wasn't an idiot; my father was barely around, my schoolwork was more than manageable.


    I knew then, as I tried to unsuccessfully roll down a stuck window and struggle for oxygen, that my only means to sever myself from Tyler's sudden inquisition would be to stand up and leave.


    “Listen,” I opened the door, got out, and slammed it shut. “Why have you been in such a weird mood lately? It's not like you.”


    “I asked you a question,” he said plainly. “You're avoiding the answer.”


    “I'm not avoiding anything,” I snapped. I lied. “I just don't want to stand here, in the middle of a parking lot, and have my only friend start jumping down my fucking throat like I've done something wrong. I have absolutely nothing to say to you, Tyler.”


    We stared at each other from over the top of his car; I spun around, my lungs burning.


    “I can't do this right now,” I said. “I'll talk to you later, Tyler. I'm sorry.”


    I expected, as I turned and headed towards the sidewalk, for him to call out to me; to give me the real reason he was so bent out of shape, or tell me to fuck off. Anything.


    But he didn't. So I left. I hailed a cab, slid into the leather seat, and watched Tyler disappear into the blur of gray buildings; the city tint a smoke-colored, shimmering facade.


    I closed my eyes, and reminded myself to breathe.


    


    I couldn't help but acknowledge the wall of clocks when I stepped into his apartment, alone, using the second key that he had given me. The clock in the center seemed to have grown since I had last visited; it appeared larger, the arms longer, the glass reflecting that sharp discomfort in my expression. The ticking was aggravating, almost taunting.


    I pulled myself away, and for a few minutes tried to pretend that Mr. Tennant's apartment was my apartment, too. We shared the settee, tea in the cupboard, the espresso grounds littered in an otherwise clean sink.


    On the small table, I took another look at the photographs. I picked up the larger, bronze-colored frame containing a weathered photo of Will and the girl who had no name.


    I sat down on the edge of the coffee table, the photograph still in my hands. I scrutinized the features; soft, feminine, albeit a slightly sharp nose and lips that seemed a little too thin. Of course, she was very pretty; but jealousy makes us petty. I was quick to point out the things about her that might be even remotely unattractive, as I'm sure many of the girls at Trinity Prep remarked on my short frame and perpetual, unintentional scowl towards anything and anyone. At least, when I wasn't in the presence of either Tyler or Will.


    When Will opened the door, his smile lit up the room before he even had a chance to reach for the light switch. He dropped his bag, threw his sweater on the table, and sighed heavily. It almost felt like we were an actual couple; I was watching the first moments of my boyfriend returning from work.


    “Why are you holding that picture?” he asked.


    I immediately set it aside; my heart mimicking the sound of coins tossed into a wishing well. Ker-plunk. I had been caught red-handed with something that didn't belong to me.


    “I was just wondering about it,” I confessed. “You never tell me about your life before you came here. I'm starting to wonder.”


    He walked over slowly, dropped to his knees, and took my face in his hands. I draped my arms around his neck, and let him have a few seconds to release the pent-up frustration that we had both let build from first seeing each other in the theater that morning


    “Let me have you first,” he said. A soft beg; a gentle tug of his teeth against my earlobe. “And then I'll tell you anything you want.”


    It was hard to argue; I had missed him too much. Long days, drawn-out afternoons, impossible nights spent alone.


    I kissed him, hard. I was so consumed in every little breath and pulse-point that I couldn't break myself away. I unbuttoned his shirt, yanking it down his arms; he pulled me out of my skirt. My stockings caught against my ankles, my tie strangling. We knocked against walls, laughing, clumsy, in love.


    I opened the bathroom door, and on the faux-wood flooring, I stripped him down to the skin until we were both naked and shivering.


    He fucked me in the shower, hot water blanching our skin; my back pressed up against glass wet with condensation. I slid, he caught me. I slid again, he caught me again; his fingers digging into the supple skin behind my thighs. Aggressive, primal, raving mad with need.


    Will's teeth bit down, very gently, on the nape of my neck. He was inside of me all at once; every inch, moving in a slow, serpent motion without ever sliding out. I had to hold myself back from coming too soon, my hands clutching his wet hair. Bits of black licorice strands had fallen across his beautiful face, dripping water over his lips; his moans louder than I had ever heard them before.


    It was delicious.


    “Mr. Tennant,” I whispered, lips against wet hair. “Will.”


    He bit down harder. It was going to bruise, but I didn't stop him.


    “Say it again,” he said, the words cutting against my throat. Hoarse, harsh, ragged. “Say my name. I love hearing you say it.”


    I said it again, and again, until he started moving harder; each thrust pressing me against a wall of solid heat.


    When he came, my face was in his hands; his forehead against mine, our lips barely brushing. I followed while he was still inside me; he moved gently, tenderly.


    As he slid out, I felt the hot remnants spill down my legs, quickly washed away with the water until the last remaining proof of our act had disappeared down the drain.


    We were panting; trying to catch air in a space that was impossible; our bodies were lost in the steam.


    “Does it still hurt?” he asked, tracing a finger down my chin.


    I shook my head.


    “I'm already hurt,” I said. “But if you mean the sex, no. It's the only time I really feel alive. When you're inside of me.”


    It was the first time he had come inside of me without a condom; I ran a finger over the skin beneath my arm where the contraceptive was hidden. Beneath the skin was, essentially, a micro-chip; I didn't even need to think about it.


    We kissed for a while beneath the shower jets that felt more like blades than anything else. My arms curved around his torso; his arms resting on my shoulders; his height forcing me to stand on my toes. We kissed with our tongues gliding slowly; our teeth catching lips. We were drowsy, drunk - oblivious to anything but each other.


    After we were dressed, I asked for a drink. He made me a latte, forming a heart from the frothed milk.


    “You're so much more interesting than the rest of us,” I said. “It's like even though we've grown up on the same planet, you're this unique exhibit that everyone wants to understand. It's almost as if you have this extra-terrestrial air about you.”


    “It's called being British,” he joked. We both laughed.


    The photograph was still resting on the coffee table, watching us. I almost felt compelled to turn it over; to return it back its original spot. Instead, cozied up against Will's chest, I finally asked him.


    “That girl in the picture, your Juliet,” I said. “Was she someone special to you?”


    Will skimmed his fingers through my hair, his palms stopping on my shoulders.


    “In the past, she was,” he confessed. “That was a very long time ago. Practically a decade.”


    “What happened?” I asked. “Between you and her.”


    His shoulders rose and fell, a small bite on his bottom lip. There was no doubt these were words he didn't want to exchange. I wondered, truthfully, if it was even okay to be asking them at all.


    “We met when I was nineteen,” he answered. “On the set of Romeo and Juliet. We came from a similar upbringing; rich, distant parents. She had one sibling outside of the country, attending university.”


    Will paused briefly. I waited for him to speak.


    “I loved her,” he admitted. “We were both madly in love. There's something so good about the first time – about finding someone that wants you as badly as you want them.”


    “What ended up happening?” I asked.


    He sighed, running a finger over the rim of his tea mug.


    “I proposed to her,” he said. “Maybe hastily – just three months in - but she said yes. My parents were happy, even. She came from a good home, respectable parents. It was a great match. We had the entire wedding planned, down the linens, even.”


    He laughed; but there was no smile in the way the notes fell.


    “I'll admit that maybe it was just the fact that we became so caught up in playing these two doomed lovers, I didn't realize that I was already in over my head. I was absolutely infatuated with her. But a part of me thinks, deep down, that sometimes situations are just star-crossed; no matter what you might want, you can't save them,” he said. He then drew a long pause. “She came to me, not long before the wedding, and told me she was pregnant. And then she left. Just like that.”


    Hands covered his face; he looked ill. As if he might literally vomit.


    I felt sick, nauseated. Every bone in my body felt bent and on the verge of snapping.


    “And you keep her photograph?” I asked, sinking further into the couch. “You keep the photograph of your ex-fiancée, who was also pregnant with a child? Your child?”


    “Kaitlyn-” he said. “You need to listen to me, alright?”


    “Why?” I asked. “Why would you keep it?”


    “Because I don't immediately discard the memories of people I once cared about,” he answered plainly; his tone was sharp, defensive. It bit against my nerves like a cold frost. “Now if you would listen -”


    I felt my body start to shiver, and I couldn't stop it. I couldn't stop the trembling, just as I couldn't halt the impending feeling that I was about to faint. My nerves, my anxiety, was unflinching.


    I had once claimed to not have a heart – to not feel things as those around me did. Now it was all coming out at once; as if someone had sliced open my chest and extended my literal heart for the world to watch beating.


    “But what good is a memory when everything is eventually blurred by time and new experiences?” I asked, the words blurting out like paint sprayed across an already ruined canvas. “Eventually, even with the little bouts of pretty nostalgia, a picture is just a picture. You've replaced that girl with someone else.”


    Will's head dropped, speechless. There was a look of both rage and sadness in his eyes.


    “Is that how it is?” I asked him. “Are you going to keep my photograph when all of the lust and fancy filigree of our forbidden relationship has ended?”


    He turned to me, and I blinked back tears. Something in my heart came to a sudden halt, like a video on pause. Like a human collapsing after being struck by lightening. Something stopped.


    His hand fell on my shoulder, his body turned to face me completely. Fingers traced down my cheek, but his eyes didn't move from mine.


    I felt cold. I felt, in total honesty, like a child. In over my head, unable to swim. Yet I was so happy to be drowning.


    “I would never forget you,” he said, pausing with each word. “It wasn't my baby, Kaitlyn. It wasn't mine. It was someone elses.”


    “Are you certain?” I asked. “How could you know?”


    There was a brief silence, save for the ticking clock. One, two, three.


    “I told you,” he said quietly. “I was a well-intentioned man before I met you.”


    Will glanced down at the floor, and I tried to understand.


    “What does that even mean?” I asked.


    He looked at me, eyes wide. Not in fear, or anxiety, but in confession.


    He was my first time. My first lover.


    But I was his, too.


    William Tennant, before that irreversible night, was a virgin.


    “You're kidding,” I nearly gasped. “How? How is that even possible?”


    Smiling bleakly, he stood and walked over to a small bookshelf, retrieving an old photo album. Photographs of him, as an infant, in his baptism gown. Aged pictures of him sitting on a church pew, smiling, wearing a tie and a tiny pair of slacks. More recent photos of his teen years; church gatherings, matching T-shirts depicting scriptural quotes.


    “I had beliefs,” he answered. “They've clouded some since I was younger, and really, that's why I left the UK. Parts of the place were just haunted for me. But I still waited; believing, although I definitely felt stupid and foolish about it at times, that I'd find someone who would make me feel like I could finally take that leap.”


    He touched my hand. I was overwhelmed.


    I started to cry.


    “I'm still learning to love,” he said. “I'm stumbling. But I think that's a lot of what this is; loving, learning. We keep stumbling until we find that one person who is willing to hold our hand and walk with us until we're strong enough to take the last step on our own.”


    I took his hand, and our fingers joined. Melding, melting; warm and perfectly formed together.


    “I could give you all the pretty words in the world, Kaitlyn,” he said. “But you need to know that when I first saw you, standing there in that mask, and you told me that you weren't lost – I immediately realized that I wasn't, either.”


    Smiling, I pulled him on top of me, and kissed him. We were in each other's arms; twilight casting evening colors on the walls.


    “Are we star-crossed?” I asked quietly, a whisper.


    “Yes,” he said. “But I would fight against the stars for you.”


    A pause, a thudding heartbeat.


    We held hands. I didn't want to let go, ever. I touched the chain - the ring that was now his - resting against his rising chest.


    I'm yours forever now, I thought. The beautiful clichés spilled like Mica through the filters of my brain, praying to strike gold.


    The clock continued ticking; I said goodbye to my teacher with a kiss; I skipped down the steps feeling light as cotton. A wisp in the wind.


    The park was still empty; the streetlights, all lit up and cascading a faint glow over the dark streets, seemed to illuminate every pebble and stray leaf. The night was silent; buzzing only with the reverberations of my heart.


    I'm not sure how long it took me to hear it - the subtle thud. A bag against the steps. Shoes scraping over stone.


    A street-lamp flickered, my breath hitched.


    Tyler was standing at the foot of the steps, my bag by his feet, his expression horrified. His face held the appearance of someone who had, at the very instant, witnessed death. The evening blue made him seem less like a boy and more like some imagined apparition.


    Every part of me, down to the marrow, went cold.


    “I knew it,” he said. “I fucking knew it.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    SEVENTEEN


    


    He was speaking. He was forming words, sending them into the air; and yet even as he stood right in front of me, his presence still hadn't registered. My brain was frying; an overload of anxiety melting through sufficiently frayed wires. Everything was falling away.


    “Tyler,” I finally said. “What are you doing here?”


    He scoffed, pointing to the ground where my backpack sat.


    “You left your bag in my car,” he said. “I was returning it to you.”


    I didn't move. I stayed in the doorway; looking at him as he peered through me; his eyes clouded with disbelief. He was still in his uniform; the tie was missing, the shirt untucked.


    “You were stalking me,” I said. “You followed me. Why would you follow me?” I stopped, pausing. “How long have you been waiting out here?”


    His fingers practically clawed down his face; he sputtered out what sounded like a mix between a choke and cry.


    “I can't believe you,” he said. “I can't believe him. I can't fucking believe him.”


    Tyler sat down on the steps, his entire body heaving. This building revelation that had suddenly come crashing onto his shoulders had seemingly knocked every breath from him. The ax had dropped.


    “Are you having sex with Mr. Tennant?” he asked, a monotone whisper.


    I didn't answer. Tyler turned to me slowly, his eyes brimmed with tears. Finally, he choked out a sob.


    “Answer me!” he yelled, sending me into panicked a frenzy. The image of Will hearing us, coming outside, seeing Tyler standing there. All of our secrets spilled out like sand through a torn paper bag.


    I jumped down the steps, grabbed him, threw a hand over his mouth. He shoved me away, sending me toppling backward; only then did he barely wince.


    “Yes,” I finally said. “We've been seeing each other.”


    Tyler dropped to his knees, hands covering his face. He let out another muffled moan. It was if someone had shot him.


    “You've been lying to me,” he said. “All this time. And I've been leaving openings for you to talk to me, and you've just lied. Over and over again. You've been lying through your fucking teeth.”


    He started crying again. I was silenced.


    I took him by the arm, and we moved into his car. I glanced around for watching eyes, slammed the door shut, and sucked in the pine-scented air.


    “I saw you and him in the theater, making out,” he said. “You thought I had left, but I saw everything. He was practically trying to stuff his goddamn head down your throat.”


    I popped the glove compartment open, grabbed a few loose napkins that Tyler kept stuffed away. He blotted his face, sniffling loudly. His nose was a running mess.


    “Why are you crying?” I asked him. “I didn't get myself involved with him to upset you. I thought you didn't have feelings for me, anyway. Not real ones.”


    Fingers against cool glass, leaving a quick-fading hand-print. I could see my breath, each expel of air, leave its imprint on the window.


    “You're so stupid,” he said. “You're like everyone else at Trinity. Thinking that every damn tear shed has something to do with you. No, no. I don't really care that you spread your legs for a fucking teacher. I think it's disgusting; it's amoral. But I don't give a fuck what you do in your spare time.”


    “Then what?” I asked.


    “He should have known better,” Tyler said, numb. Blunt as a blow to the head. I almost wished that he would have knocked me unconscious. “Has he written you pretty poems, Kaitlyn? Does he whisper sweet nothings to you? And to think of all those students that idolize him. God, what a prince. What a perfect fucking professional.”


    “Tyler,” I said. Harsh. Bitter. “You don't understand. You don't know how it's been between he and I.”


    He laughed; sad, angry, utterly mocking.


    “Of course I don't,” he said. “Nobody ever does. Falling in love, it's a high we can't share. But I hope it was worth lying and losing a friend over.”


    He popped the locks, threw the door open.


    “Get the fuck out of my car,” he said. “The only time I want to have any kind of exchange with you is on stage. Don't worry, I won't make things awkward for you and your beloved Mr. Tennant.”


    I slumped out of the seat, shut the door timidly; my fingers wouldn't move from the open window. Tyler wouldn't look at me.


    “You're not dropping out of the play,” I said quietly.


    “Don't think it's for you,” he said. “Or Mr. Tennant. Or anyone in that damn school. No, it's because I have a standard of behavior to uphold now. I made a promise.”


    The wind kicked up. The glow of a hundred windows reminded me that there were still watchers alive and potentially spying from inside their tiny apartments.


    “I know,” I said. “You have to think about your future.”


    “This isn't about my future,” he said. “It's because I love my mom. Which, by the way, Kait. I'm sorry yours is dead. I'm sorry you haven't been happy lately. But none of this shit is an excuse for you to go blowing everything up with an adult who's supposed to be shaping lives; not literally fucking them up. Not turning his title into a joke. A mockery. He should be ashamed of himself.”


    He turned to me, we locked eyes for a minute, then he shook his head. I felt sheepish, sick. Borderline suicidal.


    “You should, too,” he added.


    “I'm sorry,” I told him.


    He didn't budge; not to shrug, or nod. Or give me any sign that he had heard me at all.


    “Move your fingers,” he said, and I did. His last words were stifled from the closing window, but I could make them out just the same:


    “I hope this ruins the both of you.”


    


    Tyler had officially severed all contact. True to his word, the only time he said anything was when it was necessary; a scant hello, a quick no thanks when I asked him if he wanted extra paper during a Lit. period spent free-writing. During class, he would occasionally raise his eyes towards Mr. Tennant, regarding him with a bitter glare. His entire demeanor read one thing, and one thing only: fuck you, Mr. Tennant. You goddamn predator.


    Practice had also managed to turn from something exciting, thrilling, into something unbearable. Each time I saw him sitting in the theater, he cut a glance and gave a small nod; not for me, of course, but for all the sets of eyes that were watching the two of us. As promised, he appeared entirely natural; unscathed by the news only days before.


    But when there was nobody watching, he refused to say a word. Not a single word. Nothing at all.


    We performed the wedding scene, and Tyler clutched my hand tightly as he had before; his kiss was just as passionate, his touch just as tender. But I could see the disappointment in the way his shoulders fell; the sadness that had sunk into his eyes.


    I was happy to finally be separated from him, sitting in the far back as he performed alongside Mercutio, talking about dreams. Queen Mab, idle brains, how only fools could fall in love.


    We were dressed in our costumes, officially honing in on Opening Night. Mr. Tennant had gathered everyone around, all smiles, and yet all I could concentrate on was the fact that Tyler had sat on the exact opposite side of the theater. I had been completely isolated.


    “Opening night is next week,” he announced happily, clapping his hands. “Are we ready?”


    No, I thought. I'm not ready.


    I sank into my seat, my insides riddled with tremors. Even though I wanted to look at Mr. Tennant, there existed the ever-present reminder that Tyler was watching me, too. I felt sick, suffocated. A terrible friend, a terrible lover.


    After practice ended, Tyler left without even a second glance. I sat, remaining in my seat until the theater was empty, and almost crumbled when Will told me he couldn't stay, that he had a faculty meeting. Mandatory.


    So I left, dragging my feet along on the ivory-washed tile, my street-clothes making me feel precocious and awkward. My fingernails dug into my palms, leaving half-moon marks. The nail polish was flecked; everything about me, right then, screamed unkempt.


    “Kaitlyn,” Marius said. “Let's go home.”


    For the first time since the semester had started, Marius had waited up for me. The bet had widdled away our time spent sharing a simple ride to-and-from campus. We had been living separate lives.


    His Audi, his Black Orchid cologne, was oddly comforting. Marius even attempted to drive smoothly; stopping several beats before each red light. I listened to him talk about his future - a conversation that I knew was deliberate - and I thought about my future, too. Spending the years with a degree from an institution I had no interest in learning from. Spending my life under the ball-and-chain, inevitable inheritance of a company I had no interest in running.


    I thought about Mr. Tennant, knowing full well what I really wanted. A life with him, some kind of life with him. A life away from the city, the smoke, the smoldering air. Maybe I would act, and he could direct. Maybe he could act, and I could play some supporting role where it wouldn't matter if we kissed in front of an entire audience. An audience of strangers; of people who had no idea who we really were, or where we came from. Somewhere far away, maybe in some other state. Maybe somewhere overseas.


    That's what I wanted.


    At dinner that night, I kept trying to find the right moment to tell my father that I didn't want to go to Yale. He seemed in a good enough mood to take the news, anyway. For the first time since my mother's death, he was actually smiling. Laughing along with Vivian when she offered something comical to the conversation.


    “And how was your day, Kaitlyn?” he asked. Nothing direct; nothing about the play, nothing about my personal life.


    Deep breath, attempted swallow.


    “I don't want to go to Yale,” I said. My fingers clutched the napkin on my lap, twisting. “I never wanted to go, actually. I only accepted the spot because I was too air-headed to try and forge some kind of independent future for myself. But now I want to. Without your help.”


    The confession sank slowly over his entire demeanor; he set his fork down, furrowed his brow, absorbed what I'd said for another minute or so before opening his mouth. But even then, he couldn't find the right words to say something.


    “I'll find something else to do,” I told him. “I just can't see myself spending the rest of my life running a company that I never had any interest in running. Going to school at a place where I'd be miserable.”


    “Miserable,” he finally said. “Miserable.”


    He couldn't process it. He was cracking straight through the middle; a statue that had fallen and split down the center.


    “I think what your father is trying to say,” Vivian added hesitantly. “Is that what you've been given is very special. It's something that a lot of teens your age would love to have. A secured future, a spot at a prestigious school.”


    Marius was silent; he hadn't even touched his meal. He was simply waiting, preparing for the uproar.


    “You're right,” I said. “But I'd rather a life that is mine.”


    My father took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and in one swift drop his fist hit the table. Everything rattled; a glass fell, shattering. The vase of Peonies tipped, spilling water over the tablecloth.


    “What am I going to tell everyone?” he asked. “Everyone that I've been so excitedly telling about your future? About everything that you're going to achieve?”


    “Tell them that none of this was ever really for me,” I said. “It was for you.”


    He stopped, took a drink, swallowed.


    “I'm going to choose to chalk this little incident up to you being upset over losing your mother. I know – believe me, I know – that this has been difficult for you. I understand,” he said carefully. “But if you don't accept that spot, you're out of this house. If none of this was ever for you, there's no reason for you to take advantage of the life I've provided for you. You can do as you want, on your own. But you're never to ask for my help again.”


    “Fine,” I said. Nothing more, nothing less. “Fine.”


    It was impossible to stand next to him that night; he had his mellings over for cocktails, and the lot of them kept peppering me with questions about the end of my stint at Trinity Prep. About the future. I tried to answer them the best I could; with a smile, with playing coy - but never actually addressing what they wanted to know.


    My father looked ill, like he was ready to drop right there in the living room. Vivian poured him another Scotch. When she left the tumbler unattended, I slipped some into my glass and downed it in one gulp. The burn was terrible, and yet totally deserving.


    In my room, I tried calling Tyler. No answer; just a voicemail telling me to leave a message.


    I left a message. No call-back.


    Mr. Tennant called me before bed, and played me a song over the phone on his guitar. I wept silently into my pillow, praying for a miracle. Hoping that I would be able to hold onto him, my single ray of light in the overwhelming darkness, for just a little while longer.


    


    That Friday was particularly plagued with stomach-aches and miserable second-glances. Tyler sat alone in the courtyard; I ate alone by the Jesus Fountain; a bronze statue that depicted Christ washing Peter's feet. The ultimate act of servitude.


    After class, I made a bee-line for the bathroom, shut the door, and splashed water on my face. The girl in the mirror stared back; disappointed, dull-eyed, too pale to be considered even porcelain. There was an ugly translucence, a paper-thin tissue that covered my face and hands; the florescent lights rendering every blue vein visible.


    I closed my eyes as a stall door slammed. When I opened them, Piper was at the sink beside me. She was alone, which was unusual for someone who was typically surrounded by her posse of Lancolm-lipped beauties with identically parched-pale tresses. Her hands were clenched, her cheeks stained.


    She had been crying.


    “Piper,” I started, then paused; uncertain, uncomfortable. I dug around my purse until I could find the small pack of unopened tissues, and offered one to her. “Is everything okay?”


    She sniffled, shuddering, clearing her throat.


    “Everything's fine,” she said. A lie, and I knew it. “There's just a few personal matters that I've been dealing with.”


    She wiped her eyes, and for the first time ever, I felt a warming fondness towards her; a confusing sadness that welled in my chest.


    I wet one of the tissues, smiled weakly, and wiped away the smeared makeup. She let me, appearing both stunned and appreciative.


    When I finished, she let out a brief, stuttering sigh; her weary eyes tilted down towards the floor.


    “Do you think you could tell your brother to give me a call?” she asked.


    A part of me wanted to say that I was nobody's messenger. If she wanted to confront Marius, she could do it herself.


    “Yeah,” I said instead. “I'll tell him.”


    Piper reached a hand out, touching my cheek with a startling gentleness. Her poppy-wide eyes danced back and forth, swollen and tired. It was as if although I felt sorry for her - she felt sorry for me, too. We were both apologizing for each other's misfortunes; although mine were still yet to come crashing down.


    The halls were buzzing with their normal banter; I spotted Marius standing by his locker, talking to one of Piper's friends; her name, however, I didn't know. He smiled that same, devious smile. He let her touch his hair, laughing, leaning down so that she could have a better grab at the messy strands.


    She kissed his cheek, he laughed. I could feel him watching me as I walked away, resisting the urge to turn around and throw him up against the wall; grab his collar, choke him, make a complete scene.


    Instead, I went into Will's classroom, where he sat alone, grading papers. He looked up at me, smiled, and motioned to one of the empty desks.


    “Everything alright?” he asked. “You look a little morose, my love.”


    I watched him scratch his pen against a few more papers, flipping them over noisily. His desk felt oceans away from where I sat, my feet barely brushing against the floor.


    “I'm not sure,” I said. “I suspect I'll find out soon enough, though.”


    Bell rang. I jumped up, kissed Mr. Tennant on the cheek, and bolted out of the room before any of his students were left to wonder.


    That night, I spent the evening watching old film clips of Will when he was younger; auditions, random home videos, a few from when he was at school. Riding scooters, standing next to statues while striking a pose. I marveled at the way everything surrounding him looked so different; cobblestone streets, gothic-style cathedrals. Every building seemed to have a story.


    We played Scrabble; he won. We tossed the board aside; he picked me up, and carried me into his bedroom. We made love quickly, frantically, like it was the last time we would ever touch each other.


    After it was over, I tried not to cry.


    “What's wrong?” he asked, brushing the hair from my forehead. “You're obviously upset.”


    “Nothing,” I lied. Another lie. Another nail in the coffin. “Nothing. I'm fine. I promise.”


    


    I had finished the reading before the final chapters had been assigned. I had watched Kubrick's adaptation, taped a photo of a candy-eyed Lolita on my wall, and spent countless hours highlighting and rereading certain quotes. However, there was one that continued to stick out; on the very cover, in the form of a Vanity Fair blurb:


    The only convincing love story of this century.


    I stared at the chandelier, sprawled across my bedspread, wondering if this was really and truly true.


    Marius tapped on the door. I let him in.


    “Have you seen my journal?” he asked. “I can't remember where I put it.”


    I sat up, pressed my lips together, and looked at him.


    “Did you bring it with you to that party you were at the other night?” I asked. “The one where you came back smelling like you were dunked in a tank of whiskey and liquified sex?”


    His eyes narrowed.


    “We need to talk,” I said. “I saw Piper in the bathroom earlier. She was crying.”


    A slow, slumping fall followed; Marius closed his eyes, ran his hands down his face.


    “Jesus Christ,” he said. “What did she want?”


    “To talk to you,” I said. “But you've been ignoring her, haven't you?”


    His tie loosened, then tightened again, like Marius was trying to choke the answer out of himself.


    “Not entirely,” he finally said. “It's complicated, Kaitlyn. I don't want to talk about it. I just want to find my damn journal so that I can vent without making the same mess that everyone else does with their emotions.”


    I threw my book at him; it sailed and smacked against the wall.


    “That's utter bullshit,” I said. “I told you that you needed to stop sleeping with her. You didn't, obviously. And now she's hurt because, like always, you stopped coming around. Good going, Marius. You bagged and broke the heart of the Headmaster's daughter.”


    Marius jumped up, clenching his fists.


    “You have no idea what you're talking about,” he hissed. He hissed, then paused, then each proceeding syllable seemed to fall like broken glass. “You have no fucking clue.”


    “Try me,” I said. “What happened with you and Piper?”


    He didn't answer for several seconds. I could tell that something inside of him was hesitating; I simply didn't know why.


    “I screwed up,” he said.


    “How?” I asked. “Because that's not exactly breaking news, Marius. This wouldn't be your first.”


    Marius let another long pause fall; his mouth fell open slightly. He turned away from me, and stared at the wall as if there was something there to look at. As if my sailing copy of Lolita had left a mark.


    “I got her pregnant,” he said quietly. “It was the night of the masquerade - the first time. But she didn't keep it. She handled the situation on her own.”


    The room went cold; a numbing silence fell over Marius. He looked at me, and I could see the sudden shift; the cry of that drowning, sweet-spoken boy that lived so far inside of Marius he could never make it up for air. But he still floundered, gasping, clawing for the very chance of being noticed.


    “For the record, she never told me,” he said. “She did it without telling me. Not that it would have helped – I don't even know. I don't know how I would have dealt with it.”


    “Probably because you ignored her. You treated her terribly. You treated her like a damn animal.”


    “I forced her into nothing,” he snapped. “Piper chose to keep seeing me. She kept coming around and wanting me in her life even though I tried to avoid her, I tried to tell her that it wasn't going to end the way she wanted; flowers, a proposal. Some faraway destination with a white-sand beach and clear water. A future.”


    I remembered him laying in the pool, surrounded by the gentle waves. His smile forlorn; sincere even in the twisted pull.


    “I know I'm a real bastard,” he said. “But I still feel things. I feel them just like you and everyone else. I'm not the demon that everyone makes me out to be. I simply have them; and most of the time, I like to think we can coexist.”


    A dropped note, a fallen glance.


    “My life is profoundly fucked up,” he said. “I am. I'm incredibly messed up.”


    Reaching out, he touched my lips, tracing over the skin with his thumb. His breath barely made a sound


    “She wasn't what I wanted,” he said. “She simply stuck around hoping that I would wake up some day and change my mind.”


    “I'm not sure how you can sleep at night. Knowing that you weren't there for her when she needed you,” I said. “Knowing you punctured the heart of an otherwise unsuspecting girl. But you deserve whatever comes to you.”


    Marius nodded, head low, not a single protest spoken. He stood, straightened his shirt, and cut me a final glance before closing the door behind him.


    I walked into the bathroom. I turned the shower on, watching the steam as it slowly fogged the mirror.


    I slid a hand down over the condensation, painting streaks of clear clairvoyance. A piece of my own reflection; and in many ways, Marius had been right. We were one in the same. The only difference between he and I was that I hadn't been figured out yet.


    So do you. I reminded myself. So do you.


    


    

  


  
    EIGHTEEN


    


    I think one of the hardest parts about being eighteen is that you're suddenly old enough to do all of these adult-oriented activities – have sex, go to war, order products off those late-night infomercials that nobody ever ends up using – and yet you're still stuck in the technical teens. The technicolor smear of uncertainty and excitement; a youthful face, adult bones, a near fully-developed brain. But none of the real responsibility; none of the trials and tumultuous experiences that, in time, can make us cynical. At eighteen, you have your entire life ahead of you; college, falling in love, getting married and maybe having a few kids. Taking out a mortgage, buying a car, hiring someone to mow your lawn and trim the hedges so that the neighbors don't complain. The adult things. The grown up things.


    All at once, I was reminded of that scene from Trainspotting. I had watched the film with Tyler; the two of us wide-eyed and horrified at every turn and topple that the characters took. Heroin consumption had never appeared so harrowing.


    There's a point in the movie when Renton, one of the junkies, goes on a stretch about all the things in life that we can choose: good health, low cholesterol, health insurance. But ultimately, we all choose life. We all do; whether it's happy or sad, long-lived or short. Whether we live until we're old and fragile, or choose to end our lives (an overdose, a bullet to the head) when we're in our prime. Dying at our own hands while we're still capable; before someone else – more than likely – makes the choice for us.


    But the point is, there exists this period of in-between; in between birth, and in between death. Much like the small line, the dash, between the two dates on a tombstone. That small line symbolizes more than our own mortality; it speaks of a life lived. At my mother's funeral, someone had read a poem about it. During this, I was staring at the ground that my mother would soon be actively rotting beneath.


    So far, my choices had consisted of:


    Playing a game of seduction


    Making my first real friend


    Losing my first real friend


    Giving up my spot at Yale


    Falling in love with my teacher


    Lying


    Losing everything mentioned above (tentative)


    The list went on; but mostly, it consisted of my own choices that, ultimately, lead towards the great and glorious, inevitable train wreck. I was the conductor; straight-shooting myself into the Hell-storm that was about to erupt. Holding on to the precious time that I did have; surrounded by the other choices, the other things, that I wanted.


    There are all kinds of articles, magazine or otherwise, that could answer my unspoken pleas for some kind of solution: tell the truth. Put all the cards out on the table. Tell Will that he had initially entered my life because a bet was involved. Because I was selfish, and wanted a different kind of security than my father was willing to provide, or I was willing to forge on my own. Because I wanted money. Because I was a selfish little rich girl, as Tyler has made so abundantly clear. Just the same as any other blank-eyed face at Trinity Prep. My existence was the same smoke-and-mirrors illusion. I was nothing at all.


    It's hard to tell the truth, though. A part of me genuinely believed that I wasn't a terrible person - I had just been momentarily lost in a terrible deed. But all the while, the feelings were real; the way my heart swelled when Will spoke, or touched my hand, was real. I had wanted him, maddeningly so, from the first moment that I had set eyes on him; when I confessed, to you, dear reader, that while I had never believed in love at first sight – I had felt something.


    It was enough, I felt. To trade that something; that small shard of reasoning that was lodged into my conscience like a marble slid through a straw. It didn't fit; it didn't justify the action; my silence, my burrowing the truth. But it felt right.


    In the grainy whirl reminiscent of old television screens, I was wandering along the Island as I contemplated these things. I had traded in my shimmery Balenciaga frock for a torn T-shirt on which the NASA logo was imprinted; a pair of destroyed denim jeans and a pair of mismatched sneakers.


    The lady at the desk regarded me quizzically.


    “Are these yours?” she had asked, running her fingers along the fabric. I was already dressed in my tattered wear, feeling more liberated than I ever had before.


    “Yes,” I told her. “I don't want them. But I trust this is a fair exchange.”


    I didn't take any money. I just wanted the clothes. I wanted to wander without feeling the hot-glued sets of leery gazes; green-eyed, envious stares. I wanted, mostly, to just feel normal. To exist outside of my palatial dwelling; the identity that I had been stuck with – the rich man's daughter.


    Coney Island was a blur of hot sweat and salt; all of our collective blood was whizzing through the sugar-laced air. Everything smelled of grease and cotton candy; the lights illuminating the dizzy smiles of lovers holding hands, spinning by on their sneakers or rollerblades or bikes. Laughter sang above the sounds of jovial screams; an aria of carnival-ride music and chiming bells.


    I sauntered straight towards the same burger stand that Tyler loved; plunked myself down on one of the candy-apple red stools. The same boy was running the place, removing a basket of french fries from the bubbling grease. They were still dripping with the stuff; the tang of salt was biting.


    “You're alone,” he remarked, eyebrows raised. He wiped his hands on an already soiled T-shirt. His accent was thick, and he laid it on like a heavy spread with each word. “You okay, sunshine?”


    I liked this guy. There was something sweet, endearing about his calling me sunshine. It felt nicer than being called lovely, or pretty, or gorgeous. It felt authentic, genuine; all warm and fuzzy.


    “I'm great,” I told him. He wasn't wearing a nametag. “What's your name?”


    “Joey Shapiro,” he said. He looked like a Shapiro, too. Perfect, olive skin; not a single blemish or pimple, even despite working in a grease bucket. Dark hair, dark eyes. Italian to a fault. “What about you?”


    “Kaitlyn,” I said. “Kaitlyn Laurent.”


    Joey had no idea who I was. It was wonderful. He just made me a milkshake; threw me a basket of fries. I tried to hand him a few bills, but he shook his head.


    “Don't worry about it,” he said. “On the house.”


    “You're a nice guy,” I told him. “I hope they treat you well here.”


    We talked for a bit, and I ate the fries until my stomach was thoroughly coated in in a slick layer of sodium and chocolate syrup. When I left, I hid the bills underneath the basket; a small surprise. An unspoken thank you.


    There's a lot I needed to acknowledge about myself. I had done something terrible; I had engaged in something awful. And yet, as I regarded the sparkling array of varying faces all dancing together on a pier lit by the firefly lights of a gargantuan Ferris Wheel, I didn't feel like like the monster I had claimed to be. That night, in that shadowy corner, enveloped in Mr. Tennant's arms. I felt human. I felt young. I felt like a stupid girl who had done a stupid thing, and now felt incredibly sorry.


    I pulled out my phone, and called Tyler. No answer. I didn't bother leaving him a message. I wanted him with me; I wanted to eat cotton candy and try to win some flea-ridden teddy bear from one of the game stalls. I wanted to look at the water with him; the sand like sapphire in the moonlight; the people so distant and dressed in neon-bright things; a kaleidoscope of color both in clothing and skin. He was the one, after all, that had torn me down; that had saved me. Oddly enough, not through excursions to a gritty-getaway, or his small apartment, or his doting mother.


    He called me Kait. He wasn't afraid to butcher my name – to slice it in half.


    He knew me all along. I loved him for it, and I hated myself for lying to him.


    I wandered near the dive-bar, poking my head inside. There was no karaoke going on; just a few occupied tables. Aside from that, it was eerily empty.


    Tyler's cousin was at the bar; he regarded me with a nod and a smile.


    “Where's Tyler?” he asked. “Not around?”


    “He's mad at me,” I said. “I've sort of been being a terrible friend.”


    “Oh?” he grabbed a plastic cup, filled it with coke and ice, a dash of Sailor Jerry's. I accepted it hesitantly. “You want me to talk to him?”


    “God, please don't. No. No thank you.”


    I took a sip, pausing, sinking in the smell of polished wood and cigarette ash. All of the booze that had seeped through the pores of patrons and was now permanently soaked into the walls.


    “”You look different,” Greg said. “Kind of normal. Less dressed up.”


    “Yeah,” I said. “I kind of went to my first thrift store ever. Got rid of my clothes, traded them in for some well-worn threads.”


    Threads. I grinned, tilting back the semi-flat cola and feeling it slide down my throat with a pleasant balance of sweet and spice.


    “You're alone on a Friday night,” he remarked. “Aren't you lonely?”


    “There's a difference between being lonely and being alone. I'm perfectly alright with being alone.”


    Now who was I lying to? Myself. I was lying to myself.


    He poured me another drink, which I downed happily; I wasn't drunk, or even remotely buzzed, but I felt warm.


    “No tab,” he said as I hashed out my wallet, noting that I had given all of my paper cash to Joey. “Just make sure, whatever it is you did, to apologize to my cousin. He's a good kid. A little weird, but good.”


    “I like that about him,” I said. “He doesn't care. He just is.”


    The evening was cool; crisp, hazy. I wished for a jacket, or even a thin sweatshirt. When I left the bar, I stood in front of the sign and watched the people come and go. Most of them looked happy; occupied with their thoughts, their lives, all that momentary bliss.


    I smiled to myself, inwardly, without moving my lips. Eventually I became aware that my phone was vibrating from inside my pocket; I yanked it out, answering quickly.


    “Will,” I breathed. “Hi.”


    “Hi,” he said. Then, pause. “Are you available?”


    “Is that code for something?”


    He laughed. I did, too.


    “I just miss you,” he said. “It's growing harder. I want you here all the time. I'm becoming selfish.”


    I glanced up at the green sign, one of the letters was blacked-out. A boy passed me, whistling crudely. I flipped him off, my hand still shoved into a denim pocket.


    “Come to Coney Island,” I told him. “I feel like riding the Ferris Wheel.”


    My heart twisted as we hung up; I was girlishly giddy and completely conflicted. It's hard to be transparent and honest when you can't bear the thought of parting with happiness.


    Would the truth ruin it? Absolutely.


    I looked down at the marks on my palms; the high of my excitement fading. Suppression had already started to take a physical toll; the rest was simply a matter of time.


    When he showed up, he was dressed in a pair of jeans and a The Mars Volta T-shirt. He had appeared to have walked a bit from where the taxi had left him; his hair was wind-blown, swept around his face.


    “Kaitlyn,” he said, proper and sweet. He kissed my hand. “You look lovely. Those aren't your clothes, though.”


    “Thrift shop,” I said quickly. “Let's walk.”


    We shared a plate of fried dough; I let him taste the powder sugar from my fingers. He wanted a Sprite, which we split with two straws. We held hands and drifted along in the current of walking feet; occasionally we laughed at someone's passing remark.


    “I love this,” I told him. His smile was hopeful, happy. “I missed you, too. I'm always missing you.”


    People were crowded on the sand, whooping and romping and rolling around. Teens were running amok with sparklers, their hair varying ribbons of color; golden, burgundy, chocolate. They were all at once a fire-storm of calico-tank tops and lace dresses; shirtless boys in sagging jeans, dirty sneakers.


    On the pier, numbers were being exchanged between whispering couples separated by a cloud of cotton candy; they would cover their profiles as they leaned in for a kiss. Will and I slid around children who were chasing after their parents, parents chasing after their children; the two of us remarking about how it was late, and maybe they should be in bed. But also, maybe their parents were doing something right by letting their kids simply live. Their smiles were toothsome; they were all baby-blue taffeta skirts and snuggled curls and happy laughs. They scrambled over each other with their fingers sticky and their mouths covered in caramel or bits of popcorn.


    The Ferris Wheel was a moving dazzle of white bulbs; everything surrounded us in a saccharine fog. We were both high on the fumes of packed-bodies leaking their human essence like motor oil; it was all a mesh of floral perfume and ocean water. The baskets, all crowded with clinging, kissing shadows, hung like rusting gems. Their decay was visible, but nobody was bothered by it. It was about the ride; that little bit of time spent suspended in air, entirely isolated, the entirety of Coney Island's glistening void below.


    When we started to lift, gradually ascending to the very top, Will's eyes scattered over the ground with an endearing awe, like he too was a child again. The verve was real; alive and beating along with the sounds and screams.


    I rested my head against his shoulder, and we took it all in. A part of me prayed that somehow we could absorb it through our skin; osmosis, melding with our DNA. I wanted to remember this more than through simply filtered memories.


    Will pointed to the sky; a firework erupted, sending a cascade of white dust in the smog-smeared night.


    “Will,” I said. The basket gently rocked. “I love you.”


    Three words. That's all they were. Yet my heart still clenched; my blood went cold.


    I could feel his smile, even though we were both still watching the last few sparks of pixie-dust fall; it was the most alive I had ever felt. The last few cries of festive laughter rang like a bird-song.


    “I love you, too,” he said. “I love you, Kaitlyn.”


    Fingers touched, curled, cold and trembling. We kissed as the basket swayed; a gentle rocking, a creaking lullaby. I was the wisest of sages and most stumbling of newborns all at once.


    I rented a room at a hotel that was neither horrible nor anything special; clean sheets, a plain white bedspread. The windows overlooked the water, all black and without any sign of waves. All of the bodies had vacated; the sand was an empty, sprawling ivory.


    We turned the shower on, falling into the bath mid-seize; our clothes quickly drenched. We peeled each other out of them, tossing shirts heavy with water onto ceramic tile. I ran my tongue down his lips, kissed them; his eyes were open lazily, his smile breaking the contact.


    There were no toiletries, so we washed each other with our hands and the hot spray of water that still smelled of the beachfront. We rang out our hair, got under the thin-sheets, and made love feverishly; our fingers interlaced, each breath louder than the next. We hung on the edge of bliss for what felt like an eternity, each thrust of his hips against my willowy frame was painful in the very best way.


    I came; he followed seconds after. Then we held each other: breathless, alive. Nothing but two pounding hearts in a dark room.


    “I don't want to leave,” I told him.


    “Then don't,” he said. “Stay with me. We'll find a way to reconfigure somehow.”


    Each of us spoke sharply; not in sound, but by the lack of breath.


    I sank into the mattress, his hand over my chest. I knew that he could feel my insides rattling; afraid and elated. In love and in total anguish.


    “I just want to run away with you,” I whispered. “Somewhere. Anywhere.”


    Will kissed my temple, pulling me against him. We fell asleep to sea-sounds and tricking sounds of fading breath.


    


    That morning, we woke up early and ate breakfast at this little diner that served coffee so viscous it literally resembled mud. We took pictures in one of those tacky photo-booths; grinning at the camera and making the stupidest faces possible. Will was a little kid; giving me rabbit ears and stretching his mouth out as the camera bulbs flashed. I had never laughed so hard.


    But the very last photo was romantic; a simple kiss, a classic pose.


    Will insisted that the key to loving a place was finding the hidden gems; to treat each destination like a set of spies bent on locating all of the hidden magic that only existed in the spots you never thought to look. The hidden restaurants, the simple structure of a beautifully aged window. Or the old cobblestone streets, the vendors handling their produce with careful hands. The billowing smoke that erupted through the cracks in the road was beautiful, too. If you wanted to see it, that is.


    It was hard to say goodbye; but goodbyes always are. After spending an afternoon sipping thick shakes through thin straws and skipping over the side-walk lines like school-children, we took a taxi back to my home. Twilight mocked us, making the sky resemble that same blue-and-pink whirl of cotton confection.


    He told me he loved me, the words crystallized on his tongue. But it would never be enough. I wanted to carry the words around in my pocket; I wished it were something tactile, something I could hold and flip through. A blank book on which words would appear when we spoke; all of conversations bleeding like ink into paper. Permanent.


    I told him I loved him, and he kissed me so intensely that the cab-driver barked for him to cut it out or walk home. I watched him go, still wearing my NASA T-shirt. Still in the ratty pair of jeans. Still feeling better than I ever had while wearing a label.


    The paces back to the house entrance were painful; I trudged along begrudgingly, knowing full well what was waiting for me.


    Inside, every room was lit. Music flared, glasses clinked. I spied Marius in the Great Room, playing piano while Vivian laughed; her sing-song voice accompanying Marius' tune.


    He looked up, his mouth gaping open slightly. Vivian followed, and then came my father's eyes; horrified, disgusted. He stared at my clothes as if I had been wearing nothing at all; as if I was standing naked in front of him and his unbearable guests.


    “Kaitlyn,” he said. “Where were you?”


    “With a friend,” I said. “I was with a friend.”


    Their eyes fell; discomfort, shame. It was all enough to render me time to slide up the steps and into my room. I stripped out of my clothes, throwing them on the floor with a ferocious discard. I didn't care one bit.


    I was still on cloud nine, you see. I was still soaring. I was in love.


    


    The last few days of May cruised by casually, as if there existed no hurry in the students waiting for the end of the semester. Class wrapped up; we acknowledged the coming exams; Opening Night for Romeo and Juliet was the coming Friday, and Mr. Tennant spoke about the conclusion of Lolita with an exuberant interest. With each word, he held the book in his hand, high above his head, like he was getting ready to shout holy scriptures.


    “Tyler,” he finally said. “What did you think?”


    We still hadn't been speaking. Not a word other than at rehearsals. Practice had been going unnervingly flawless. There was no inkling - none at all - of any tension between Tyler Dawson and myself.


    Until he opened his mouth. Right there, in the classroom.


    “I don't know,” Tyler said. “Disgusting. Horrible.”


    “Pardon?” Mr. Tennant raised his eyebrows. “Would you mind elaborating, Mr. Dawson?”


    He was silent for a moment, undoubtedly contemplating his next move; the next set of words that he would throw out like a hand of cards.


    “I can see why you'd like the story so much,” Tyler said, smiling smugly. “It tries to justify something terrible.”


    The room went silent. Mr. Tennant, sitting on the edge of his desk, combed back a crop of dark hair and stared at Tyler with a look that was both stone-cold and questioning.


    “Tyler,” he said mildly. “What do you find so terrible?”


    Their eyes clicked; quick, sharp. Watching the two of them made my stomach turn to lead.


    “I can't do this,” Tyler said. “I can't. I can't do it.”


    He scooted his chair back, grabbed his uniform jacket, and stormed into the hallway. After a moment of hesitation, I followed him. All sets of eyes followed me to the door as I slipped out, closing it quietly.


    “What are you doing?” I hissed. “I thought you didn't want to make a scene.”


    “You're only interpreting what just happened in there as a scene because you know you're doing something scene-worthy. You're doing something wrong.”


    I stared at him. He stared back. We stared at each other as the bell rang, students sifted through the door, and Mr. Tennant eventually came outside. He waited until the halls were nearly empty before attempting to speak.


    “Is everything alright?” he asked quietly. “You seem upset, Tyler.”


    I watched Tyler's reaction; the gradual fall of his shoulders, the expel of hot air through his nostrils. His brow furrowed, his eyes dropped to the ground. Every movement screamed of a boy who wanted so badly to exclaim that he knew a great and disastrous secret.


    But he didn't.


    “I'm sorry, Mr. Tennant,” Tyler said. “It was wrong for me to snap at you. I really do apologize.”


    Will nodded carefully, arms crossed. His blazer was buttoned, covering a simple, crisp button-down. His slacks were held up with a slick, black belt; his hair perfectly mussed. A pair of sunglasses peeked from his pants pocket.


    “You're fine,” he said, but there was an edge to his tone. “Off you go, then. Kaitlyn, can you stay a moment?”


    Tyler looked at me, his eyes weighed with a resentment that was unexplainable. Yet even in that understated loathing, there was a small light of something that wanted to break; to open up, to maybe forgive. That missed our mismatched friendship.


    When I went inside, he stayed. He stayed by the door; his face a blur of colors from through the opaque window.


    “Does he know?” Will asked. “About you and I?”


    Don't lie to him. My wretched insides wailed. Do. Not. Lie to him.


    “Yes,” I confessed. “He knows. But we're safe, I swear. He won't say a word to anyone. I promise, I would never put you at risk.”


    First rule of loving someone: don't lie.


    The second rule: don't make promises you can't keep.


    In the span of a fleeting second, I had broken both.


    Will didn't say anything. His arms fell, his breath was deep, his fingers curled into tight fists.


    “I trust you,” he eventually said. “I believe you.”


    He smiled at me, but I could see the anxiety etched in the lines that crinkled at the corners of his mouth. The belief was not unconditional; it wasn't fully there. It was like a glass nearly full, but not quite. Not enough to satiate.


    I opened the door, and Tyler glanced at me.


    “Plotting an escape?” he asked. “Plotting the next move?”


    “Listen,” I said weakly. In fact, it was almost pathetic. “I've apologized to you. I don't know what to do anymore, Tyler. I screwed up. Please don't look at me like that, though. Like I'm the worst thing in the world.”


    Tyler pressed his lips together, hands yanking at his tie like he was half-attempting to asphyxiate himself. When I looked down at my own hands, I was doing the same; we mirrored each other. The feelings were mutual.


    “You know,” I added. “We need to practice.”


    “We're perfect,” he said. “We always were.”


    Bell rang. We were late. Tyler started moving back and forth, his eyes on the intercom.


    “Listen,” I told him. “You can still hate me. I get it. Hate me all you want. But just tell me we can hang out and practice tonight. I don't want to fuck this play up. It's the one damn thing I've been looking forward to this semester.”


    Correction: aside from leaving Trinity forever.


    And just like that, there it was; small, quick, but still there. A faint smile.


    “Yeah,” he said. “I guess we can. Don't think we're all patched-up and everything, though. I still think what you're doing is shitty.”


    “I know,” I said.


    “No,” he said. “No. I don't really think you do.”


    First rule of being a real friend: take the verbal battering when it's deserved. Pride is the ugliest mask you can wear.


    

  


  
    NINETEEN


    


    His house was empty; both his parents were working late. Tyler dropped his backpack on the kitchen floor, yanked open the refrigerator door, and grabbed two cans of 7-UP. We went into his bedroom, shut the door, and he threw open the window.


    The room was a mess; his bed was unmade; clothes were littered all over the floor, piled up around various paper wrappers and crumpled homework assignments.


    He shrugged.


    “I've been busy,” he said. “I'm sorry my room isn't as nice or big or fancy as yours.”


    “Tyler,” I sat down on the edge of his bed. “I really am sorry.”


    “I'm not accepting an apology when you don't even really know what you're supposed to be sorry about.”


    We pulled out our copies of Romeo and Juliet, set them down on our laps. The copies, since practice had started, had become worn; small tears, loose pages. We had run from start to finish countless times, and yet each time we read the words, a newly resurrected scene came forth. Each time was different than the last, adding something new and unexpected.


    I opened my book first, and he followed. But neither of us started reading.


    “Are you going to forgive me?” I asked him.


    Tyler paused, eyes still on the page.


    “Not today,” he said. “But you stand a better chance than Mr. Tennant. I'll never be able to look at him the same way ever again. I'm serious.”


    “I know.”


    “You keep saying that,” Tyler sounded annoyed, his words clipped. “But you don't. God dammit, Kait. Students don't go fucking around with teachers.”


    He combed his hands through his hair, let out a clean sigh. We both took a sip of our drinks; the carbonation, lukewarm, burned down my throat.


    I looked at him, remembering my initial impression of the boy with the animated eyes; how he had used to maintain that happy, elated glimmer.


    But since he had come to me in the courtyard that afternoon, since he wandered into my life, it had faded some. The bubbling elation was gone; replaced by a boy who, while still very much attached to his ambitious dreams, was more calloused. Quick to speak sharply. A realist had replaced the dreamer.


    It was my fault.


    “I made the first move,” I told Tyler. “I went to him. I was incessant. I seduced him.”


    “Seduced?” Tyler raised an eyebrow. “I don't believe in the word. It's not a real one, you know. We just use it to take away the edge of the actions we make.”


    He tapped his finger against the aluminum; his nails were heavily bitten. His hair fell down to the tip of his nose, wavy and soft. Like the rest of him.


    “Are you in love with him?” he asked.


    Tyler took a deep breath right then. As if preparing himself for the answer; for the hammer to drop. It killed me, seeing him like that. The small crack that had grown since my evening spent in the embrace of my teacher – his words, his love – was now shattered. The shards cut my hands.


    “Yes,” I said. “I'm in love with him.”


    “Jesus Christ,” Tyler exclaimed softly. “I just – I don't know. I don't have anything to say to that.”


    So he didn't. He loosened his tie, took it off, threw it on the ground. He unbuttoned his collar, as if he was having a hard time breathing.


    Then he turned the page, opened his mouth, and started reading.


    


    On Opening night, Mr. Tennant gathered everyone around. Everyone was dressed in such finery that the lot of us were unrecognizable. The stage was set with props that were painted so well they could have tricked the untrained eye into thinking that the faux-stone structures and hand-crafted streets were actually those of fair Verona.


    I was dressed in a silk gown – a dark, deep gold. My hair hung in waves down to my waist, and was adorned with tiny pearls. Tyler wore his costume coupled with styled hair and an actual sword that he held with an anxious excitement.


    Will clapped his hands. We all turned to him, and I found myself barely taking in breath.


    “We've all worked very hard to reach this point,” he said, his voice cracking with an elated anxiousness. “I'm very proud of you all. So go on, and do well.”


    Tyler was a mess of bundled nerves, but I could see the joy on his face. This was his moment. It was our moment.


    We were the stars, after all. And I loved the way it sounded; not like two celebrities, but literal stars. Burning lights in the heavy night.


    Marius was toying with his own sword, a total Tybalt to a T. He was the Prince of Cats; perfectly unmarked by any kind of nervousness. He wore his costume – a modernized piece reminiscent of Zeffirelli's great classic – with such an air that he bled arrogance; anger. Rage.


    I glanced around at the scenery; stone, vines and blood-red flowers. Everything was bathed in the garish white light.


    “Are you okay?” Tyler whispered.


    We touched hands. The curtain opened. The entire stage was a bathed in a chiffon gleam.


    I had never before that moment considered that I would posses any skill when it came to acting; but right then, it all felt so natural. Each step, each line - each gesture as I laughed with the nurse and glared at Tybalt – wasn't really staged at all.


    When Romeo and I danced at the masquerade, we had no recognition of the past deceit or anger or tear-shed. We were in love, instantly infatuated. The violins swelled, my heartstrings sang.


    When we kissed on the balcony, the white light replaced with a gentle cobalt, I felt transported to some place different and new. Tyler had become a stranger; a foreign face; a truly besotted boy that I was madly, deeply in love with.


    I watched him from behind the curtain as he held Mercutio, overwhelmed with emotion. A shrieking bellow swept over the entire theater. I covered my mouth as he battled with Tybalt; the final drop of his sword taking one of the Prince's nine lives.


    I sobbed at the news of Romeo's banishment. I was genuinely wrapped in grief.


    Romeo wailed when he learned of my death, collapsing to the ground, shouting a defiant roar to the stars.


    In the tomb, the lights formed a Halcyon triangle over my frozen frame; every part of me was twisting. Tyler's lines pelted like arrows; his warm hands clutching my own with an anguished desperation.


    When he kissed me, his hands fell on my face; my eyes fluttered open, my own fingers reaching up to touch his cheek.


    I leaned up, our lips parting briefly as he looked at me with eyes that rang of impending death.


    It worked. The subtle twist caused a wind of gasps from the audience.


    He leaned down, kissing me again. It was organic, off-script; it was gentle and timid. I pretended to believe that he was acting; that as he ran the lines he was simply falling into the part of a mourning lover. But when he collapsed onto my chest, the paroxysm of his entire frame causing my body to tremble, I knew it wasn't an act. His hot tears dampened my shirt; I could feel them, warm, on my skin.


    He wept. He broke sobbing, quiet as death, in front a sea of several-hundred faces, and there was nothing I could do about it. I could only hold him.


    My Romeo looked up. One last glance, one gentle press of his warm mouth against my own.


    And with a kiss, he died. I could feel the stinging tears pool as I cradled him in my arms; my own sobs as genuine as if he had actually stopped breathing. I could barely take in air; choking on the words as I drew the dagger from his sheath and held the tip to my clothed chest.


    Another sob, another shattering cry. Not even for the sake of the part I was playing. Not Juliet; not the role of a wife, a devoted partner.


    I had played a role in breaking Tyler Dawson's heart.


    One last breath, my final line, and I fell onto his chest with the lights gradually dimming.


    When the lights went out, and the curtain closed, all I could hear was the shared sound of our thudding heartbeats in the darkness. Awake, but not really. Dead, but still sentient. Still breathing. Still alive.


    The audience stood, and the applause was triumphant. We all took stage once again, all holding hands, all bowing with a practiced grace.


    I was glowing. When Will took the stage, tears brimming his own eyes, and thanked the audience for coming, I was overwhelmed. Floating. Everything, in the words of Shakespeare, felt much too sweet to be substantial.


    Afterwards, we all shared an emotional hug. I smiled at Will, hugging him, and nobody thought anything of it. We were all embracing him. We were all suspended on our own exhilaration.


    I searched the crowds with Tyler, finding Marius along with Vivian. His father hadn't come, and I could see the disappointment. It was mutual, shared.


    Mine too was nowhere to be found.


    “What was the excuse?” I asked, and Vivian appeared startled. When she said nothing, and Marius touched my arm gently, I pulled away. “No. Don't. I'm not even going to bother.”


    Tyler softened, his hand on my wrist.


    “My folks and I are grabbing dinner,” he said. “You're welcome to come.”


    I smiled. He did, too. They were small, but it was enough.


    “I'd really like that,” I told him. I told myself not to start crying.


    We all walked to this little pizzeria down the street, sharing pizza sliced thick with melted provolone. It was simple. It was wonderful.


    Inside my pocket, my phone vibrated. A message from Will. A photograph of the empty stage, still drenched in honey-colored light.


    Will you wait up for me? I asked him.


    A moment later, he responded.


    Always.


    After dinner, I stood with Tyler outside, reclined on the old brick-siding; my phone still in my hand. It vibrated again, and he glanced at me. It was hard to read exactly how he was feeling; not thrilled, but not angry either.


    “It's him, isn't it?”


    I glanced at the ground, sighing quietly.


    “Yeah,” I said. “It's him.”


    He smiled, then sighed, then glanced at his parents through the restaurant window. Both of them still had the dizzy-eyed look of newlyweds.


    “You should go,” he said. “I mean, you can go if you want.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I'm sure,” he said. But his look was still heavy.


    As I turned around, he called out again.


    “We're okay,” he said. “We'll be okay. Just so you know. I don't think I'll ever understand, and I still think it's shitty, but I miss you. That's all.”


    I threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. He laughed, wrapping his limber arms around my waist and pulling me closer. His clothes were damp with sweat, skin covered in a faint sheen. Our faces were both still covered in stage makeup – pale faces, blush-powdered cheeks. A few people that passed by gave a second glance; sharing smiles as if they thought we were just another silly young couple. In love without any real idea of what it meant to actively live the word.


    The cab ride seemed to take ages; the traffic and pedestrians congesting the streets like clogged arteries. But when I saw Will, waiting on those steps, I had forgotten that such a thing as time existed. Even with the sound of his clocks; the working one, and the frozen ones, and the one he wore on his wrist.


    He took my chin in his hand, and kissed me.


    “You were brilliant,” he said. “My shining starlet.”


    I stood on my toes, hung my arms around his neck, and kissed him again beneath the streetlight. It would have made a perfect photograph.


    We stayed up all night, playing board games and flipping through old photo albums and watching videos. Some we sat through, glued to the screen, while others only served as background noise to our needy bodies. Slow, savoring kisses.


    That night, we made love gently. Slowly. We were two boats rocking on a gentle ocean, our eyes remaining locked, our fingers intertwined.


    I touched the chain that hung around his neck, the ring an ornament.


    “Tell me something,” I said. “Tell me you love me.”


    “I love you,” he said. “I love you.”


    Maybe it was foolish, but I didn't go home that night. When I discovered that my father had left that morning for a business-related gathering across the country in the City of Angels, I decided to spend the weekend with Will. We saw Phantom of the Opera, ate gelato with comically tiny spoons. We climbed to the top of the Empire State Building, our lungs aching, totally out of breath.


    I lifted my camera, and snapped a picture to the backdrop of a city that never slept. A blur of lights and life. The last photograph taken of us together.


    That was the Last Good Day, before everything came crashing down.


    


    The silence when I first stepped through Trinity's doors should have been taken as a sign, but I was oblivious. My only thoughts were of how there were only a few weeks left before I could leave all of this behind me; Trinity Prep, mandatory chapel, all of the wary, glaring eyes that, on that morning were looking at me in a particularly harsh manner. One girl muttered something under her breath, another simply stared.


    I went to my locker, and I should have suspected something when I struggled to open the door. Marius, who had trailed along behind me, had to yank it open with both hands.


    When the door swung open, a littering of papers fell out; Xeroxed papers, all of the same thing. The same message.


    I knelt down, picked it up, and as I stood – leaning against the locker – I was immediately draped in vertigo. Everything started spinning.


    “What is it?” Marius asked, alarmed. “Kaitlyn?”


    He took one of the papers, looked down at it, then covered his mouth.


    “No,” he nearly choked. “You've got to be kidding me.”


    Each movement seemed to slow down; I fell to the floor, on my knees, still holding the paper while trying to read what it said. To keep the words together without the letters drifting apart. To try to stomach what exactly I was looking at without surrendering to the faint tingling in my head; the impending feeling that I was about to fade out.


    It was a photocopied entry from Marius' journal. My picture had been super-imposed, and the handwriting was entirely detectable. It was a long entry; the words scribbled in a way that told me he had written it while the influence of a heavy night spent drinking.


    It spilled everything. Absolutely everything.


    Kaitlyn Laurent: The Lure, it said. My only love, my only vice. The only thing I can't seem to quit, no matter how much I hate it.


    She hates me, too.


    It went on to detail the terms of our bet, and how Marius had so badly wanted to win. It then started to become hazy, unclear; the ramblings darker, more disturbing, more upsetting than I even wanted to be confronted with.


    But mostly - it was terribly, horribly sad.


    I'm not the monster that she things I am, it read. But here's the thing, you can't change peoples' minds. She had the idea of who I was from the very beginning; I couldn't change it.


    He didn't want to hurt me, it said. He wouldn't have actually slept with me; it was a ply, a grenade. Something to evoke enough nerve so that I would actually make the jump into seducing Mr. Tennant. So that he could give me the money.


    His reasoning, as the journal entry ended, was that he understood. He understood that just as I would have never changed my mind about the man or person that Marius St. Vincent was – I would have never taken the money without feeling as if it had been earned.


    So we played the game.


    I won.


    But I didn't really win at all.


    “Marius,” I said. My mouth went sour. The words fell in a sickeningly dead quiet. “What did you do?”


    I stood up, grabbing him by the collar. All of the papers that he had been scrambling to collect fell like slow-falling snowflakes from his hands; drifting coolly, as if they were nothing, over the hallway floors. But at that point, other lockers were opening; more papers came flooding over the tiles.


    “I didn't do anything,” he insisted, practically a yelp. “I didn't do this, I swear.”


    “Then who?” I asked. “Who did it, then? Because that's your journal entry. That's your handwriting.”


    Marius stared at the ground; no emotion, not a single line, was etched on his face. If he was about to cry, it would have been then.


    I waited for the small hint of him reaching some kind of breaking point as his hands gripped a fistful of papers. More of them were sprawled across the hallway. Passing students picked them up, their jaws dropped, and they stared in silence.


    But he swallowed, and shuddered, and just kept staring into the tile as if the ivory-scrubbed marble would make everything go away.


    “I thought you found your journal, Marius,” I said, kneeling down. “Why would it have gone missing?”


    “I did,” he told me. “It didn't go missing. It was in my bag the entire time.”


    I realized that the answer was so very, very obvious. Piper. Piper had taken his journal, copied the pages, then slipped it discreetly into Marius' bag without him giving a second thought.


    Who else had she sent the entry to?


    A teacher turned the corner, and everyone started pushing the papers back into their respective lockers; I could barely register a single thought except for one:


    Will.


    Turning to Marius, every part of me rigid, I slapped him straight across the face. The sound echoed; a red mark branded his cheek. I didn't care.


    Before the bullet could be shot, I jumped up and turned the corner, ran out the doors, and bolted for the theater. I immediately started forming my apology, trying to figure out what to say even though every coherent sentence seemed to crumble immediately after piecing itself together.


    I reached the door, tried to pull it open. I couldn't. It was locked.


    It was never locked. Will was always in the theater before class started.


    He wasn't there.


    A voice crackled over the intercom; more sets of eyes scattered and fell on my horrified expression.


    Kaitlyn Laurent, the voice said. Please come to the Administrative Building immediately.


    Thank you.


    I didn't move. Not because I didn't want to, or was too startled; too afraid to know exactly what was even happening - but because I couldn't. I stood by the theater, watching a faint figure bolt across the evergreen lawn.


    When he reached me, Tyler was out of breath, and I couldn't say anything except:


    “It's all over. I've ruined everything.”


    Tyler didn't respond, even though he could have. He could have thrown it in my face. He could have told me, clear as water, love won't save you - but he didn't.


    Instead, he held me against him, took my hand, and led me to my fate.


    


    

  


  
    TWENTY


    


    The administrative building was nothing but several offices condensed together within an old, renovated church. It had been left aside when Trinity Chapel was built, and instead of tearing it down, officials decided to use it as a permanent residence for Admissions, and for the Headmaster. It still retained the old stained-glass, although some pieces had been replaced during the construction years back. The entire architecture still resembled a holy place.


    I stopped Tyler at the front door, my hand on his chest.


    “You can't go any further,” I told him. “I don't want them questioning you if they don't plan to. If you stand around here, they'll wonder.”


    I paused, glanced around. Waited for a couple to pass before speaking again.


    “You know nothing, alright?” I told him. “If anyone comes to you, you know nothing.”


    “You don't need to protect me,” he said. “I can protect myself. It's you I'm worried about.”


    “Just go, okay?” I told him. “Get out of here. Don't think about me. Think about yourself, Tyler.”


    The doors were solid wood. The windows were so small, and I was so petite, that I couldn't see what was going on inside the building; if there was anyone waiting outside the Headmaster's office.


    When I turned, Tyler was still standing there. His hands were shoved into his pockets, his bag was on the ground. He looked like he was about to cry.


    “You can say it,” I told him. “You were right.”


    He pressed his lips together, shook his head, wiped his eyes even though there weren't any tears to wipe away.


    “These violent delights have violent ends,” he quoted. “And in their triumph die, like fire and powder - which as they kiss, consume.”


    I touched his face, and I knew that he was already aware. I hugged him, waved goodbye, and told him that I'd find him later. I tried to ignore that final look on his face, as if there wouldn't be one.


    Inside, the stone walls were covered with orbs of red and yellow sunlight; the rays sending streams of colors across the room. It smelled of furniture polish and printer ink; dust danced visibly in the air. Everything was quiet save for the sound of fingers working against a keyboard; the receptionist glanced at me, then motioned down a small hallway. Those walls were hung with various portraits, but I didn't look at them. I stared at my shoes; scuffed, unpolished. I wished that the floor would open – a sudden sinkhole - and suck me into the ground.


    The Headmaster's office was vacant, the door open, with Mr. Whitman already waiting for me. His quarter was at the very end of the building, and had the most stained-glass out of everywhere else. The desk – in place of where a podium would have been – was a dark, rich mahogany. From behind, all of the sun-bathed images depicted in the glass seemed to make him appear like he was truly above us. We were all below.


    Piper's father looked a lot like her; the same basil-green eyes, the same fair skin. His hair was a powdery brown; a natural cocoa sort of color. He didn't share Piper's penchant for bleached locks.


    “Kaitlyn,” he said. “You're welcome to sit down.”


    I took a seat in one of the small, leather-upholstered chairs that sat in front of the desk. I could barely contain my breathing – rushed, clenched like a cramp inside my chest. Everything hurt. Every movement, every inhale, was a sharp stab.


    Mr. Whitman withdrew one of the papers from his lap, and slid it across the desk. I glanced at it, then to the floor, then to him.


    “I'm looking to understand the nature of your relationship to Mr. Tennant,” he said. His tone was mild, as if he was speaking to a friend. “I'd like to know if there's any truth to the allegations that the two of you have been engaging in inappropriate conduct.”


    Is that what they wanted to call it? It was so cold, so textbook.


    My stomach sank.


    “It's just a piece of paper,” I said. “It's nothing, Mr. Whitman. And besides, I know who wrote it. My step-brother, Marius. Why isn't he down here with me?”


    All I could think about was how the theater door was locked. Will wasn't inside - and if not, where was he?


    I took the paper, held in my hands, and pretended to re-read the lines that I had already seen.


    “Where's Mr. Tennant?” I asked. “Have you spoken to him, too?”


    Mr. Whitman shifted in his seat. He clasped his hands together, took a deep breath, and motioned for me to return the piece of paper; I placed it gingerly on the desk.


    “I am going to be very frank with you,” he said. “I have it it under good authority that you and Mr. Tennant have been having an affair, Kaitlyn. I'm giving you a chance to come clean.”


    “What authority?” I nearly snapped. “You mean your daughter? The one who's responsible for the mess of papers that were stuffed into just about every locker in Trinity Prep?”


    I leaned back, trying to collect myself. Trying to ignore the insufferable sound of my own heartbeat as it pounded in my ears.


    I looked up at Mr. Whitman; his expression hadn't changed.


    “Where's Mr. Tennant?” I asked again, standing, leaning over his desk. I wasn't trying to appear threatening. I was desperate. I was breaking down. “I went to the theater, and the doors were locked. He wasn't there.”


    “Kaitlyn,” he said, his voice like clove and honey. “I need you to sit down.”


    “Tell me,” I said. And then I slid back, sinking slowly into my seat. “I want to know where he is.”


    “Are you admitting that the allegations are true?”


    “You tell me,” I told him. “Because it's obvious you've already spoken to Mr. Tennant.”


    A long pause followed. Neither of us moved. Outside the door, the receptionist laughed; the keyboard sang; the doors opened and closed. Someone flushed a toilet, another coughed. More faint, subdued laughter.


    I looked at him. I looked at him, and a part of me already knew.


    “Mr. Tennant has stepped down from his position here,” he said plainly. “Do you understand what I'm saying to you?”


    “He's gone,” I said. A piece of my heart crumbled; I could feel the tears start to well. “You fired him.”


    A hot spill of saline fell down my cheeks. I wiped them with my sleeve; the stain leaving the fabric black.


    Mr. Whitman spoke carefully, still calm as tepid rainfall.


    “We have a standard to uphold here at Trinity Preparatory Academy,” he said. “Mr. Tennant was terminated because he confessed to behavior that was against that standard. The student and pupil threshold is strictly defined, Kaitlyn.”


    “What do you need from me that he hasn't already given you, then?” I asked. “That the piece of paper sitting on your desk hasn't already given you?”


    A knock on the door followed; the receptionist poked her head in. A meeting was canceled, an argument in the halls dismissed. He was waiting on me to tell him exactly what Mr. Tennant had; that we were sleeping together. That a teacher was seeing one of his students. That we were the centerpieces in a scandal.


    “I'm afraid that given the nature of your current circumstances,” he said slowly. “Your breaking of school conduct, on multiple grounds, has rendered you unfit to continue attending here.”


    “So you're expelling me. You fired Mr. Tennant, and you're expelling me. We have less than a month left in the semester, Mr. Whitman,” I paused, my eyes and every part of me burning. “And have you even spoken to my father? Are you aware of the uproar this is going to cause?”


    Mr. Whitman picked up the phone from the receiver; the dial-tone hummed. He set it down on his desk. I stared blankly.


    “If there's anything you'd like to add,” he said. “You're welcome to say it now.”


    I knew what he was alluding to; whether Mr. Tennant had taken advantage of me. Whether I wanted to make this into a legal case instead of a sad, foolish series of events. I thought about that scene in V for Vendetta, where Natalie Portman is under interrogation; they shaved her head, stripped her bare, mutilated her. They had taken everything, but she didn't break.


    “I have nothing to say to you,” I told him. Each word spilled harshly. “Now can I go?”


    He nodded, taking the paper and placing it face-down. But he refused to give it to me.


    “I'm very sorry,” he said. “But we have rules for a reason. There are consequences for these actions, Kaitlyn. You're a smart girl. You're not blind.”


    As I reached the door, my hand on the knob, I spoke one last time; remembering the faint look of apology in Mr. Whitman's eyes. Maybe a part of him understood. If not his vindictive daughter, than what it felt like to be human.


    “But I was, though,” I said, though the words came out more as a breath. “I was in love.”


    I didn't bother keeping anything from my locker; there was nothing worth holding onto. No photographs, no little saved notes. Everything was worth throwing away, and I was okay with that.


    But as I gathered my thoughts, spending those few last minutes walking through the halls for one final time, I almost wished that I had such things. That I had some sort of normal, teenage relics to hold onto. All I really had was a fleeting, forbidden love story; and even that, I could keep ahold of. It was ripped into tiny little shredded pieces; kicked up by the shoes of various passing students. I was left subjected only to the relentless hisses and softly-whispered ridicule of my peers.


    When it came to Piper, I didn't need to track her down. As I figured, she was waiting for me. She stood by my locker, head low, arms crossed.


    “Why did you do it?” I asked her. “I thought you weren't mad about the play. I thought we were fine, you and I.”


    She looked at me, and I returned the gesture. That moment was the last time I would ever see her again, too.


    “It had nothing to do with you,” she said. “I was getting back at Marius.”


    “Then why hurt me?”


    Piper smiled. Small and quick. Anguish riddled her eyes, setting them deep. There was a sunken look that hung over her face and body; as if keeping herself standing upright was a task.


    “Because you were the only way.”


    And then, like she always did, I watched her flip her hair, sigh wistfully, and walk away; as she began to turn the corner, she turned to me.


    “I would apologize,” she said. “But nobody ever really means it, do they?”


    Bell rang. Another announcement came over the intercom, beckoning for Marius to make the march down to Mr. Whitman's office. To let the Headmaster decide whether he would stay or go.


    I was able to contain myself until I reached the front door, until the warm air hit my lungs. And then I collapsed to my knees, every part of me trembling, and sobbed.


    


    The walk to Will's apartment was grueling; each step felt as if my feet were stuck to the cement sidewalk. Everything was heavy, and it all seemed to pass too quickly. It was as if everything that surrounded me was fast-forwarded; whizzing by while I was stuck on pause. A shaky image on a an old tube-screen; unable to make a single move without worrying about holding down the pit that had sunk into my stomach.


    If I didn't still have the key, I wouldn't have been able to make it in; and even then, I contemplated against it. He could have called the cops; he could have tagged me with trespassing, breaking in. But if I knew Will as I felt I did, I knew that he wouldn't risk bringing anymore attention to an already detrimental situation.


    When I rang the buzzer, he unlocked the front gate. When I reached the door, I was able to slide the key in and enter without any protest.


    I stepped in hesitantly, setting my bag down by the entrance. As I looked at the clocks, I noticed one thing: the one in the very center, the only one that worked, had been shattered. The photograph of Mr. Tennant's long-lost love was on the floor, also sitting in a pool of broken glass.


    “Jesus,” I said quietly, closing the door. “Will, what did you do?”


    It was almost eerie, the absence of sound. I had become so accustomed to the incessant ticking of the clock that now, with it silenced, the apartment seemed too quiet. There was a sinister feeling to it all.


    Will was sitting on the settee, and didn't look up at me immediately. The action came slowly; as if he wasn't sure whether or not I was actually standing in front of him. His hands fell, his chin tilted upward. His eyes met mine with a look that spilled of an anger that already bubbled up and poured over. It simmered now, cooled down, but still swimming in his stare.


    I had imagined what I would have said to him, if this had happened. The apologies that would spout like a flesh-wound. But as I stood in front of him, in-between the kitchen and living area, I was paralyzed, unable to speak.


    Will made the first move, taking a folded piece of paper from his pocket, unfolding it, and holding it out as if he wanted me to take it. When I reached forward, he snapped back, balling it up and throwing it on the floor.


    He covered his face with his hands, and said nothing for a short while. I sat down next to him, and he didn't move.


    It frightened me, seeing that there existed some part of him that was capable of falling into a frenzy.


    I touched his knee, and he flinched. But he didn't touch me. He didn't pull away, or grab my hand, or yell.


    Instead, he just shook his head, as if he didn't want to believe what had just happened in the span of less than twenty-four hours.


    “Is it true?” he finally asked. “That you had a bet placed on whether or not you could fuck me?”


    My eyes fell on the mess of glass that was sprayed across the entryway floor. My hands gripped my knees.


    “Yes,” I said quietly. “It's true. But I swear, I didn't mean for it to reach this point. I didn't intend for it to get this out of control, Will.”


    “What does that mean?” he asked, dropping his hands. “So you used me as a pawn in some game with your step-brother, but you didn't intend on hurting me?”


    “I stopped it, Will,” I said quickly. “You need to understand-”


    He threw a hand up, silencing me.


    “You are not to tell me that I'm supposed to understand anything that comes out of your mouth. Ever.”


    I was snuffed; but that wasn't the worst of it. The worst followed after, as Mr. Tennant proceeded to let his face fall, hunch forward as if crippled by some agonizing stab, and let out a low, sorrowful cry.


    Hot tears rolled down his cheeks. He was crying. It was the first time I had ever seen him so devastated before - and it gutted me.


    It was impossible not to follow him; until we were both crying, inebriated on our own asphyxiating sobs.


    “Why?” he plead. A thorned, barbed plea. “Why did you do it?”


    I wiped his face, and he didn't stop me. I knew then, right then, that even if he hated me - he loved me, too. Anger would have driven him to snatch my wrist with a wince-inducing grip; but he didn't set a finger on me.


    “Because I didn't feel anything for anyone, until I met you.”


    Will leaned forward, picking up the paper, uncrumpling it, then began reading it out loud. Each word was paused by a loud sniffle, a shuddering sob.


    “She wants to escape. I can help her.”


    He folded the paper, let it fall to the floor, and stared with a look of drunk defeat.


    “I wanted to escape with you,” I told him, though the few words were a strain. “I wanted to find a place where we could belong. A place just for us.”


    Will sucked in a breath, wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his sweatshirt.


    “There is no place for us,” he said. “And if there was, there isn't anymore. You're a liar, and a fraud, and...”


    A drawn-out stillness fell over him; the pause hanging for perhaps a second too long before he parted his lips again.


    “...and I hope you can forgive me.”


    I knelt down, at his feet, and took his face in my hands. Wet cheeks against my palms; his mouth red, bitten down.


    “I did this to you, and you're apologizing?”


    “I'm a grown man,” he said mildly. “And you're a child. I was a teacher, and you were a student. I deserved to lose my job.”


    “I'm not a child,” I told him. “I was grown enough to make a decision that ended in my expulsion.”


    “Expulsion?”


    “That's right,” I said. “They expelled me. We can still leave. If you can just accept my apology, we can move past this.”


    Crystal drops still clung to his eyelashes; that single tear that seemed to hang for an eternity refused to fall. His mouth fell open, a slight gape, a look of shock slowly sinking in.


    We had both been cast out.


    “You're insane. You can't possibly understand,” he said. “There's no leaving. The only leaving that's going to take place is you walking the several paces out that door, and my leaving to find somewhere to start over again.”


    I stood shakily. He looked up at me, eyes full of loss.


    And then, like a slow-sinking syringe into my heart, he took the chain that was around his neck, unclasped it, and placed in my hand.


    The ring, the silver, was still warm.


    “But I don't want this,” I said. “I don't want this back.”


    “Get out,” he said. “Get out of this apartment.”


    He didn't want to me to leave; I could see it in the way his fingers clenched, his eyes started to fill again. That exhausted glaze that was rimmed with uncried tears. His lips a slant, thin line. Pursed, pained.


    “I'm sorry I hurt you,” I told him. It was quiet, soft as sorrow. “But I still love you. And I'll wait for you.”


    He pointed to the door, but he didn't look at me.


    “I'm sorry I hurt you,” he repeated. “But if you wait for me, you're only going to suffer.”


    “I'll suffer, then.”


    “Will you?”


    I dropped the chain to the floor. The ring fell with a gentle ping against hardwood.


    “You're the one I saw first,” I told him. “And if I have to grapple with this forever as a consequence of ruining the only person I've ever cared for, I'll suffer.”


    Will said nothing. He just stared with a terrible agony at the ring that rested on the floor; the chain draped around it like a snake.


    I kissed him, but he didn't kiss me back. His lips parted, his eyes closed, but he didn't kiss me in return. He simply brushed a finger against the small of my wrist, wiped his mouth, and turned away.


    “Get out,” he said. “I'm not going to say it again.”


    The sound of his suppressed sobs followed me out the door. As I picked up my bag, I cut him one last glance.


    If this were a film, he would have been watching me go. There would have been that sad, limerent look in his eyes. That flash of longing; the paused beat before he begged me to fall back into his arms.


    But he wasn't watching me. He wasn't even looking at me. He was crying, quietly to himself, with his face buried in his hands.


    I shut the door quietly. Collapsed to my knees. And wished that someone would tell me that this was all some horrible dream. I would have taken anything, right then, for the classic cliché.


    Instead, I was met with a nightmare.


    


    At the house, my father had digressed from a state of anger into sheer mania. He insisted that we get lawyers involved; that my spot at Trinity Prep be re-instated for the duration of the semester. That, desperately, I make one last attempt at resuming some kind of normalcy. Finish out the year, go on to Yale, and assume my role as had been intended.


    “No,” I told him. “I'm leaving.”


    “Excuse me?” he said. His face was a shade deeper than persimmon, his hands were in the air. “Leave? And let that man get away with what he did to you? To our family?”


    It was the first time I felt compelled to laugh, and I did. The sense of hysteria was so real, so overcoming, that when I was finally finished there was nothing left in the room but a thin sheet of silence. Our faces were colorless. Nobody moved.


    “He did nothing to me,” I said. “And if you get the courts involved, I'll say the same thing. I wanted him. I was in love with him.”


    My father drew back, repulsed. A look of repellant disgust lined his face.


    “And where would you go?” he asked coldly.


    I was sitting on the edge of my bed. It would be the last time I was in that room, too.


    “Somewhere where people actually treat me like I'm something more than just a girl in pretty clothes,” I told him. “And I wish I could say that I would miss you. But that would be a lie.”


    “After everything I've given you?” he said. There was an awe that made the words go frail; that made them rake like sharp nails over burnt skin.


    “All of this is nothing more than exactly what you've wanted,” I said. “And I'm tired of being a puppet. I want a life that's my own.”


    He took a step back, his arms flaccid. He watched me for a moment, as if waiting for the crack; as if waiting for me to break down and tell him that nothing I had just said was true.


    But it was. All of it.


    “Then you can leave,” he said. “Get out, if that's what you want. But don't think, if you walk out that gate, that you'll ever be able to come back. I won't even look you in the eye.”


    “I'd almost rather have one last look at my mother,” I said quietly. “As she is, now, rotting in the ground.”


    That was enough. He let out a shrieking yell, slamming his fist against the wall, and yelled for me to go.


    I grabbed my backpack, and nothing else. I took one last, final glance around that fairy-tale room that had only one memory I would want to hold onto.


    Then, turning away, I walked out as if I had never even had a confrontation with my father. As if none of this life was ever actually mine.


    Marius was sitting in his room as I made my way down the hall. The journal was in his lap, his head low.


    “Take it,” he said, extending it to me. “I can't keep this anymore.”


    He stood, walked over, handed it to me. I took it carefully, and we shared a farewell glance.


    “I hope you'll be okay,” I told him. “But something tells me you will be.”


    At the gate, I paused for one last time. I took in the sight of the rose bushes; the pool that still gave off that baptismal, pure glow.


    And then I said goodbye. Forever.


    I hailed a cab, opened the journal, and read by the faint beams of streetlights that occasionally passed through the window.


    Many of the entries were of various conquests; most had accompanying pictures that were taped onto the pages. But there was a common thread in each entry, even with Piper; the mother of his unborn child. A girl who, still, he hadn't wanted.


    None of them were me.


    My only love.


    I closed the journal, rested a hand against the cool window, and watched the city pass by. It made me realize, as I watched those who roamed the streets, having full knowledge that some had nothing – no homes, nobody who even knew their names – that I still had something. Not all had been lost.


    The driver parked; I handed him the last of my cash. The air was brisk, smelling of garbage and smoke.


    With my feet hitting the pavement, I crept up the crumbling cement steps, rang the bell, and waited.


    Tyler met me at the door, dressed in an undershirt and a pair of pajama pants. He looked at me with a sad, small smile.


    “What happened?” he asked. But I knew he was already aware.


    “They expelled me,” I told him. “And Will's gone. And I left my dad's. I don't even have spare change in my pockets.”


    He reached out and touched my shoulder, then pulled me into a careful embrace.


    “Come on,” he said. “Come inside. You can stay here.”


    “Your mom won't care?”


    “She likes you,” he said. “She'll understand. We'll talk to her in the morning.”


    Tyler insisted that I take his bed, and he slept on the floor in a rolled-out sleeping bag. We talked for a while about everything that had happened; about Mr. Tennant and myself, and everything we had done. The sex. The secret meetings. All of it.


    When it was over, Tyler said that he wished he'd felt like that about someone. So intense that it had driven him to recklessness.


    “Maybe I have, actually,” he said. “Maybe I have.”


    Eventually he fell asleep. I stayed awake. I couldn't sleep; not because I wasn't tired, but because a part of me feared that if I did, I wouldn't wake up.


    And for the first time, even if it was slowly killing me, I wanted to be alive.


    


    

  


  
    TWENTY-ONE


    


    That night, as I kept my weary eyes open, I forced myself to really sift through each moment that had brought me to the place I was currently wallowing in.


    A bet


    A stolen kiss


    A lingering glance


    Falling in love


    Destroying it all


    Was it all worth it?


    It was hard to breathe; each inhale only seemed to sink me further into the mattress that creaked with each movement. Tyler had kept his window open; the occasional breeze swept over me like a reminder that there was still more than the tiny room or the tiny bed I was curled up in. Through the evening spent awake, staring at the ceiling on which I could see the beginnings of a water leak seep through the paint, I kept rattling on internally about my choices. About life, and the games we all play. How life, really, was just a game. Didn't Shakespeare say that, after all?


    Life is a game; we're merely players.


    Convincing myself to stay afloat had become an overwhelming proposition. It made me think of this old Jonas Akerlund short that I had watched with Tyler; these two homeless youth in Sweden, living by the train station, spending their spare time shooting up smack. The main lead, named Linda, was a remarkably hopeful spirit. She remained positive despite the literal and figurative junk that had rotted away any semblance of a normal life – an existence grounded on petty theft and prostitution. She believed, despite her harrowing circumstances, that even though life could be cold, and hard, and cruel - none of it is personal.


    Linda believed she was going to get away; she was going to go to California, and start over. She believed with an enduring wholeness that there was a place for her, far away, full of sunshine and simpler, better things.


    Her story ended in a casket.


    Life doesn't mean to hurt you - it just does. It's less preventable than death. All you can really do is accept the part you've played in this little game. The fact that we humans are innately built to draw things to ourselves; to think about what suits and satiates us; and when the things we scrape for end up either succeeding or failing, we're left with the results of the cards we've set down. A game of players - some voluntary, some not.


    But don't worry. It only lasts so long, after all.


    As for myself, I had begun to acknowledge that the game was still very much rolling. Yes, all of this had started with a game; but it ended with one, too. My bet between Marius, my affair with Mr. Tennant was a game as well. Even if neither of us wanted to admit it, there was a thrill in the forbidden nature of our coming together; our falling apart.


    In the end, it would roll on like the sands of time, until it stopped. Until I died. Until the torch was passed along.


    I tried to imagine what Mr. Tennant would say if I wrote the thoughts down on paper; but I couldn't conjure up the sight of his face without my throat tightening. His loss was a fresh slice against bruised skin. It throbbed unrelentingly.


    A part of me was waiting for my heart to stop. It hurt that badly. The pain was very, very real.


    The sun was starting to rise when I had finally dozed off; a part of me forgetting that I wasn't returning to Trinity Prep. Tyler's alarm sounded, and I sat upright, startled. I looked around, realizing that I wasn't in my old bedroom; I was at Tyler's. Tyler, who was sleeping on the floor, curled up like a caterpillar in his red sleeping bag.


    “Hi,” he said, smiling a sleepy smile.


    “Hi,” I said, feeling vaguely empty. Even if I didn't exactly miss where he would be going, I knew that the absence of my old life meant that there was some new life to create. That I would need to find something to do with myself.


    It scared me, honestly; the contemplation of what little I actually had seemed to wrap around me like an ice-cold sheet. I would have to start over; something normal, bright, clean.


    Straightening Tyler's tie, and watching him leave, I realized that there existed this incredible boy who had striven so hard to achieve what for many would be an unattainable dream. He was an astounding character, really.


    Here I was: expelled, and having lost the one man that I risked it all for.


    As Tyler was leaving, he touched my shoulder.


    “There's clean shirts in my dresser, if you want to borrow one,” he said. “I can take a cab if you feel like using my car.”


    “I'm fine,” I told him. “I think I should figure this out on my own.”


    He nodded, throwing his uniform jacket over a shoulder.


    “Good luck,” he said.


    I smiled, waved, and listened to the door click. Once again, I was alone in a foreign apartment that smelled of city smog and a citrus body-spray. Tyler's shampoo, a mesh of boyish scents, hung in the room.


    I sucked it in, taking a deep breath, and then started to make my arrangements. What I could immediately think of, at least. I showered, struggling with the realities of fluctuating water temperatures (it was freezing) and yanked on one of Tyler's plain white undershirts. Even though they were dirty, stained on one of the knees, I slid on the same ratty pair of jeans that I had swung for at the thrift shop. The only items of clothing - aside from the uniform that I would no longer need - I was in possession of.


    As for the bag, Marius' gift, I pawned it. They gave a few hundred dollars, which would have to be enough. The man who stood at the register regarded the bag with a certain look of envy; his oddly amethyst-colored eyes tinged with question. He looked me up and down, quietly analyzing.


    “Where'd you get this?” he asked, turning the bag over. He shook it as if he expected some kind of illegal paraphernalia to come tumbling out. “It's awful nice.”


    “It was a gift,” I told him, tucking the bills away in my pocket. “From an old relation.”


    He didn't believe me. His eyebrows arched, his mouth went slack. It was the first time anyone had looked at me with an expression that read you're probably a thief.


    I couldn't blame him. You can't blame people for their first impressions; it's not their fault. He might have been judging me, but I was judging him, too.


    Still, I cherished the city that day; for all of its faults, it was a relief to be able to blend into the scene without having to worry about being scrutinized by the everyday passerby. We were all the same. Simply coming and going; a sea of differently-dressed bodies accompanied by the same, forward-eyed faces. We were all just trying to get somewhere; stopping to look at another person's purse or jacket was an unnecessary deterrent. My clothes didn't matter. None of it did.


    My first destination was a local community college; it offered students that had dropped out a chance to finish their degrees. The classes, although each only spanned the course of a month, were every day – from morning until dinnertime. If I wanted to balance my schoolwork with a job, I'd have to work late into the evening.


    But this was my life now.


    The college was a small, single-building campus. It had a few floors, and was all rust-colored brick and dirty tile that matched the brown grout. I sat at a small desk in the corner of a small room that was plastered with motivational posters; the other students, preoccupied with their own paperwork, seemed nervous. Biting fingernails, checking their phones, sighing loudly. When I finished filling out the application, I handed it over to the admissions counselor, who looked it over with a half-amused smile creeping up the corner of his mouth. He was an older man, with salt-and-pepper hair and an ugly argyle sweater.


    “This says you were attending Trinity Preparatory Academy,” he stated, squinting at the paper. “Can I ask what your interest is in our program?”


    I felt my shoulders instinctively rise and fall; his eyes caught the name on the paper, Laurent, and I got the distinct feeling that he had some idea of who I was.


    “I was expelled, sir,” I said. “But I'm looking to finish my degree.”


    “And your academic history states an acceptance into Yale University,” he added, pausing briefly. “I'm afraid I don't understand this entirely. You said you were expelled.”


    “Correct,” I said. “And that spot at Yale was purchased for me. My father wanted me to go.”


    He shuffled the papers, looked me up and down. There wasn't a single speck of me that looked the part of my past.


    “So you've come a long way from where you were,” he remarked. “To be sitting here in a community college when you could be attending something far greater.”


    “You're right,” I told him. “But this is exactly what I wanted.”


    The man laughed. At me, not with me.


    I couldn't blame him.


    My second destination, after fetching a cab, was Coney Island; but not for pleasure or sight-seeing. It was relatively quiet; most people still preoccupied with school or work or other endeavors. The carousel was still; the gold-and-white horses with their startled eyes were stationary. Sluggish-looking teenagers occupied the booths that hung with plastic bags full of popcorn - like beehives - occasionally swatting at them with a frustrated hand.


    The water was dark in the distance; it reflected the bits of light through the clouds, and everything smelled polluted. Trash, salt, seawater. A seagull flew overhead, and a girl rolling by on roller-skates smiled at me.


    I smiled at her, too. But I knew she didn't see it.


    When I reached the burger stand, Joey was seated on one of the stools, sipping soda out of a paper cup and listening to local news crackle through the speakers of an ancient-looking radio. He saw me, smiled, and lowered the volume.


    “You're back, sunshine,” he said, bright and true. “What can I get you?”


    “I was hoping maybe a job,” I said. “Since I'm sort of broke and need to pay for school.”


    “College?” He raised an eyebrow, hopped over the counter, and filled a second paper cup with Coke. “That's admirable.”


    He handed it to me, his fingers covered in fresh blisters; I imagined a spray of hot grease from a batch of fries gone awry. Still, my throat was dry; I had to hold myself back from guzzling it down, letting the ice chips melt on my tongue.


    “Sort of,” I said. “I guess it's something like that.”


    I was thankful that he didn't ask me to elaborate; Joey Shapiro seemed simply satisfied with brevity. Or maybe he already knew. We never really give enough intellectual credit to those who work in the service industry.


    “When could you start?” he asked.


    I slid behind the booth, smiled, and he laughed. He tossed me an apron, and let me take charge of the register. I attempted a batch of onion rings, but after a sheet of hot oil nearly soaked us both, Joey decided that I was better off working the grill, or doling out change.


    It was typically the latter - but regardless, it was my first real job. My first real day in the Real World. Or just a normal day, as most would likely call it.


    When it was over, he slipped me a few bills under the table, and told me that he'd keep my hours off the books. He was the boss, so he said it was alright; I chalked it up to the fact that my only real bank ties were now severed, and a check wouldn't cover cab fare.


    So I left the island, taking my time, stopping to buy myself a cup of flavored ice. I spooned it into my mouth as I strolled on, slowly, leisurely; watching the sun set over black water that lapped with a timid gentleness over the dark sand.


    I remembered the smell of salt-water, cold motel sheets, and Mr. Tennant's warm mouth against cool skin.


    My steps stuttered. I swallowed the syrup and ice, artificial-strawberry, and ran a hand over my lips. I could still taste the sugar.


    I could still taste him, too.


    My third destination was Will's apartment. I had planned another apology, something more articulate and including less sobs; hopefully, I considered, more emphasized with my current grease-stained clothing and fatigue-lines beneath weary eyes.


    The cab stopped outside of the building, and I glanced across the street, towards the park. They were showing a film, and for the first time it seemed that the place was actually inhabited, filled with life.


    A cold wind whipped through the air, kicking up loose pebbles and bits of trash that rolled along like tumbleweeds. I watched the scene with a sincere fascination, just for a moment or so, before finally deciding to join them.


    I guess a part of me expected, or perhaps just hoped, that I might find him in the crowd; but I didn't. I bought a bag of hot peanuts coated in salt, and watched the film alone, reclined on the thick bark of a shrouding oak tree.


    They were playing The Graduate; a film that I had never seen, but heard Mr. Tennant talk about on several different occasions. I think a part of him wanted to watch it with me, though we never did. It was all grainy, dull technicolor; but even so, it was brilliant. Simon and Garfunkel serving as background music while the lead – a young Dustin Hoffman - jumps into the pool of cyan water, then into the arms of Mrs. Robinson.


    A leg extended, a nervous swallow.


    Mrs. Robinson, if you don't mind my saying so, this conversation is getting a little strange.


    The ending scene, as Benjamin and the newly-departed bride skip town on a bus, all doe-eyed; their faces flushed with adrenaline.


    And then, there it was: their expressions slowly falling, until it appeared as if they had both understood exactly what had just happened. The immediate, shoe-dropping ramifications of their choices.


    I lingered around after the screen cut, pulling at my paper bag that was empty aside from the granules of salt. I smelled vaguely of onion and garlic; french fries and beer-batter. I sniffed my shirt, cringed, then looked at the ground; the grass was soft, supple.


    The Sound of Silence rolled on as I walked across the street, sat down on the steps, and contemplated ringing the bell. I sat there for a solid half hour or so, watching the couples still playing in the park, watching as they stuck around to watch the movie replay. I watched it from my spot, not as interested as before. The music left me with a feeling of great discomfort; it was too fitting, too uncanny.


    Nobody likes to acknowledge the things that actually fit, that actually speak truth. We prefer the fantasies.


    Eventually a golden light spread over the cement steps; the door opened and closed with the sound of a bolt locking.


    Will sat down beside me, wordlessly. His eyes were on the film.


    “What are you doing out here?” he asked, then glanced at me. At my clothes. “Did something else happen?”


    I looked at him. His eyes were full of unspoken things that I knew he wouldn't speak that night. He wore a plain gray T-shirt – a little dirty, I noted - and fitted jeans; his feet were bare, his hands clutched his knees.


    “Everything,” I said. “Everything's happening.”


    He nodded; distant, absentmindedly. As if it was hard for him to care.


    “Where were you?” he asked quietly.


    “Coney Island,” I said. “I work there now. At some terrible burger stand, as identified by the fact that I wreak of peanut-oil and deli pickles.”


    He cracked a small smile, hunching forward.


    “Late nights?”


    “Yeah,” I said. “But there's a joint nearby, this dive-bar, that I like to wander into sometimes. At least the job gives me an excuse to be near where there are actual, real, fleshed-out, breathing people.”


    Will sighed, his body language painfully distant. There was no sign of the necklace; no glimpse of silver around his neck.


    “You should probably get out of here,” he said after a moment. “It's getting late.”


    “Is that really the reason?”


    His eyes fell, his shoulders slumped.


    “I don't want to look at you,” he said. “Because it reminds me of what I've done, and what I opened myself up to. It reminds me of how stupid I was letting someone so selfish into my life. But worst of all, it reminds me of what I loved so wholly.”


    Will covered his face. I forced myself to swallow the lump, to not cry. Not in front of him. Not again.


    “So you should leave,” he said. “I don't want to see you here.”


    He stood, gave me one last look, then walked back into the building. The yellow light, a faint shimmer, came and went.


    I gave myself a few seconds, composed myself, then flagged down a cab. When Tyler called, asking when I would be arriving back, I told him shortly.


    “You sound groggy,” he said. “What's wrong?”


    My forehead was pressed against dirty glass; the city buzzed by like a film-strip, gray and gritty and grimly glorious.


    “I'm just getting used to consequence,” I said. Then we hung up.


    


    Watching Tyler graduate was probably the second best thing ever to be tied to Trinity Prep; it was heartbreaking and wonderful all at once. I helped him with his cap and gown, and sat with his parents in the packed auditorium; glad, given the way things ended, that the lights were focused on the stage.


    The gossip, as I could have only assumed, didn't come to a halt when I walked out the doors and assumed a new life outside of the one I had known for eighteen years. The comments ranged from mild, soft laughter – soft whispers - to full-on fabrications of an unplanned pregnancy and shot-gun wedding. Mr. Tennant and I, runaway lovers; destined for somewhere with sprawling hills and tie-dyed skies.


    Some of it was darker, of course; I had been groomed and taken advantage of. He had hit me, raped me. He was a horrible, terrible man.


    Nobody really knew the truth. Not even Tyler's parents; he swore with a great confidence that there would be no confessing my withered affair.


    “This is probably the biggest thing I've ever kept from them,” he said carefully. “But I'll do it for you. As long as you figure something out for yourself, I'll keep your filthy, blood-soaked laundry hidden.”


    Tyler often told me, after arriving home, that there was something new circulating the halls. That they had taken Mr. Tennant's photograph off the walls; that, due to a barrage of student complaints, even the posted acclaim from our production of Romeo and Juliet had been removed from the hallways.


    No trace of Will existed. No trace, except for the remaining sighs. The faint, low-eyed girls with their buckled knees and their silent wishing that maybe, just maybe, it could have been them. He was the unrequited fantasy; the most desired face and body that had and likely ever would walk through those doors.


    I had taken away their most precious thing; and from that loss spewed nothing but an unrelenting hurricane. In the halls, he was nothing but a predator. A horrible, debauched human being that preyed on young, unsuspecting girls. He had no emotions, no real claim to make for himself; he was simply a carbon-cutout of the classic, tell-tale demon.


    I was, too. Their descriptions of me, written and then thoroughly scrubbed from the bathroom stalls, were slightly more creative.


    “Do they hate me?” I asked Tyler, as he was straightening his tie. He looked at me, half-smiling. “Am I safe to return for the sake of pomp and circumstance?”


    Tyler chuckled, shaking his head.


    “Yeah,” he said. “They hate you. But they hate him, too. It's pretty ugly.”


    Mr. Whitman handed out diplomas after several of the heavily-ornamented students gave their introductory speeches. Piper, as I could have only imagined, was the Valedictorian.


    The names were called, one by one. When Tyler stood, taking his diploma with that classic, copyrighted smile, I clapped and choked back a few tears. Most were from my own happiness that I felt for him; some, in truth, were for myself.


    Marius didn't walk with the class - he had been expelled, too. We had been picked off, one by one. Plucked like dandelions. Will, Marius, myself.


    But we all deserved it, didn't we?


    


    

  


  
    TWENTY-TWO


    


    Summer arrived on cue: a barrage of bikinis and beer bongs; evenings on the pier, spilling liquor and popcorn on blackboard asphalt. Hot afternoons were spent sitting in a stale classroom; head reclined on a warm palm, fingers digging into my skin. A pencil hanging, limp as a cigarette. The walls crawled with white-brick and graffiti art. Occasionally I dozed off, woken by a fellow student tapping me on the shoulder; a mocking jeer.


    Hot evenings were spent on Coney Island, filling plastic cups with tonic and spilling ice chips; flipping burgers and scribbling orders on paper notebooks that also served as napkins; everything splattered with grease.


    It was disgusting. It was liberating.


    Since losing Will, I had become fond of terrible pop songs that seemed to depict everything so perfectly. I loved them in the same way that I hated them; it was like candy, like junk. Like something sweet even if it wasn't wholesome or necessarily good. Britney Spear's Everytime followed me along as I sifted through the strange faces, all splattered in neon-glowing paint and drunk smiles. Everything hung heavy with bonfire smoke, cigarette smoke; the fumes of sex and heavy hearts.


    I cried several times. Twice in public. But people didn't care; they simply kept on walking, swept up in their own lives that seemed, I'm sure, just as silver-screen worthy as my own. Only one boy seemed to mind; a shirtless boy with cornrows and gold teeth and a dragon tattoo that danced up his arm. He handed me a napkin and muttered: don't be sad, pretty girl.


    On some evenings, I'd roll up the hem of my second-hand jeans and walk along the beach, watching the kids as they tilted back beers and smashed the bottles on the ground. They blared their heavy punk or hip-hop like the angry, savage words were some kind of transcendental love song. Women flocked to the boys, intrigued by the bonfires and music; enticed by the promise of a free buzz. Many of them wore glow-in-the-dark necklaces on their heads like halos. The boys wore only shorts and backward hats; their smiles glowed under a black-light moon.


    We were all angels in this place. Only I was missing mine.


    I tried to move on by changing a few things; my hair, for starters. A girl in my class; this gorgeous, chocolate-eyed beauty from Columbia, bleached the front strands of my hair, then colored them pink. She played with hair and makeup in her spare time; she wanted to go to cosmetology school.


    She had dreams, just like the rest of us.


    Tyler hated my hair, saying it looked trashy. I kept touching the strands in the full-length mirror, ignoring Ty's twisted grimace in the reflection.


    “I love it,” I said. “I feel brand new.”


    I let one of the boys from my summer class take me out. We bought pizza at this little eatery around the block from Will's apartment, and I let him hold my hand even though his fingers were uncomfortably cold. He was a tall, with a brush of auburn curls and a vividly-bright smile. Slate-gray eyes with premature crows-feet that crinkled when he grinned. I asked him why he was finishing his degree at the community college, and he answered, totally frank:


    “Just lazy, I guess.”


    A fair enough answer; certainly honest enough. I never told him my history. A part of me felt like he hadn't earned it; we only share our darkest demons with the people that we feel can somehow identify. Because they have them, too.


    The beginning was long gone. The early mornings spent lying around in the garden, watching the roses shrivel - and then, eventually, bloom. There were no more notable items in my closet; name-brand things with extravagant price-tags. No maids; no helping hands to dress me or make my meals so that my own hands stayed clean. No more masquerades, evening gowns, or masks to hide behind.


    There was only the faint smell of wet pavement and hot ash; the sky was skewered by the city lights.


    There was only me, standing on the sidewalk, barely a stone's throw away from Will's apartment, looking down at my shoes while a strange boy peered down at me; his hands framing my face, fingertips running over my cheeks and mouth.


    When he leaned down to kiss me, I tilted my head, just centimeters, to the side. He kissed my cheek, drew away, and appeared unsettled.


    “Did I do something wrong?” he asked quietly. “I just – I like you.”


    “I know,” I said. “I had fun tonight. I did. You seem like a great guy.”


    “But?”


    I sat down on the steps, let my body fall.


    “There is no but,” I said. “I had a nice night with you, but I'm not looking for anything heavy. I'm sorry if you feel misled.”


    He did; it was obvious in his reaction. He tried to apologize, then appeared as if he didn't owe me an apology, and then finally just settled on seeing me in class.


    I raised my hand, attempted a half-hearted wave, and was relieved to see him go.


    The park was mostly empty as I walked along the sidewalk; a few children were playing, clambering over one another on the grass while parents watched idly. It was a warm night, the kind that sticks to your clothes, and I could feel it.


    I swung around the corner, walking towards Will's apartment with the intent of shooting straight past, hailing a cab, and going home.


    But there was a figure that made me pause; the only thing that possibly could.


    Will.


    Will was sitting on the steps; leaning forward, listening to music as he, much like myself, watched the ongoings amidst trees and swing-sets.


    He seemed almost fascinated. Envious, maybe, that there were children finally playing in the park. But he had no excuse to join their antics; nobody to play with.


    We never really grow up, I realized. Our bodies simply age.


    It took him a moment before he noticed me; his arms were crossed, and he wore the same purple Burberry shirt that he'd worn the afternoon of our hotel escapade. His hair was a mess of beautiful dark waves.


    Finally, much like the very first I had went to his apartment, I revealed myself beneath a streetlight; a small smile, a stuttering heartbeat.


    At first, Will frowned; his eyebrows sunk, his lips pressed together tightly. But he didn't move, nor did he say anything.


    I sat down beside him, and again, no movement. He looked deeply conflicted, as if he wanted to say something; as if he wanted to address the fact that I had gone ahead and done the exact thing he'd told me not to: come around. Find him again.


    Silently, he handed me one of the earbuds, and motioned for me to listen. I placed it in, he replayed the track, and together we simply sat and listened.


    That was it. I was sitting next to him; ripped jeans, a plain white undershirt that was a size too big. My sleeves were rolled up to the shoulders, revealing my arms that were marked with small scars from a grease splatter; the fabric was just thin enough to glimpse the bra I was wearing beneath. But there was nothing intentionally seductive to the whole ensemble; it was just what I had to work with.


    Will was looking at my hair when I turned to him; his fingers grazed over the pink streaks with a nervous wonder.


    The Smiths played along with the silent viewing of playful, elated children. It was borderline Catcher-esque, the sight of it all. Each one of my heart-strings, one by one, tightened and tremored.


    A silent tear fell. First one, then another, as Morrisey crooned on about wanting the things he'd never had before. I wanted what I didn't have, too.


    He was sitting right next to me.


    I felt his hand touch mine; a tender, gentle gesture. His fingers closed around my palm, pulling me up with him. He didn't speak, but instead opened the door and led me inside; the familiar golden beacon pouring over the blue cement. A sudden blanket of warmth; painfully, wondrously familiar.


    We walked up the steps, he unlocked his door, and I went in first. The mess that had been left before was now cleaned up; no traces of splintered glass, no broken clocks. And yet that wasn't all, either. All the clocks had been removed from the wall; it was utterly bare, and totally barren save for the few marks that had been left behind.


    I took a step further in, glancing around. It was then that I noticed it wasn't just the clocks; everything was sealed up, stowed away.


    Boxes lined the floors; a roll of clear tape sat on the coffee table. The midnight-blue settee was littered with newspaper; all of his beautiful little nonsensical items carefully wrapped. Old books sat in tall stacks, scattered all over the floor.


    A hand touched my shoulder; fingers curved around the bone. A series of breaths kissed my hair, each inhale sharper than the next.


    His lips first kissed the top of my head; innocent, sweet, warm. One half of me was puzzled; uncertain if this was something I should let happen. A soft kiss, or the gentle clutching of his fingers as they gripped my sleeve and exposed the nape of my neck.


    Burning lips, a single kiss. Nothing hard; just painful heat.


    I closed my eyes; my breath dropping a decibel, shallow as death. Silent as the still and voiceless items that we were surrounded by.


    Will turned me towards him, running a finger down a flushed, tear-stained cheek. I felt bitten and exposed; vulnerable and savage all at once.


    There was still a look of suffering in his eyes; he simply held it, cradling it in his arms silently. Neither of us had said a word to each other. Nothing had been spoken yet.


    But we didn't need to.


    His thumb skimmed over my lips, his hand down my throat; his fingertips fell slowly down my chest, in between my breasts, down the slope of my stomach. He took a step closer, raising my arms and tugging the shirt from over my head. It caught my hair, a gentle snag. A welcomed pain.


    I watched him, wide-eyed, as he took off his own shirt, throwing it to the floor. My heart was a rhythmic drum as he kicked off his shoes, and I threw off my sandals, and the both of us slid out of our jeans.


    What followed seemed to happen in a series of clipped events: his scooping me into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist. My knocking into the wall and stilling, just briefly, as Will locked eyes with me again.


    Say something, I thought. Say anything.


    This wasn't how it was going to be. It maimed and excited me all at once; I was drugged by his touch, and marred by his silence.


    Our mouths met; hard, deep kisses. Will pushed me harder against the wall, his hands framing my face and eyebrows raised in devouring expectation.


    He carried me into the bedroom, sprawled me out on the cold sheets, and stripped off my underwear. I watched in insufferable, throbbing anticipation as they peeled slowly down my thighs, dangling from one foot. I sat up, yanking his boxers down, and he pushed me backward.


    We were naked in the dim room; everything was blanketed in a fog of temporarily subdued torment and Cimmerian shade. His cologne was his own scent; nothing was masked; everything, every drop of sweat, bled into my skin. Into my pores. Each breath seeped into me; a sustaining torture.


    He was already hard; my fingers wrapped around the length of him, drawing him into me. I watched his lips part, his discretion slowly fall.


    We collapsed into each other, his movements deliberately slow. He sank each inch into me, refusing to slide out as he thrust. Will stayed inside, moving like the soft, steady rocking of a lullaby.


    We interlaced fingers, he kissed me. I raised my hips to let him sink in even deeper, biting back the subtle tinge of pain. Almost too much, yet never enough.


    I loved each sound he made; each soft moan, each gasp. As he started thrusting harder, I loved how he closed his eyes, and burrowed his face into my neck as if looking at my own would have caused him to lose it. But he never unlocked his hand from mine; his grip tightening, my body beginning to spread with that first blossoming of warmth.


    It was a slow orgasm; a perfect unfolding of myself into Will. I was glad he didn't come right away; my heavy, drunken state allowing me to watch him move with a blissful contentment. He came with a frantic thrust, a soft hiss, a low moan.


    Our hands unlocked, our eyes met. A trail of fire erupted in my chest, singeing my bones; setting every part of me aflame.


    We didn't break the silence in words. Will still didn't speak, and I didn't know what I could possibly say; we were never so close and yet so completely apart. Our unclothed bodies separated by a blade of shadows.


    “Where do you go at night?” he asked quietly. The first words spoken since I had seen him on those steps. “Why did you come here again?”


    He remained hovering above me; his arms taut, strained.


    “I went out with someone,” I confessed. “But it was nothing, I swear.”


    The look on his face was enough for me to contemplate stepping out in front of a moving train.


    “I need something to help me forget you,” I said. “You're everywhere I walk. You're in each set of eyes I meet; every hand I touch, every small smile as I'm scanning faces in a crowd. You're all of them. Give me a sea of strangers, and all I'll see is you.”


    I broke down in slow-motion; my throat tightened, a small sob escaped, eyes closed, my vision became blurred.


    “And now you're leaving.”


    Will rested his head against my chest; his eyes fell to the empty wall on which our shadows were only visible through a slant of moonlight through the open window.


    “I need to find a way to forget you,” he said wearily, strained. “I want to forget you.”


    “Do you mean that?”


    Water pooled and spilled down my stomach; a soft inhale, a shuddering breath. He was crying.


    “Yes,” he said. “I need to forget you.”


    He wiped his nose with a bare wrist, covered his eyes with his hands. Will couldn't look at me, and I couldn't look at him.


    On the night-stand sat the ring; the chain was coiled around it, as if Will had been holding the thin string with a tight fist. It was knotted, tangled.


    I picked it up and held it in my palm, my face still burning, every bone cracking beneath the skin. My heart felt as if it had been stitched in two, and the seams were slowly fraying. Forcibly being tugged apart.


    “Where do you plan on going?” I asked.


    “Home,” he said. “I'm going home.”


    He was leaving the country; we would be severed by an entire ocean. The distance, the hours; the unavoidable reality that we would become nothing but vague memories to one another. Eventually we would blur, shift, bleed out like old watercolors that are eventually replaced with something vibrant and new. With something real.


    I took the ring, leaned towards the window, and let it fall from my hand. Will watched me, unmoving and yet completely horrified.


    There was the faint sound of metal against metal; a gentle ting. I glanced out the window, and saw that, perhaps by the grace of God, it had fallen into a vent. There was no retrieving it; no frantic scramble to locate where it had landed.


    It was gone forever.


    Will covered his face. I collapsed on the bed. The both of us wept.


    But there was no holding one another.


    “There really is no place for us,” I said. “This is really over.”


    He sniffled, swallowed, tried to catch his breath.


    “A place like that can't exist,” he said coldly.


    “Do I need to apologize to you again?” I begged. “It can if we want it to. Anything can exist if we want it to.”


    “Kaitlyn,” he said.


    He reached over, took my hand. I didn't pull away.


    “Why would you touch me?” I asked. “Why let me in here again?”


    There was a pause, a long pause. Through the window we could hear the collective sounds of a thousand lives being lived; the children still laughed, the cars still sped on. There was talk amongst friends, screams of youthful rebellion. The city night was an ever-lit catalyst, changing lives. Bringing people together, defining moments. Severing ties, ending lives.


    Mothers were weeping in their lonely, crumbling apartments. Couples were falling in love beneath street-lamps.


    “Love makes us fragile,” he said softly. “Lovers are built to break.”


    I dressed myself, unable to look at him afterwards. I had never felt more exposed; more confused; more uncertain of anything in my entire life. And the only thing that I was unquestionably certain of, that I loved Will, was an impossible pursuit.


    “I'll let myself out,” I told him. “If you want to find me, you can find me on the boardwalk, serving up cheap food to the cheap-thrill seekers.”


    Will watched me go, still naked; still seated on the edge of his bed with his beautiful face imprinted with a permanent, exquisite sadness.


    As I reached the steps, I pulled out my phone and called Tyler. I asked him if he would pick me up; I didn't need to tell him the destination.


    As he pulled up, dimming the headlights, he rolled down the window and regarded me with a sad, empathetic look.


    “Get in,” he said. I slid into the passenger's seat, slammed the door, and hugged my knees to my chest. “You're certainly bent on breaking yourself, aren't you?”


    He toyed with the radio volume. Bastille's Overjoyed hummed through the speakers. All the lights, through the windows, were nothing but a blur of color through my tear-clung eyelashes.


    I didn't say anything, but I could feel Tyler watching me. After a moment, he turned up the volume, reached over, and took my hand. His sole means of saying, without using the words that perhaps I wasn't even that deserving of, I care.


    “I guess it's just as well,” he said. “Something needed to knock you off that pedestal.”


    “Do you speak from your heart?” I asked. A butchered line from a play that already seemed an eternity passed.


    Tyler smiled.


    “From my soul, too,” he said. “Or the Devil take us all.”


    


    

  


  
    TWENTY-THREE


    


    There was no graduation for our class; we received our diplomas on paper that essentially resembled napkins run through a broken printer. I stowed the document away in a small shoebox along with my other essentials; wallet, passport, my birth certificate.


    Marius had stopped by after my calling him for the first time in months. I asked him if he would bring only the things I'd need – and nothing else.


    He arrived not long after, pulling up in his hot little Audi. The look on his face as he watched me jump down the front steps was a mix of disbelief and discomfort. He regarded my hair in the same way he had first looked at Tyler; like an alien. Like something strange.


    “What have you done to yourself?” he asked. He combed a bit of hair back – it was shorter now, and he wore a pair of thin-framed glasses. These were new, and as I squinted into the lenses, noting the thin bifocal line, I saw that they were real. “I can barely recognize you.”


    “Good,” I said. “I'm glad. That makes me happy.”


    Marius wore a sweater and jeans; loafers and a small, uncomfortable smile. He went back to the car and returned with the items in a paper bag; as he handed them to me, our fingers brushed, and he gaped at the sight of my hands. They were cracked, raw, and marked up from the toils of common labor.


    “Are you alright?” he asked quietly. “What have you been doing?”


    I took the bag, glanced into it, and hugged it to my chest.


    “School, work. I finished my degree out at one of the local colleges,” I told him. “You look different, too. Are you still living at home?”


    He nodded.


    “Yeah,” he answered hesitantly. “But I'm leaving at the end of the summer. My dad wants me to come work with him.”


    “Are you going to take over his company?”


    His shoulders rose, fell, and he sighed.


    “Eventually,” he said. “But I guess it's not like I didn't know that education was just a formality for me. Some things don't change, Kaitlyn.”


    I looked at him; really looked. Even in the short span of months, he appeared different – the haircut, the glasses, the simpler clothes that still came from extravagant labels. There was a greater humbling to his stance, a certain nervousness to the way his arms crossed.


    But I guess he was. He was the same.


    “I'm sorry I never told you that I loved you,” he said quietly. “I've got some things I plan on working out with myself.”


    In the evening overcast, his car resembled a silver bullet. There was a faint echo, a promise of escape. I would be lying if I said that there existed no temptation for me to beg him to take me with him anywhere, and everywhere. That there wasn't a fleeting moment where, because I'm only human, I wanted to go running back to all the safe and comfortable things.


    Instead, I nodded.


    “You can tell me now,” I told him. “It's going to be your last chance.”


    Marius looked down at the cracked asphalt, his eyebrows falling slant. I knew, as I watched a sharp swallow move down his throat, that he was forcing himself not to start weeping.


    “I love you,” he said. “And I'm so sorry.”


    He touched my face; not as a brother, or a beast, but as a boy. A frightened, sick little boy.


    “I'll be fine,” I told him. “I've got my whole life in front of me. Everything is full of fantastic promise.”


    “And what about him?”


    I shrugged.


    “I think we both know that there was never a place for us.”


    I wiped Marius' face with the sleeve of my shirt, stood on my toes, and kissed his cheek tenderly. As he retreated, the space between our bodies gave me a momentary feeling of sadness; I would miss Marius. Even if he never knew, and I never told him. I would.


    “Goodbye, Marius,” I said. “Have a nice life.”


    A door slammed; an engine roared; he sped off across the pavement.


    And then he was gone.


    I sat for a long time in silence, watching the cars pass by. My back ached, the muscles in my arms felt worn and weak. Every joint in my fingers sang with a terrible soreness as I clenched my fists and tried to swallow, tried to breath; tried to clear my head of any residual thoughts of the life I would never have.


    Eventually I decided that I needed some kind of closure, I needed to know if there existed one last chance. So I took a cab to Will's apartment, parked outside the steps, and took a moment to straighten myself up before speaking with him again. One last time.


    And if it was really over, if there was no hope, no place for us, I would accept it and forge something new for myself completely.


    I pressed the button, but there was no buzz. The door didn't click open. Nothing happened; like a failed magic trick.


    I tried again, and then a third time.


    Through the glass I could spy a security guard preoccupied with whatever was amusing on his phone. I tapped on the glass, and he squinted at me as I were some punk rampant whose only intention was to break in and vandalize an already heavily-soiled apartment building.


    I thanked God, silently, when he opened the door.


    “Can I help you?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said, slightly breathless. “I'm looking for Will Tennant.”


    He frowned.


    “I don't know names, kid,” he said plainly. “What's he look like?”


    “Tall, brown eyes. Black hair that's usually kind of messy. He might have been wearing a band T-shirt.”


    “Did he have an accent?”


    “Yes!” I exclaimed. “He did. I mean, he does. He's British.”


    The security guard promptly withdrew a few folded bills from his pocket, smiling smugly.


    “I helped him take the last of his boxes into some moving truck,” he answered. “Whatever his name is, he's gone now. He left early this morning.”


    We stared wordlessly at each other; the security guard eventually retreating into the doorway. He looked puzzled, vaguely distressed.


    “Listen,” he said. “I can't help you. I'm sorry.”


    He closed the door; as it clicked shut, I was only reminded of the fact that like everything else, I would never be walking through the halls of that apartment building ever again.


    I sat down on the steps and tried to convince myself that this was nothing but some terrible illusion; I awaited the grand prestige. Will running through the door, taking me into his arms, and telling me that he was inside all along. He just wanted to see if I would be truly willing to wait for him.


    Leaves were kicked up in the wind; the summer heat hung heavy. And I was reminded, as the sound of humming branches rang through the air, that this wasn't a trick. He was really, truly gone.


    The cab ride home was silent, and I still had the paper bag in my hands. I opened it, touching the familiar items gingerly. All plastic, nothing special. But to me, these basic things were the last relics that I had to hold onto.


    It was only when I went inside that I noticed the envelope. I felt around, feeling for what it could possibly be - a letter, perhaps. I knew that it was something he felt I wouldn't have accepted if he tried to give it to me face-to-face.


    When I finally opened it, it was during an evening spent alone, after Tyler had left to visit his grandmother. His last visit before leaving for California. We'd celebrate the next day.


    I tore it open. There was a letter, and in the letter, a check. Seven digits, beginning with a 1.


    I know that you probably won't accept this, he said. So I left a space blank. In the event that you should change your mind, it's yours.


    Do well, Kaitlyn. In whatever it is you choose to do.


    I caught my breath, folded the paper in half, and stared at the check. It had been made out to no one – the spot was blank.


    I smiled to myself, glanced out the window, and ignored the feeling of impending finality to it all.


    The next day, Tyler left for the Golden State. In a perfect world, his parents would have been able to see him off – but they had to work, and he insisted that they take care of what was necessary. It was just him and I, traveling in his old Mustang, with the aching soundtrack of the city streets and The Atari's Boys of Summer accompanying us. We both sang along, and I thought briefly of that night at the dive-bar, singing on stage and spinning in Tyler's arms.


    “You could come with me,” he said. “To California. Buy a ticket and get on the plane with me.”


    “I can't do that,” I told him. “I need to figure this out on my own.”


    The airport was blanched-white; everything slick and sterile. As he clutched the handle of his suitcase, I handed him the envelope. I had signed his name on the blank line.


    He glanced down at it, his mouth parting.


    “I need you to do something for me,” I told him. “I need you to promise me that you'll take this. Can you do that?”


    “I don't understand,” he said. “What is it?”


    I smiled, throwing my arms around him. I could feel his heart as it pounded beneath his T-shirt, his smell sweet and pungent; apple shampoo and spiced deodorant.


    “It's something that will help you,” I told him. “And your family, too.”


    Tyler Dawson started to cry. I did, too.


    “I'll miss you,” I told him, laughing even though it was choked with tears. “Everything's ending.”


    “No,” he said, smiling. “Everything's beginning.”


    I watched him take his final stroll down through the sprawling, white room that was filled with a bustling, catalytic noise. When he was gone, I did the only thing I had left to do. I went to work. I ignored the splattering grease and the smell of hot onion rings that had only come to make me sick. I contemplated my own future, my own fate, and what I would do now.


    I wasn't planning on going back to Tyler's; I had already said goodbye to his parents, giving them both the biggest hug, and was planning on booking a room at some cheap motel by the waterfront until I could either find a second job and afford a decent apartment, or figure out some sort of college plans.


    The thoughts were distracting enough that Joey cut me loose early. Partially due to concern, and primarily due to a lack of supplies. We were closing shop for the night.


    He slipped me my earnings under the table, tucking the bills into my palm with a wink. I left, rolled through the crowds, and slipped into the old dive-bar for a drink. I bought myself a Coke, settled into one of the tables, and watch the drunken scene from afar unfold on stage as lit twenty-somethings gave their best attempts at covering thrashy, trashy pop songs.


    I set my head on the table, my temples starting to throb. It was hard to think, hard to process the defining moment of loss that stood with its unmoving, rooted certainty.


    The music shifted; a gentle strumming of guitar chords. From inside my pocket, my phone vibrated; I looked down. It was a text from Will.


    Look up, it said. Two words, nothing else.


    My eyes narrowed in soft confusion; but I looked up, anyway.


    Will stood on stage, his hair a fine mess; his hands wrapped around the microphone stand. He wore his jeans low on the hips, a leather belt, his favorite pair of Chuck Taylors that were reserved for out-of-classroom only. His shirt was thin, black-and-gray striped.


    He looked like a rock star; a perfect mix of passion and pain and all the things that make us so tragically mortal. And he was looking at me.


    Everyone seemed to lean forward; a joined acknowledging of the pretty man on the pretty stage that was drowning in darting lights; all bright green and yellow and pink. As the guitar chords kept running, he started to sing, and I immediately felt my breath hitch, my heart tremor.


    I had never heard the song before, but it took me less than a millisecond to realize that I was in love. A Dire Straights cover, someone said it was. Will sang about a love-struck Romeo who, after an unspoken time apart, went back to seek out the lost affections of his Juliet.


    He had one last chance, and like most lovers, he tried to save her with a single serenade.


    Will seemed to break through the cloud of cigarette smoke and human exhales; the vapors of alcohol that had seeped from pores and lingered in the thick air. He sang with a reverberation in his vocal chords that rang of both sadness and hope, loss and gain.


    Around me, everything started to blur. I covered my face, but kept watching him through the space between my fingers; a phantom, he was, standing in front of me.


    I didn't believe that any of it was real. Not the song, or him standing on stage, or even the sound of applause as he finished and the entire room erupted.


    He hopped off the platform, sauntered forward, and fell to his knees in front of me.


    “Tell me you're really here,” I said to him. “Please tell me that this isn't something I'm imagining. That I'm going to close my eyes, open them, and you'll be gone.”


    “I'm here,” he said. He took my hands, pressed a warm mouth to even warmer skin. “I'm here.”


    It was all enough to make me dizzy. I fell against him, and he led me outside, handing me his water. I sipped it slowly, watching him, watching his figure – like a slow-forming painting – finally solidify into something real.


    “I thought you were gone,” I said. “I went to your place earlier, and the guard said that you'd left.”


    Will nodded, not taking his eyes off me.


    “I'm staying at a hotel,” he said. “I leave tomorrow.”


    He took my hand, lacing our fingers. I leaned into him, slowly sinking into the cotton T-shirt; the safety net that was his chest. I burrowed my face in the fabric.


    For the first time in my life, I felt saved. An overwhelming grace, like water, flowed through me.


    We took a ride on the Ferris Wheel, my head resting against his shoulder. We shared a milkshake with one straw instead of two. We held hands and gazed into the old, ancient broken glass box in which sat one of those coin-operated fortune-tellers that printed out your fate on a tiny strip of paper.


    Will pressed his hands to the glass. We both felt unnerved.


    His hotel room was plain; a simple cream colored the walls, a clean white blanket was tightly spread across the bed. There was a small television, a coffee maker, and a tiny desk.


    I drew the blinds, rendering the whole room dark.


    Timid hands found trembling limbs; our fingers grazed carefully over unseen skin. His mouth found mine, and we kissed long and slowly; it was all too sweet, too careful.


    He hoisted me into his arms, my legs wrapped around his waist. I fell back on the bed with a soft laugh, and Will silenced me with another kiss. Rougher, full of suppressed yearning; his tongue slid alongside mine like a sweet dance. Our hands worked to shed our clothes, and he took me on the bed in a series of frantic thrusts. It was hard, and heated, and our collective shared moans must have shaken the walls.


    We fell apart together; fell into each others arms. The orgasmic surge that slid over my skin was almost spiritual, healing. As if we were both, in that instant, reborn.


    When it was over, he took my hand. Long, cool fingers.


    “Do you love me?” he asked quietly.


    I smiled, even though he couldn't see it. We were both still drenched in obscure, ink-colored night.


    “I do,” I said.


    “Then will you do something for me?” He was breathless. A pause ensued. “Will you come with me?”


    He flipped on the light, and for the first time since we had walked through the door, I felt as if I could really see him; not just the lovely face, but his whole being. The small slant of his hopeful smile; the stubble that shadowed his sallow cheeks. Or the way he leaned, reclined on his arms in a way that made the muscles tighten beneath soft skin. His lips, swollen and sweet.


    Those two dark eyes. The same that I remember, with such a perfect clarity, wanting to know during that night of the masquerade. When he was still a stranger. When we were both just two masked faces, searching for the same thing.


    He touched my cheek tenderly. I felt the first few tears of a warm ocean begin to flow.


    “I think you're a bit lost,” I told him. “Your real life is somewhere without me. Somewhere new, a clean slate. Isn't that what you wanted?”


    Will smiled. He kissed me slowly, his hands framing my face. I thought about the sky; the million dying stars that were slowly fading into the massive, cosmic blackboard. How everything seemed to have come together in a way that I wanted to believe, with my whole, healing heart - was fate.


    “You're wrong,” he said. “I know exactly where I am.”


    If there's one final thing you should know about this story, is that it ended with a game. A game involving two lives, coming together under circumstances both damning and reviving; consequential and undoubtedly life-changing. Heart-breaking, beautiful, and every emotion in-between.


    It ended with a girl taking a man's hand, and following him to a place where the grass sprawled over rolling mountain tops like a turquoise sea. Where there was an ocean that stretched for miles, and a small cottage in the hills. An open sky, an enduring hope; a new-found belief in something greater than what I could even possibly understand.


    I had come so far, and the notion of each thing that existed beyond the threshold of my ungraspable past remained an orgiastic, incredible mystery. I do believe, in the depths of what I can reach, that this is perhaps the single thing that we can endeavor to discover; a mystery, a golden-glimmering life of our own.


    It ended, some years later, with a ring; safely concealed in a velvet-lined box, with a single quote that I would wear forevermore, and ever more:


    


    And the rest is rust,


    and stardust.
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