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Chapter One 
 

 
 
My arm jerked, and I slapped my sister across the face. I should’ve given up at once if hitting my sister was an indicator of how the rest of my day would go down.
She rolled her eyes at me. “Thanks, Van.” My sister Jemmie had perfected the art of eye-rolling at an early age, bringing much pride to the family.
“Sorry. Did it hurt?”
“It felt fantastic, brother.” She sat up straight in her chair. Just like how I couldn’t stop my arm from jerking, my sister Jemmie couldn’t stop her sarcastic remarks.
“Let me see,” I said, concerned I’d hurt her. It wouldn’t have been a first.
“No, it’s fine. I invaded your space. But what’s in your hair?” she asked.
“More hair?”
“Go look in the mirror.” She knew better than to touch my hair.
I pushed my chair away from our wooden farm table. My mom was obsessed with all things country. The chairs even had hand-sewn seat cushions with geese on them. I got up and went into the bathroom, my arm still jerking up at the elbow and my hand slapping my shoulder. Looking in the bathroom mirror, I could see I had toothpaste in my hair and spotted a geyser forming on my chin. “Jemmie.”
“What?” she asked from the kitchen.
“This thing is gonna be huge.” I eyeballed my zit as Jemmie appeared in the bathroom doorway.
“You seriously called me in here to look at your zit?” Jemmie asked. She took a bite of what she deemed appropriate breakfast food.
“No.”
“Then why?”
I blinked. “That’s a good question. Are you eating mochi for breakfast?”
“Um, yeah. Lots of people do, and mine has strawberry ice cream inside. Qualifies for breakfast. Do you want me to get the toothpaste out of your hair?”
“Yeah, thanks. Eat a piece of fruit or something.”
“Here, bend your head over the sink.” Jemmie always tried to come off as annoyed, disinterested, but in reality, she was nice.
Instead of bending my head over the sink, I gripped the edge of it with my hands to hold myself upright due to the sensation I got—a signal of what my body would do next. Of course, just as I needed to leave for work. My spine arched back as far as it would go. I had become pretty flexible, but that didn’t prevent me from losing my balance. Balance and I had never gotten along very well. I crumpled to the ground, still bending my back. Just one of my very joyous tics.
“Done?” Jemmie asked after a couple of minutes. She stood there chewing on her mochi ball. The sound made my skin crawl.
“I think so, but I’m going to stay down here a moment.”
“Fine, but I’m not letting you start your first day of work with toothpaste in your hair.”
Jemmie took the cup from the sink. She filled it with water and grabbed a hairbrush. Then she straddled my hip, as I lay on the floor on my side.
“Did you hurt anything?”
“I hit my elbow. But nothing major.”
“Okay, good. Trouble brushing your teeth this morning?” She gently pulled up my hair with the toothpaste in it.
“Ha, ha,” I said.
“I know it’s hard for you not to stress and worry, but dude, you’ve gotta chill. You do your back routine at work, you’re going to have lots of eyeballs on you, and I know you don’t like that.”
“It’s only been happening a few times a day. So I should be good. And Belinda, my boss, knows about my Tourette.”
“And that yours comes with ADHD and SPD?”
A shudder passed through my body as Jemmie rubbed my hair between her fingers, trying to work out the toothpaste. She pressed her hand on the bathroom door to not fall off of me.
“You didn’t tell her?” Jemmie asked.
“I don’t have to. It’s my business, not hers. There’s no way around people not knowing about my Tourette.” When you have Tourette, you generally have something else along with it like my ADHD and SPD, but they tended to stay hidden. “And she was willing to take me on. If I was all like, ‘Oh yeah, I also have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and a sensory processing disorder,’ she probably woulda showed me where the door was.”
“Mom said they can’t hold that stuff against you.”
“They can’t, but they could come up with some other valid reason if they didn’t want to hire me because of it.”
“She would’ve been stupid not to hire you, no matter what.”
“Hey, hey, hey. Hey, hey,” I ticced. I had motor and vocal tics. Besides my body doing its own thing without my permission, I also randomly said words or made sounds. “I just hope she doesn’t regret it.” I gritted my teeth as Jemmie ran the brush through that small section of my hair (I only let her because of the toothpaste). “Oh God, are you almost done?” My head jerked to the right, slamming into my shoulder.
“Don’t knock yourself unconscious. You have to get to work. And I got the toothpaste out. Turn your head so I can pull it back into a bun for you.”
Jemmie knew how to fix my hair the way I liked—no hairbrush or comb (my hair tended to be messy because of this). Her touching it didn’t feel the best, but it was better than the horrible feeling of a brush or something running through it. That made it feel like I had insects trying to chew their way out my body through my scalp and down my spine.
“Are you doing occupational therapy again when school starts in the fall?” she asked.
“Mom wants me to go back.”
“Don’t you want to be able to run your fingers through your hair?”
“I have no desire to.”
“That’s because the thought alone probably gives you the heebie-jeebies.”
“It does,” I said as she finished my hair.
“What about wearing regular T-shirts, or socks, or not squinting in fluorescent light, or people touching you? That’s a big one.” Jemmie reached up and put the hairbrush and cup on the vanity.
“People can touch me,” I said.
“Yeah, but only in a certain way. Otherwise, you freak out.”
“I don’t freak out. I inwardly shake in disgust and sometimes tic.”
“Don’t you ever want a girlfriend?”
“Jemmie, I have to get to work. And just because I’m me, doesn’t mean I’ll never get a girlfriend.” But I was sure she was right.
“I didn’t mean it like that, Van.”
“You did. Now get off me.” I flipped my hip, so she’d fall, which she did.
Jemmie stood up as my leg kicked back and hit the door. “You’re such an ass sometimes.”
“Yeah, I know.” I looked at the little white tiles on the bathroom floor.
“But you’re really not. You know that, right?”
“Oh my God, now you sound like my shrink.”
“Good. Is mom driving you?”
“Yes, the three whole blocks away that it is.”
And my mom did drive me those three blocks. I didn’t argue. She let me get a job to begin with so I couldn’t complain too much.



Chapter Two 
 

 
 
My lunch components stared back at me from the counter—whole wheat bread, turkey slices, cheese, and veggies—all in a neat row. The coffee maker, toaster, and paper towel holder lined up behind them, and my mom’s collection of salt and pepper shakers sat along the length of the counter. Every now and then a new shaker would appear. I liked the unicorn ones the best.
I had prepared for this moment. I could do it. The menu I planned out for the week sat to the left of the sandwich makings; the bread on a plate waiting for some lunchmeat. My mom offered to help pack my lunch the night before, but I told her I could handle it. I wanted her to see that I was doing better. Just a couple of days before, we went shopping with one of my old meal plans from the residential treatment center in hand. Standing in the produce section of the grocery store, she turned and said, “I’m so proud of you.” She had a glint of happiness in her eyes. Something that had been hard to come by the past year, and I wanted her to keep that pride—that bit of happy—so I took some turkey and placed it on the bread.
With my lunch made, I went to get dressed. Making lunch was one of my main obstacles for the morning. The other one had occurred earlier—getting out of bed. My body knew it was summer vacation, so when my alarm went off, it refused to get up. On my mom’s way out the door, she came and pulled my covers off because I tried so hard to cling to sleep.
I glanced around as I entered my room. It wasn’t large, but it was mine and a favorite refuge. My bed, twin-sized with a brass headboard, the central focus. The flowered comforter and other blankets, pillows, and a stuffed animal or two, all made for a welcoming haven. My laptop sat on my desk, and the time on the screen showed me I had a few minutes to kill.
Since I wanted to make a quick video before I got dressed, I grabbed my tablet and sat on the floor. I had made videos for a while, but within the past few weeks I’d started keeping a kind of video diary. One of the doctors on my recovery team suggested that I keep a journal, write down all my feelings regarding my anorexia, write something if I ever had an urge to cut, write about my experience with being bullied. I had so many things to write about; I feared I’d open a notebook, fall in, and never climb back out. Videos worked better for me. My thoughts also came out easier that way.
I propped my tablet on top of a crate full of required reading from years before, along with books about editing, cinematography, and making online videos.
“So, I start work this morning,” I said once I hit record. “It was actually my mom’s idea. She enthusiastically encouraged me to apply, more like pushed really. But I’m okay with it. It’ll be good for me. At least, I hope, and I’ll be able to save up for a nice camcorder to work on my portfolio.”
I stopped talking and scratched my chin, gathering my thoughts for what I’d say next. Moments like those were the ones I’d cut out. Editing was one of my favorite things about making videos, so even though it was only a diary entry video, I’d still edit it later.
“But being a day camp counselor is my first job ever. I’ve just finished my junior year in high school, but I didn’t get a job during the school year because I was too busy with issues that landed me in Hope Springs for eight weeks. Working with kids should be a welcome change, but it’s still a bit nerve-wracking. It’s not really the kids themselves, just everything else. I’m sure no one at work will bully me, but I’m still worried. I haven’t been called Lard Ass in months, but the pain from the nickname still resonates with me, and I don’t know.”
Just saying Lard Ass made my heart pound, and I took a moment for a deep inhale, followed by a slow exhale before I continued. “I think there’s this lingering fear that it’ll be some other name, some other comment or snide remark. But this summer is supposed to be about forgetting it all. Forget the past year. Forget all of the bad memories, become a new me.”
My eyes caught the time on my tablet.
“Oh man, I gotta go and get dressed. I’m pushing the boundaries of late here.”
Luckily, I got to the park in plenty of time; early enough to stop on the street corner and take it all in. The park was small and sat next to a brick bungalow. Whoever lived in that house must’ve loved kids and noise. A baseball field was in front of the playground and behind that sat some picnic tables and a brick one-story fieldhouse with a couple of basketball courts to the left. Butterflies flitted around in my stomach as I approached the fieldhouse. For the next couple of months, five days a week, I’d be there, and I had yet to find out if anyone I’d be working with went to my school. The park held an orientation session, but the sessions were staggered, so I had only met a handful of my fellow counselors. I just hoped they were all nice and none went to school with me.
After I put my stuff away and clocked in, I saw a few people from our orientation session but recognized nobody else, so I appeared to be in the clear. My cheeks felt warm as the sun shone down, and all the counselors and junior counselors stood outside waiting for the park director Belinda. After a minute or two of standing in that sun and my cheeks going from warm to hot, I realized I might not have put on enough sunscreen. As I poked at my possibly sunburned cheeks, someone tapped me on the shoulder.
“Tomasz, hi.” I gave him a smile.
He smiled back, flashing a dimple. “First day, I gotta say, I’m a little on edge.”
“It’s nice knowing I’m not the only one.” I slipped my hands into the pockets of my shorts and rocked back onto my heels.
“You think the kids will eat us alive?” Tomasz asked. He brushed his sandy colored bangs out of his face, bringing attention to his bright, blue eyes. He stood a few inches taller than me and had broad shoulders and a solid chest. I’d be in denial if I said he wasn’t cute.
“If they do, I hope the park at least notifies my mother,” I said.
“You’re hilarious.”
“There’s a first time for everything.”
“Again, you. I bet those two half days of orientation alongside me helped put you on the path to comedic genius,” Tomasz said with a nod. We had attended the afternoon sessions where we spent time together—learning about taking attendance, positive and negative reinforcement, and other things such as how much time we got for lunch.
“I’m going to the top,” I said.
“We’ll work on it. That wasn’t the best follow-up joke.”
“Hey!”
“I’m kidding,” he said. “We’re all good.” He nudged me in the arm with his elbow and gave me a wink.
“All right, gather around,” Belinda said. She stood in an area near the picnic tables that had hopscotch and Four Square painted on the cement. “Who’s excited?” she asked. She pushed her large glasses up on her nose and scanned the crowd of counselors, then took the pen she held and scratched her head with it. The pen disappeared into her crown of short puffy hair.
A few counselors gave a cheer, and Tomasz leaned in close to me and whispered, “We got this.” I sure hoped I did.



Chapter Three 
 

 
 
I wanted to keep a low profile—keep my mouth shut, don’t tic too much, stay focused—even though keeping a low profile never made my list of easy things to do. I tended to draw attention. Which of course I did that morning. We had a quick mini-meeting before the campers started to arrive and already, a lot of eyeballs rolled in my direction, but mine stayed on a girl I’d noticed with a blond ponytail and blue fingernails. The truth in what Jemmie said earlier didn’t sit well with me, but what could I do? I’d probably never have a girlfriend but dreaming never hurt.
I stood in the back, so I couldn’t see the blond ponytail girl’s face, but I could sense she was cute. And in no time, standing in the back of the crowd became a bad idea because the other counselors and junior counselors kept turning around, and their quick glances turned into straight-up stares.
“Hey, hey, hey.” I twisted my upper body and jerked my right shoulder up. Since I had focused on what was being said up front, I didn’t even know my tic was coming. Well, I was always ticcing, like blinking and grimacing and twitching my nose, but I wasn’t usually aware when those happened. With my more complex tics, I got this feeling, like a warning. But then a good chunk of the time (like right then), I didn’t catch it.
“Yes?” Belinda said. She interviewed me just a couple of weeks earlier and somehow deemed me an appropriate fit for the position, even though she’d probably be the one firing me before too long.
“Sorry, nothing.”
“Okay, then.”
“Hey, hey,” I ticced softly. Quiet, quiet, I told myself. Yeah, that didn’t work. “Hey.” Then way louder, “Hey!” My shoulders rolled, and my upper body twisted. And it ended with me kicking my leg out behind me. Of course, people around me laughed. Many did when they caught me in action. Not the start that I hoped for. Not wanting to further interrupt the meeting, I darted to my left, shoving past a couple of people, almost tripping and ticcing, “Hey,” the whole way.
I was close to free when I heard, “Dude, she’s calling you.”
Crap. I stopped and looked over my shoulder.
“Van,” Belinda said.
“I was just going to step to the side, so you can finish.”
“Come up here, Van.” Oh no, it was going to be a ‘this is our special friend’ kind of introduction.
“No, I’m all right here.”
“Van, just c’mon.”
I dropped my head and walked over to Belinda, but, at least, blond ponytail girl stood up front.
 

 

 
Good, my boss called out one of the other counselors for acting like an ass. Maybe he’d get fired in front of everyone and then be presented with an award for having the shortest length of employment with the Chicago Park District. But when the guy she called out came and stood next to her, I could tell he hadn’t done it on purpose. He kept blinking his eyes and making these unusual faces. At first, it’d looked like he was disgusted and then over-excited.
“This would be a good time for everyone to introduce themselves since I hope we will become one big happy family this summer. Van, would you like to start?” Belinda asked.
“No.” He looked down, shaking his head, his black hair pulled into a messy bun.
“Family, Van. One big happy family here at Arnold Park.”
He sighed and glanced up and looked like he was about to get sick. “Um,” he squeaked out. “Like she said, I’m Van. Van Sato.” He then kicked his leg behind him. Some birds chirped, a car drove by on the street, but besides that, silence.
After an awkward few seconds, Belinda asked, “Anything else?”
He shook his head.
“Is it okay if I say a few things?” Belinda asked.
He grimaced and twitched his nose. “Um …”
“I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”
“Too late for that.” A few people laughed at his response.
“Just real quick. Van here is like everyone else. We’re all the same here. Some of us have differences, but we’re all still just people.”
Oh, my goodness, third-party embarrassment threatened to take my life, so I wouldn’t have blamed him if he died of humiliation right there.
“Is there anything you would like to add?”
“Hey, hey, hey.”
“That’s all right,” Belinda cooed like he was an upset camper.
“Hey, hey, hey,” said one jerky counselor. I looked over my shoulder to see who it was, but amongst the small crowd of purple camp T-shirts, I couldn’t pick out the perpetrator.
“One big, happy family,” Belinda said through gritted teeth. She then jabbed her thumbs into the belt loops of the shorts she had pulled up right under her boobs.
Van let out a sigh. “Fine, I have Tourette, so I make involuntary sounds and movements.”
“Good, good, Van. Anything else about yourself you would like to add?”
“Nope.”
Belinda clapped her hands together. “Okay, who is next?”
I raised my hand halfway, torn as to whether I wanted to speak or not. But what better way was there to start as the new me than with an introduction? Belinda smiled and pointed at me, and I joined her up front, scanning the crowd for a moment before I spoke. Tomasz gave me a thumbs up. All eyes were on me as I said, “Hi, I’m Tabby.” Right then I felt like I made it over some huge hurdle. No longer was I Tabitha Dubanowski. I had become Tabby, day-camp counselor and filmmaker.
Well, maybe a filmmaker (video maker sounded more appropriate). First, I had to get through the creative rut I had gotten myself into. When you leave the treatment facility, everyone thinks that you’ve recovered. You start eating again; you gain back your weight, and in my case, I also stopped self-harming, but the thing is, you still have to deal with all of it. Every day it’s still all there under the surface. But maybe if I forgot everything that happened during the school year and started fresh, things would get a little easier, and perhaps if I succeeded with that, it’d help me escape my rut. I needed to create an awesome short film for my portfolio because all of my previous work was not up to par, so if I started from scratch, started with a new me, maybe my creativity would flow.



Chapter Four 
 

 
 
Later, the new Tabby, got to experience some vomit. Oh, so much vomit. I didn’t realize it was humanly possible for so much to come out of one small child, and it wouldn’t stop; it just kept pouring out.
“Huahhh.” Everybody in the whole park probably could’ve heard James barf because he made that huahhh sound quite loudly. He had his hands on his knees, his head bent over them, and his eyes were wide like he couldn’t believe what came out of him.
“Ewww,” said all the other kids. Most of them stood close and observed as James hurled in the middle of the basketball court. I didn’t have all their names memorized yet, but James’ name seared itself on my brain.
“Oh my gosh, that’s what he ate for lunch,” one of my campers named Darla said. Darla wore her curly hair in pigtails and had the cutest button nose. Her eyes were wide too, but hers contained excitement. I looked at the barf, definitely James’ lunch. I could distinctly see his cantaloupe.
“Okay, back, back, everyone,” I said, rubbing James on the back. He was a skinny kid, and I could feel his knobby spine poke through his shirt. His dark-brown hair blew around as the wind picked up, making me turn my head because the wind did nothing for the pungent smell—gross. “Chloe,” I called. She was one of the junior counselors, and I planned on having her take James to the bathroom to wash up. I’d take care of the barf. Chloe ran over, her black ponytail swinging behind her, wearing the camp shirt all employees had to wear every day to work—campers only had to wear them on field trips and special event days—and a name tag on her chest.
“Can you take care of James please and have Belinda contact his mom?” I tugged down the legs of my shorts.
“Sure thing.” She took James by the hand, ignoring the fact that he just wiped his vomit-covered mouth with his hand before she took it in hers. My other nine campers stood around plugging their noses and studying the pile of grossness in front of us. For a moment, I considered the barf as inspiration for a video. I knew then that I needed to come up with something and soon. What Makes Kids Hurl as the title of the piece for my portfolio would more than likely result in instant rejection from the colleges I applied to. I still had several months before the application deadlines, but I needed to get a start on things. At the rate I went, I would’ve been lucky if I even had an idea by then.
“Hey, you guys follow me. I have to get something to clean this up. Hey, Lettie,” I yelled at another counselor. “Can you make sure nobody runs through that? We’ll be right back.”
Lettie and her squad ran over. “Oh yuck. Does Belinda know?” She put her arms out to her sides to hold back her kids. Like my campers, hers took great interest in the scene.
“Yeah, I sent Chloe and James to her. I’m taking my kids to get supplies, and we’re going to have a lesson in containing vomit.”
My kids all followed me across the basketball court—also where we lined up into our squads—past the picnic tables, and into the fieldhouse. We walked over the mint-green speckled linoleum found in old institutional buildings to the supply closet in the corner. I dug around inside and found that stuff you sprinkle on barf.
“You guys are not allowed to touch this,” I said. I held out the Barf O’ Magic—seriously, that’s what the label said. My kids followed me back out like a confused gaggle of geese with me shooing them into some sort of general formation and made it back to the site of our situation. All around us, kids played, ran about, swung on the swings, and played games, and I sprinkled the powder on the barf as my campers watched in fascination. Kids find the oddest things interesting. I will say, the magical barf powder did nothing to help the smell.
After a round of Simon Says, we revisited the pile of vomit. “Now watch this,” I said. I had a broom and a dustpan and swept it right up.
“Wow,” and, “Awesome,” was said all around.
Barf, the official start of my summer.



Chapter Five 
 

 
 
I made it through taking attendance (ten campers total), Four Square, and lunch. And I still had them all accounted for as we began a game of Red Light, Green Light. But we didn’t make it too far into the game before I heard, “What’s wrong with you?” Followed by, “Why do you do that?” They were just kids; they probably didn’t know better yet. It was the adults who should’ve already known better who got to me.
My campers stood in a random pattern in the grass behind me as I held tight to the clipboard in my hand. Belinda told us we were to keep it with us at all times. I lost everything, so keeping the clipboard in my possession was a big challenge for me, even though the task was quite simple.
I decided to give my campers a quick rundown on Van Sato since they had some questions for me.
“Okay, gather around and take a seat.”
It took them a couple of minutes, but they all sat around me as I squatted down and sat back on my feet. I put my clipboard on the ground in front of me and kept my hand on it to keep myself balanced. The grass and I didn’t get along.
“Is it deadly?” Carlos asked. And I’m quite sure he also wiped a booger on his shorts.
“Nope, not at all.”
“Are we all going to catch it and die?” Lucy asked. I’m pretty sure that’s what she asked. Due to missing her top teeth, she was rocking a pretty good lisp.
“No. It’s not catching.”
“How did you get it?” Carlos asked. Little dude was full of questions.
“I was born with it.”
“You were like that when you were a baby?” Russell asked as he shot me with his finger gun.
“No weapons,” I said, pointing at him. “Not really. I didn’t start ticcing until I was around your age.”
“You have a bug in you?” Phoebe asked. She was an adorable, short little thing.
“No, there are bugs called ticks, but there are also movements and sounds you can’t control called tics. And they all just kinda happen on their own.”
“That’s weird,” Carlos said.
“Yeah. Well, I’m just a big weirdo.”
“Why don’t you just stop?” Carlos asked.
“I can’t. My brain is kinda different, and it makes me do it.”
“That’s cool,” Russell said with a smile. All the others (question-asking and not) nodded their heads in agreement.
“If you say so.” I knew then that my campers and I were meant for each other. “And I have a request.”
“What?” they all asked.
“Try not to touch me. If you need me, tug on my shorts or the bottom of my shirt.”
“What if we want to hug you?” Lucy asked.
“If you really, really need to, do it tight, like you’re trying to squeeze me so hard my head might pop off.”
“Can we practice?” Carlos asked.
“Hugging me?’
“Yeah,” Carlos said. And then everybody else said yeah.
“Please.” Lucy blinked her big old eyes at me.
“Okay, one at a time.”
And surprisingly, they got it. I got a bunch of relatively nice, super squeezy hugs. A slight brush or two of clothes against my legs made me want to tic. Which I did, and the kids watched me with interest in their eyes. There’s a saying about fingernails on a chalkboard or something like that. A lot of people don’t like that sound, and it sends a shiver down their spine. When I get a brushing of clothes or a light touch on my skin, I get that feeling of nails on a chalkboard surging through my body, and then that awful feeling is a trigger for my tics.
“Playground time,” I said after we finished the hugs. I waited a moment and took a couple of breaths, trying to calm myself after so much physical contact.
With an enthusiastic cheer, they ran out onto the playground like a band of drug-crazed miscreants. Okay, so I didn’t really know what a band of drug-crazed miscreants looked like, but I imagined it involved lots of arm flailing, screeching, and out of control running. I hoped I could keep track of them all. They darted everywhere. Luckily, it was the first day of camp, so everyone wore name tags. And I had a list on my trusty clipboard that I still had with me! As I stood off to the side on the wooden edge that ran along the perimeter of the playground, I tried to form a rhyme or song in my head, so I could remember the names; not a champ at remembering things. But then I realized I needed to amp up my supervisory skills because one of my campers hung by just a foot from one of the monkey bars.
“Russell,” I shouted. I just imagined his foot snapping right off and him crashing to the ground. I ran over and grabbed him by the waist, tugging at him to pull him down, but there was resistance.
“Russell, unhook your foot.”
“It’s stuck.”
I reached up and turned the foot he had hooked where the two bars met to the side and brought him down to the ground. Safe on his two, still-attached feet. I honestly wasn’t even sure how he had managed his stunt. He must have super-bendy bones. After Russell had run off, I went over to push a kid on a swing, and then I saw blond ponytail girl Tabby … if I remembered right … on the other side of the playground. When she introduced herself earlier, it was confirmed, she was cute, like super, incredibly pretty. She looked familiar too. She stood near a slide and pulled the legs of her shorts down on her pale, white legs. I didn’t know why she pulled down on them. They were already at her knees. I could’ve stared for days watching her fidget. They were also the perfect amount of tight. Then I remembered who she was.
My camper screaming, “Ahhh,” brought me back to the playground. I pushed her a tad too high, so I grabbed the chain of her swing and slowed her down, then squatted next to her.
“Hey, how about a game of tag?”
“Yeah.” A big smile spread across her freckly face, showing off her lack of teeth. Lucy.
“Tag,” I yelled, jogging over to the small field on the other side of the playground. A bunch of kids followed me over, and I explained the rules (somebody’s it, everybody else runs, pretty basic). The game was going well. Just as a mob of little people chased me, I ran smack dab into Tabby.
“What the heck?”
“Oh my God, I am so sorry.” I grabbed her shoulders, making sure she was stable on her feet.
“Just watch where you’re …” she said.
 

 

 
I looked up into brown eyes that belonged to a tall boy with wavy hair sticking out everywhere, falling out of his bun. It was the guy from the morning meeting. He held my shoulders as I stared, and I swear I couldn’t speak for a moment. He was the kind of person who stopped you in your tracks because you couldn’t help but observe his beauty. He must’ve thought he hurt me because he still held my shoulders.
I snapped myself out of my daze. “You’re supposed to look in the direction you’re running, so you know for next time.”
“Hey, you’re Lard Ass,” he said. He finally dropped his hands and his one arm jerked backward.
Having those words once again come from somebody’s mouth stunned me, and I froze. He spoke just a few words, and I regretted my decision to get a summer job.
“I go to school with you. Well, not with you. I go to your school, Chavez.”
I moved my lips to say something, but nothing came out. My feet wanted to stay glued where they were with my eyes stuck on the boy who stood in front of me, blinking and scrunching up his nose. The self-hatred those words brought out reminded me that it still festered deep inside. It reminded me with my lack of breathing, the clench in my chest, the worry that everyone else witnessed what had happened, and heard what he said. I had to dampen that seed of darkness for the moment, so I took control of my legs and told them to move. After a few more seconds of standing frozen, they decided to listen, and I walked away.
I focused on my breathing, the blue sky, and the fact that I was there, then tried to soak up some of the happy that radiated from my campers running around.
Darla ran over to me and grabbed my hand. “You look sad. Why are you sad?”
I took a deep inhale and blew it out, gathering something to say that didn’t drip with the dread I felt inside. “I was just thinking that it’s almost the end of the day, and I won’t see you guys again until tomorrow.”
Darla looked up at me and scratched her nose, reaching into her pocket with her other hand. “Here, hold out your hand and don’t look.”
I held out my hand, keeping my eyes on my other kids, and Darla placed something in my palm. She closed my fingers around the object. “This will help you.”
“Thank you, Darla. That was very nice of you.”
Darla ran away, and I opened my hand; a large, dead beetle lay on my palm. Normally, a dead bug would’ve made me shudder in disgust, but that particular one, helped ease the ache I felt inside a bit.



Chapter Six 
 

 
 
By the time I got home, whatever comfort I had found in Darla’s beetle had gone. Those words, Lard Ass, were on repeat through my mind.
“Mom,” I yelled, walking into our apartment after work. I got no response, so I yelled again.
“What?” I heard from the bathroom.
“I need to vent.”
“Well, I need to finish, so hold on a minute.”
My mom finally emerged after I heard the bathroom fan turn on. Experience had taught me that once I heard that fan turn on, I’d have to wait for, at least, a good twenty minutes before going in there, possibly a half hour.
“What is it, my little Pączki?” My mom had called me Pączki ever since I could remember, and she pronounced it pawnch-ki, but there were variations of the pronunciation, depending on where you lived.
“So, one of the other camp counselors …” I sat on the arm of the couch in the front room. Just past that was the dining room, which my room was off of, and I could already hear my bed calling.
“Wait, wait, can we start with how was your first day as a camp counselor?” she asked. She swatted my knee, signaling me to get down.
“Okay, fine. It was fine.” I took a seat on the edge of a couch cushion.
“That’s all you’re going to give me?” she asked. She went and sat down on the armchair that had a white and lilac wildflower design on it. The colors of the flowers tied in with the colors of the couch and matched the framed, floral prints on the walls.
I wiped my palms on my shorts. “Besides what I want to tell you, it was pretty fun.”
“And how about other things?” My mom gave me a gentle smile and tipped her head to the side.
“Not too bad. I was hesitant to eat my lunch at first, but I got through it.” Eating in front of others was something I thought I had a pretty good handle on, but all the campers checking out each other’s lunches made me a bit nervous. What if they watched me as I ate? Thought I ate too much or too little? After a while, I realized they didn’t care at all about my lunch, so I relaxed a bit and then ate. But not without looking around at all the other tables, curious to see if my fellow counselors looked in my direction or not, but my mom didn’t need to know all the details.
“Ate it all?”
“I did. And now can I say what I was going to say before?” I asked. If I didn’t say what I wanted to, then and there, spontaneous combustion was a possibility.
“And that is?” she asked.
“One of the counselors, Mom, he knows me from school and called me Lard Ass.”
“Oh, okay,” my mom said. She bit the corner of her lip, swiping her blond bangs out of her face.
“Yes, oh. What am I supposed to do?”
“Do your job?”
“Mom, I’m serious. Maybe I need to quit.”
“I know you are, Pączki, but you can’t quit over one boy,” my mom said. She got up from where she sat and came and sat down next to me.
“How can I forget it all if I work with a constant reminder?”
“It’s not about forgetting. It’s about learning to cope. Working is supposed to help you stay busy. Isn’t that one of your top things with staying healthy?” My mom reached over, squeezing my knee.
“Yes, staying busy is one of my techniques for coping,” I said.
“So, you don’t start bad eating patterns and cutting again,” my mom said, sadness creeping up in her eyes. I knew the reasons why I needed to stay busy and do other things—to keep my mind focused on positive thoughts, to avoid any urges—but she repeated it often like she was afraid I’d forget. But I was all right with that because, without her support, I wouldn’t have made it as far as I did.
“Yeah.”
“So, what would you do in place of work?” she asked.
She had a good point. “I get it, Mom, but when he called me that, it dredged up so many bad feelings.”
“And you’ve learned what to do when you feel that way.” She let go of my knee and rubbed my back.
“Yeah, I know.”
“But do you need to talk to someone?” she asked.
“No. I’m okay, Mom.”
“It’s hug time.” She held out her arms, and as I snuggled into her side, she wrapped them around me. My mom was one of the cuddliest people I had ever known. She was soft around the edges and had what could be described as an ample bosom, and she smelled like a combination of musk, face powder, and pierogies (they were her favorite food). It all made for a large dose of comfort.
“Make sure you talk to me if your feelings get too big. And we still have Dr. Fisk’s number if need be.”
“Okay,” I said with a sigh.
“And I’m so proud of you.” My mom petted my head.
“Yes, I know, Mom. You tell me every day, multiple times a day.”
“And make sure you eat your snack.” She released the hug, and I sank back into the couch.
“I will,” I said, and as I sat back in the couch cushions, I caught a whiff of something, barf. “I’m going to go wash up and then be back out. This kid barfed all over the place, and I’m afraid there might be remnants on me somewhere.”
“Sounds like you had quite the day.”
That was an understatement.
 

 

 
Even though it was the summer, my mom wanted to make sure I followed a schedule. “It’s for your own good,” she said that morning as I complained about it as she drove me to work. So, when I got home, I looked at my schedule, only glancing at the first two time slots. It would’ve been pointless for me to look farther down the paper because what I read would’ve disappeared from my brain in minutes, perhaps seconds. The first time-block said walk Bucky.
“Bucky,” I said with a whistle. My golden retriever, Bucky, came trotting into the kitchen with his tail wagging back and forth like a windshield wiper and followed me outside. I locked the door, checked my pockets (made sure I had my keys, wallet, and phone), and walked down the back steps into the yard. I let Bucky run around a bit before we started walking. He carried a red ball over to me, and I tossed it across the yard. The yard was, at best, three times my height (I stood roughly around six foot), and like almost every other yard on our block, a chain-link fence enclosed it. I threw the ball one last time, and it bounced off our little metal shed. Bucky had had enough because he just looked at it. I shook the leash at him, and he came running.
Together we walked down my street, with Bucky stopping like every two feet to sniff something until we got to the little store on the corner. I tied Bucky to a light pole and went inside. My eyes grazed over the racks of sweet goods that were always displayed in the front of the store. All that sugar and artificialness that my diet didn’t allow me to eat. Mom had put me on a restricted, healthy diet years ago when I initially got diagnosed with ADHD (supposedly, also good for Tourette). I did the right thing and grabbed a bag of almonds and a bottle of green tea.
“Hey, Rico,” I said as he rang up my purchase. Rico was in his forties, had three gold teeth, and always sweated. Probably caused by all the hair sticking out of the tank top he consistently wore starting in May. I’m talking hairy shoulders here.
“Let me ask you a question,” I said. I bent to my side a bit to look out the window to make sure Bucky was still where he needed to be, and he was, lying on the cement and drinking out of the bowl of water the store always kept out there.
“Shoot, my brother.”
“So, there’s this girl.” My mouth opened wide and then shut. I then did it a few more times.
“Oh, I knew you had it in you.”
“Shyeah, no. She probably hates me with the passion of a thousand suns.”
“So …”
“But, oh my God, she is so …”
“That pretty, huh?” he asked. He then picked one of his gold teeth with his fingernail.
“Yeah.”
“So, what exactly did you do?”
I gave Rico the rundown.
“You need to apologize,” he said.
“So, what? Just say I’m sorry?”
“It’s a start.”
“Okay, thanks, Rico.”
I walked home with Rico’s advice in my head. The simplest advice ever, but it seemed so hard (that’s the way a lot of things were for me). I feared I’d insult her again. My mouth tended to have a mind of its own. Bucky pulled on the leash. We started into a slow jog, and I let him lead me. He led me to a tree down the block where he decided to take a dump.
I hoped Bucky and I would be the only ones home when we got back, but unfortunately my sister was there. She lay on the couch in the front room, most likely binging on some drama about paranormal creatures.
“What’s next on your schedule, little boy?”
My older sister was evil. Not to all. To most people, she was just slightly unpleasant, but to me, she was a straight up asshat. She was long and lanky like me and had her enormous feet propped up on the end of the couch. I didn’t sit on that end of the couch because of the foot smell. I ignored her and checked my next task. Bucky followed on my heels, hoping for another walk, but I had to vacuum the house. Once done with vacuuming, which is a great exercise in concentration for me because it’s horrifically boring, it seemed I was off the hook. I thought I had a full schedule of things I had to do, but my mom had written out a message in the remaining time blocks.
- You’re seventeen now
- I trust you.
- You still have to do your chores
- But use your time wisely.
- This will be your
- Only schedule from me this summer.
- Be in the house by nine.
I almost felt like I had … I don’t know … like I could do anything. I know that sounds dramatic, but during the school year I was scheduled continuously, and everything was organized just so. Granted, I needed it because otherwise, I would’ve never made it through school, but sometimes I just wanted to do whatever, whenever and be me. But nobody wanted me to be the real me. They wanted an organized, scheduled, well-behaved me. To stay close to that version of me, I knew from past experience I needed to exercise next (mainly for keeping the well-behaved part of me in check).



Chapter Seven 
 

 
 
The entire five-mile run I thought about Tabitha (aka Tabby). Half the time I couldn’t remember if I put on clean underwear or not in the morning, but somehow, at the end of the workday, I recalled her actual name from a tagged photo I once saw online or something.
When I got back, my mom was home and in the kitchen. “Hey, baby.” She kissed my cheek. “Okay day?”
“I don’t know. Embarrassing, partly awful.”
“What happened?” she asked. She was preparing dinner, something healthy and gluten and casein free, of course.
I sighed, bit the corner of my lip, and went into a whole series of facial tics.
“Must be pretty major. You look stressed.” It wasn’t hard to tell when I was stressed because I got extra ticcy.
“Well, first off, I got a, ‘this is our special friend’ kind of introduction. And then I insulted a girl who goes to my school.”
“Oh, Van, I’m sorry, baby.” I will say, my mom was super nice even if she treated me like I was still a child. And sometimes, well, a lot of the time, I felt bad that she had to deal with all my crap. I was not the easiest person to have around or to have as a kid. “But tell me more about you insulting a girl.”
“I said, ‘Hey, you’re Lard Ass.’”
“I’m assuming that’s not her name.” My mom concentrated on cutting up some green peppers. As she did so, my arms jerked around, and I twisted at my waist.
“Of course not. There was this whole incident with a bunch of a-holes last year calling her that.”
“That poor girl,” my mom said. She tucked her light-brown hair behind her ear. My mom’s genes (Irish, Swedish, and English) didn’t carry over much to my sisters and me. My dad’s Japanese genetics were strong in us.
“Wait, wait.” Goddammit, my older sister Tru, the evil one, overheard. She stood in the kitchen, cracking up.
“It’s not funny.” I tried to hold off on some big tics headed my way.
“Oh, no, it’s hilarious.”
“Shut up, Tru,” I said.
“No, no, you probably brought up horrible memories for her.”
“Tru,” my mom warned.
“You and your big mouth.” Tru went and took a cup out of a cabinet.
I darted across our small kitchen to the short hall that led to my room. I closed the door behind me (okay, maybe more like slammed), and I let it go. My arms jerked, my leg kicked, my head snapped back, and shoulders rolled. And I kept going. At the end of the day I generally went off for a while, but if I had a particularly hard or tiring or stressful day, I’d have what I called a tic attack. It was like a flood of tics.
“Van,” my mom called from the kitchen. “Come back out.” She always tried to coax me out because she knew that if I stormed off to my room, I’d be in there the rest of the evening.
“No.”
I didn’t want her to see. I needed her to think I could handle everything, an independent human being, not one doomed for failure forever.
“Van, Van,” my mom said repeatedly, now from the other side of my bedroom door. Then I fell to the ground, and my back arched. The back-arching thing was called a dystonic tic and didn’t involve much movement. Just me stuck in that position. Depending on how far I arched my back—it tended to hurt. Not all of the tics caused me pain, but then sometimes, my muscles strained as I jerked a certain way, or my brain rattled as I snapped back my head, or a bruise arose where I hit myself.
I heard my mom come into my room. She walked over and squatted down next to me. She always worried I’d hurt myself more than the everyday wear and tear. She tried to get me to wear a helmet when my back thing started a while back. She found these thin flexible ones that looked like hats, but I flat out refused.
“It’s been a long day, I bet. You’re tired, a bit over-excited, flustered by your sister. Right?”
I didn’t answer because my jaw clenched shut, and my neck bent backward, making it kind of hard to breathe, let alone talk.
After about twenty minutes, my body decided to relax. Some arm jerks and legs kicks began, but they were much more manageable.
I sat up and leaned against my bed. “It sounded like you were talking to a seven-year-old when you first came in here.”
“Van.”
“How is anybody ever supposed to take me seriously?”
“They do, baby.”
“It’s just … it’s …” Most the time I couldn’t shut up, but then on occasion, words escaped me.
“Get some rest before dinner, okay? Did you take your meds?” The only medication I took was something for my ADHD. I’d been on anti-depressants on and off and was currently at an off point.
“Not yet.”
“Want me to bring them to you?”
“Okay, sure.”
Mom left but quickly came back with my medicine, and it would have been a perfect time for me to get some sleep, but my mind wouldn’t stop. There wasn’t ever a time when it completely turned off, but sometimes it was more severe than others. I kept wondering if I’d make it through another day at work and thinking about Tabitha and how awful I must’ve made her feel. Thinking about her made my heart beat faster. Her eyes were the perfect shade of blue, and her lips looked like they were the most kissable things ever. I just knew I’d never have a chance.
 

 

 
Normally, on summer afternoons, my best friend Maritza came over, but my day had tuckered me out, and I wanted my bed. After my shower and snack, I planned on crawling in and getting comfy, but before I did that all, I took out my tablet, stood it up on my nightstand, with the screen facing me, and hit record.
“So,” I said. “Today was my first day as a camp counselor. My start to a summer of forgetting it all. I want to forget about the girl who hated herself. I want to forget about how so many people at school laughed at me, teased me, called me names, but then there’s this boy, and he said, ‘You’re Lard Ass.’ It felt like I was there in school, so scared and upset. It hurt just as much as that first time someone came up to me in the school hallway and told me about my butt being online or the first time Maggie called me that. And today, I just felt so exposed. I just wanted it all to go away, and now, I just don’t know.”
I pressed stop and stared at myself in my tablet. I had circles under my eyes; my hair looked greasy, and my face had a shine to it—the wonders of working in the sun all day.
In the bathroom, I locked the door behind me. Mom hated when I did that, but even though she was my mom, I didn’t want her to walk in on me. Not because she’d see me naked, but because she’d see my scars.
The water from the showerhead felt so relaxing and awesome as it ran over my body. There might’ve been actual dirt trails flowing into the drain. I scrubbed myself clean and then looked down. It was still hard looking at them, even though I put them there. I traced the scars that spread across the top of my thighs first. Sometimes, I’d count them, but then that proved to be a challenge because there were so many and some of them had faded already and others overlapped. I ran my finger up to my lower stomach, the location I used after I did so much damage to my thighs. When I ran my fingers over those scars, I swear I could feel my old pain, like somehow it had soaked into them. I had found other ways to deal with that by making my videos, doing yoga, starting a job, but Van Sato ruined the job one. I’d have to try to work through it. I made it through everything else; I could manage to work with him. But goddammit if he wasn’t cute. His hair alone, gorgeous. That mass of black waves. And the bun! A good-looking reminder of an awful time, back when I got bullied and felt so bad about myself. I’d have to be sure to stay far away. But that’d be hard to manage, seeing that we worked together.
I crashed hard that night. When I woke up in the morning, I was still sleepy; chasing after kids all day turned out to be way more tiring than I had ever anticipated. I dragged myself out of bed and reluctantly got dressed. Sleeping all day sounded like a superb idea, but I had to show up for work. I needed my mom to see that everything was okay. Sure, it almost was, but if I didn’t go to work, she would automatically think something was wrong. She spent most of last year worrying about me; it was about time she got a break.
“Morning, baby,” my mom said as I trudged into the kitchen.
“Morning.” That was all I had. Visions of my pillows and blanket played out in my head.
“That tired?”
“That would be an affirmative.” I took a seat at the kitchen table.
Mom poured me a glass of orange juice and sat it on the table in front of me. I observed the cup before I reached to pick it up. Anything orange used to be one of my fear foods. That went for liquids too. I had a whole list of things I didn’t or couldn’t eat for various reasons. Orange was one of the first colors I stopped consuming. It then extended to red and pink, anything in that color range. I could sense my mom watching me from across the kitchen. Colors didn’t scare me anymore, so I took a sip of juice. My mother’s exhale felt like a breeze rustling my hair.
“And some cereal and fruit,” my mom said. She placed a bowl of corn flakes and an apple in front of me.
“Thanks,” I said. She followed my menu to a T. Like lunch, I planned breakfast ahead of time. It made it easier for me to eat if I chose what I put into my body. Most of my menus were based on the meal plans from Hope Springs.
“I have to get going. You’ll be okay?”
“I’ll be fine, Mom.”
“Okay, have a good day.”
“I’ll try my best.”
She left, and before I finished breakfast, I went and grabbed my notebook from my bedroom. With a fresh page open, I ate the cornflakes and tried to brainstorm ideas for a film. Sometimes, I’d figure things out by writing a small treatment. That’s similar to a screenplay, but without words. And sometimes, I’d start by drawing some thumbnail sketches of the first few shots. But as I sat there, finishing off my cornflakes, nothing stellar came to mind. I needed to think big and impressive. Something that would catch someone’s eye, not the little scribbles that came out on my page. Maybe they represented my brain.
I flipped to the page in my notebook where I wrote all the requirements for the portfolio. For most of the colleges I was interested in, I needed the same items.
 
•  Vision/personal statement, or a brief essay on ideas and insight into my work.


•  Visual piece, no more than five minutes.


•  Creative resume - list my contribution to at least three creative projects.


•  Writing sample.


 


What was my vision? I gave up on trying to figure it out and finished breakfast, then headed off to work.



Chapter Eight 
 

 
 
I can proudly say, I excelled at craft time, but I had to remember it was not craft time for me. It was for my campers. We sat at a table inside the fieldhouse (one of the few activities that took place indoors). I almost couldn’t tolerate the noise level, but the kids were having fun, so I endured it, trying to hold back the extra tics it caused. And in the midst of glue and scissors and wooden craft sticks, she walked in. Tabitha Dubanowski. She came a few feet into the building, and our eyes met. I saw the disgust and hatred in her eyes. But then her face, gah, she was so pretty. And then I felt something awful on my leg that broke my stare, and she walked back toward the kitchen.
“Look, look,” one of my campers Phoebe said to me. The craft stick that Phoebe previously held took up occupancy in my leg hair. Oh my God, it sent shivers down my spine, and my shoulders jerked up toward my ears.
“Oh crap,” I said under my breath. My legs were rather hairy. Hedge clippers would’ve had to be brought in to get it out. I considered leaving it there, but then the odd looks I normally got would’ve increased quite a lot. Oh God, I didn’t want to get it out. I was particular about my hair, the hair on my head and the hair on my legs and the thought of tugging the popsicle stick out made my body shudder, but the other option was even worse, cutting it out. The feel and sound of scissors going across my hair could send me into total meltdown mode.
“Tabitha,” I said before I could stop myself. If I couldn’t do it, I’d get somebody to do it for me. She came back out of the kitchen holding an icepack.
“Can you do me an unusual favor like real quick?”
“What?”
“Pull this craft stick out of my leg hair.” I smiled, figured if I looked friendly enough it wouldn’t be as an absurd question. A regular everyday occurrence.
She scrunched up her whole face and looked adorable. “What?”
I stepped around Phoebe and pointed down to the wooden craft stick.
“You’re serious.”
“Yeah.”
“I have to get back to my kids.” She held up an icepack.
“Okay, yeah, that makes sense.”
“I’ll do it,” Carlos yelled. He sprung up from his seat, and before I could stop him, he ripped away the gluey stick.
“Holy shit!” I didn’t have a very high pain threshold.
Tabitha looked at me with an eyebrow raised, let out a laugh, and walked out the door while I went into a full series of tics.
“Wow, thank you, Carlos,” I said when I finished.
“No problem.”
“Don’t any of you dare repeat what I just said. I’m serious.”
They all nodded.
“Okay, and let’s also talk about you guys laughing at me. I know it looks funny when I go all kooky, and I don’t mind you laughing at me, but it might hurt somebody else’s feeling.”
“If they see us laughing at you?” Lucy asked.
“No, not that necessarily. I mean like laughing at somebody else. If you like saw another kid do that or an old guy on the bus or anything. Granted, laughing at me isn’t really nice when you think about it.”
“Yeah, I know. My mom always tells me not to stare at people too,” Carlos said.
“Yes, exactly. Now let me see what you all are working on.”
I walked around the tables, looking at everyone’s creations. It was a free for all kind of crafting day, crafter’s choice you could say. Like I stood over Phoebe, and she made what looked like horrific zombie pictures, but I think it was supposed to be her family. I then went on to Russell, who made paper guns, but we called them blasters. Next was Carlos’ work. He made a paper plate puppy and a pretty darn nice one to boot, and then I stopped at Lucy who made the creation of all creations.
“Wow, now that is what I call art.”
She looked up at me with a huge smile on her face, all those missing teeth of hers. Lucy drew a picture with a bunch of trees that looked like penises. Some tree drawing lessons might’ve been needed.
 

 

 
“James, don’t eat that.” I started to think that James barfed that first day of camp because he ate something off the ground much like how he was attempting now. James dropped the greenish-black glob he held and sat back up on the bench. As we ate, he kept glancing down at it. It might’ve been flattened goose poo. For the most part, my kids sat at a picnic table eating their lunches, except Darla. She dissected her sandwich like one of those alien autopsy shows.
Someone stood over me, real close, a few of my kids laughed. I looked up over my shoulder, and there stood Van Sato with his face all twisted up and tongue hanging out.
“Yes?”
“Can I talk to you for a second?”
“We’re kinda having lunch here. As I believe, you’re supposed to be doing too.” I didn’t want to come off as rude but having somebody stand there as I ate made me nervous. I put down my carrot stick.
“Just real quick.”
“We’re here to work not socialize and shouldn’t you be watching your kids?” I asked. “Darla,” I said as she drilled a hole in her sandwich with her finger. “Can you try to eat your sandwich perhaps?” Those words felt odd coming from my lips. Granted, making sure the kids ate was part of my job, but it was a peculiar position to be in. I couldn’t even count how many times my mom asked me to just try and eat something or eat just a bit more.
“I can see them from here, and I also told them the ground was shark infested water, so they should be staying put for a bit.”
“What do you want?” I asked.
“I wanted to say I’m sorry.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“Simple as that?” Having him apologize was nice, but just thinking about that moment, it reminded me of all the reasons why I used to hate myself. Reasons I realized I still dealt with. He didn’t know any of this and didn’t deserve me acting curt with him, but it was the only way I could think of to deal with it at that moment.
“Yes. I’m sorry,” he said.
“Fine, now go.”
“Okay, but can I say something else?” he asked, grimacing.
“Van, this is not the place for drama,” I said as Emma held out a juice box to me. She was one of my quieter campers and so well behaved, a champion listener.
“Then after work?”
“I have somewhere I have to be.” I stabbed the straw into the juice box and handed it back to Emma, then eyeballed James as he reached for Darla’s dissected sandwich. He retracted his hand and turned back to his own food.
“Please?” Van pressed his palms together in front of his chest.
“No, don’t worry about it. Old news.”
“You know it’s not,” he said.
“Van, go back to your kids.”
“I—”
“Go back to your table.”
“Fine,” he said with a deep sigh. His mouth fell into a frown. He looked hurt, and I was torn.
Van slunk back to his table, and once he was almost there, he lunged one knee toward the ground. For a second, I thought he hurt himself. “Oh, my leg.” He held his calf and reached up with one of his arms. “They got me. Oh, the sharks got me.” He swatted at an imaginary shark.
“Van,” a couple of his kids shouted out.
“No, it’s too late for me. Stay in your seats and eat your lunches.” He then shook and wiggled about and flailed his limbs, his head rolling to the side with his tongue hanging out.
“Van,” the kids shouted again.
He jumped to his feet and made his way back to his table. “I lived.”
All his kids and half the other campers all cheered for Van. “Okay, name song.” He smiled at his table.
Van seemed like he would’ve been a fun camp counselor to have, and as I watched him sing his song, I knew that I’d have to find a way to deal with him and myself too.
“There was Carlos and Lucy and Phoebe and Russell,” he sang, pointing to each kid. “There was Boompchee and Loopy and Bunny and Fluffles.”
“No, no!” the kids yelled and laughed.
“Did you guys know that a group of bunnies is sometimes called a fluffle? So I think you all are my fluffle because you’re all cute little bunnies.”
“I don’t want to be cute or a bunny,” one girl said.
“Okay, you’re a horrifically ugly tarantula we adopted.”
“Awesome.”
“And our team name shall be Fluffle and Tarantula.” Van still stood, shifting from foot to foot. “Oh, the tournaments we will win.”
All of his kids started cracking up at that point, and mine all started saying they wanted to be a fluffle too.
When I got home, I looked up other names for groups of animals, and none was nearly—not even close—as cute as fluffle. After my cute name disappointment had worn off, I pulled up an online forum for those who used to self-harm. Poor coping skills coupled with anorexia led me to cutting. That’s what my doctor said. I no longer cut myself and had ways to cope, but I needed to get rid of the pain at the root of it all. Maybe my mom was right and forgetting wasn’t the way to go. As I had found out from work, I couldn’t escape my past.
I scanned some of the discussion topics in the forum: cut too deep, can’t stop, no way out. Just more reminders. I knew I couldn’t hide from it all but confronting it just then didn’t feel like an option either. Perhaps, I just needed to work harder on my coping skills, keep my brain busy. I closed my laptop—maybe it’d be easier tomorrow to visit a forum—grabbed a pen and notebook and tried to think about my artistic vision.
 
To show the good people in the world.
To film happy.
To express my anguish.
To learn about the lives of others (maybe?).
 
Since I couldn’t quite grasp my vision, I worked on ideas in general. I’d been making videos of my friend Maritza for the past month. They were pretty much just her talking about squirrels, but perhaps I had something there. Possibly, the lives of squirrels since I put a maybe after the lives of others on my vision list. It could start with an aerial view of a tree. After drawing several shots, I stopped and flung myself back onto my bed. I needed something with more oomph, especially if I wanted to win a scholarship, perhaps something hard-hitting and dramatic.





Chapter Nine 
 

 
 
I got to work a few minutes early hoping to catch Tabitha. I saw her walk through the side gate (the whole park was fenced in with a chain-link fence) and took off in a slow jog so I could stop her before she entered the fieldhouse. Her eyes widened as I ran across the playground to her. She shook her head at me and walked faster.
“Tabitha, c’mon.” I ran after her.
She stopped and sighed. “Van, you said what you needed to yesterday.”
“I forgot to say something about the craft stick incident. I don’t know why I asked you to pull it out of my leg hair.”
“It was odd. Okay, so bye.” And she ran off.
Well, yep, she wanted nothing to do me with me. I stood there and contemplated that for a minute.
“Van, Van,” I heard. I looked down, and Carlos stood there. How long had I zoned out?
“How did you get here?”
“My mom drove me.” He hopped up and down.
“No, I’m pretty sure you just appeared here.”
“My mom drove me.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Okay, one thing.” I squatted down next to him.
“What?”
“I’m going to eat you. You better run.” I chased him across the playground and picnic area, all the way up to the fieldhouse.
“Don’t eat me,” he said between laughs.
“If you say so. I have my lunch right here anyway. Go play until we call the squads.”
“Okay, Van,” he said, running off.
I went inside to put my lunch away and to, well, use the bathroom. And there stood Tabitha near the refrigerator. The same as the two days before, purple T-shirt, ponytail, blue painted fingernails, her lips a perfect rosy color. Not to be a total creep or anything, but I could’ve stood there all day staring at her. Too bad she hated me. I walked over to the fridge and stuck my lunch inside and pretended she wasn’t even there. After I put away my lunch, I turned to go back out and about nearly smacked right into her. “Sorry,” I mumbled.
“Yeah,” she said, and just stood there.
“Um.” I then walked away. Yep, that would make her fall head over heels in love with me.
 

 

 
Tomasz stopped me before I left work that afternoon. “They haven’t eaten you alive yet.”
“Yet being the opportune word,” I said.
Tomasz laughed and gave me a smile. “So just checking in. Wanted to see if all the things we learned in orientation came in useful yet.”
“They have. I’m starting to think they teach us that stuff for a reason.”
“You’re catching on to their plan.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Van walk out of the fieldhouse. “I have to get going.” Van and I had already had more than one awkward encounter that day; I wanted to avoid any others.
“All right. Tomorrow then,” Tomasz said. Maybe every encounter I had with a guy was bound to be awkward.
I nodded. “Yeah, tomorrow.” I knew Van walked home in my direction, so I hightailed it out of there.
I practically ran the first block home, but once I hit the second one, I slowed my pace and walked in the warm afternoon sun. I only lived a few blocks over and very close to the expressway, so as I walked, I could hear the swish of the cars, a sound that always comforted me. All the sounds of the city did. People outside talking and yelling, traffic and buses and cars honking. Sirens and church bells and the little ding of the bell from the carts of people selling paletas and hot dogs and corn. I once slept over at an aunt’s who lived in farm country, and I couldn’t sleep because of the quiet. So many people forget about the sounds of life. You can learn so much just by listening. Sometimes, it’s the things you don’t hear that stand out the most.
When I got to our two-flat, I rang the buzzer, and Mom buzzed me in. My mom was a dental hygienist, and the dentist office she worked at had some weird hours, so on some days, she got home pretty early.
“Forget your keys?” she asked as I walked into the front room.
“No,” I said. “Just felt like ringing the buzzer.”
“You look pooped. Busy day?” She stood on the other side of the room, digging through her bag that sat atop a radiator.
“Yes. Those kids are cute but exhausting.”
“After a while you’ll adjust, and it won’t be so bad,” my mom said. She still wore her works scrubs. They had dancing teeth all over them.
“I’m sure I will. It’s pretty fun.”
“That’s so good to hear. Now, I was about to run out, but I have a few things prepped for you in the fridge.” She extracted a tube of lip balm from her bag and smiled at her small accomplishment. “Be back soon. Okay?” She applied her lip balm and threw it back into her bag.
“Okay. I might have Maritza come over.”
“Good, good.” My mom gave me a kiss on the forehead, pinched my cheek, and left.
I went and looked in the fridge. She had a few snacky options sitting on the top shelf. Before I picked one, I sat on the floor in front of the fridge with the door open and stared at all the food. I planned my main meals and left the snacks up to Mom. To most, making a snack wasn’t a big deal, but to a person like me, one who had spent so long afraid of food, it kind of was. The menu plan called for me to eat every two and a half to three hours, and I needed to stick to it. Even though I left Hope Springs more than two months before, I still used the basic structure of their meal plans. It helped me continue to eat and not slip back into any negative eating behaviors. I went with the plain yogurt, strawberries, and granola, and after I had eaten, I went to change out of my camp T-shirt and wash up. Once I felt refreshed, I grabbed my laptop and climbed onto my bed, opening a video I had made of Maritza. I’d been watching it on and off the past several days because I liked that I could hear my voice but I couldn’t see myself.
“Enough of me talking about squirrels,” Maritza said to the camera. She flashed her awesomely straight teeth and dimples. The sun shone down on her like a spotlight. The sky was bright blue, and the trees as green as ever. Maritza was perfectly framed in a medium shot.
“Okay,” I said from behind the camera. I say camera, but I used my tablet or phone to film everything.
“Why do you like making videos so much?” Maritza asked.
“It’s fun.”
“And?” she asked with a tip of the head.
“I like seeing the finished product. I can sit back and say, ‘I made that.’”
“Why do you never call them films?” Maritza put her hands on her hips and looked straight at me from my tablet.
“Because they’re not. Films are these great pieces of work, and my stuff is just whatever recorded on my phone,” I said.
“Your stuff is great.” She flashed me that smile of hers that always made me feel a bit better. We could’ve been talking about the impending apocalypse because overnight the sun had blinked out, then she’d smile, and things wouldn’t seem so awful.
“That’s like when my mom says that. You guys are obligated to.”
“I never lie to you. You want to make, and you do make, movies and documentaries, so, therefore, you’re a filmmaker. Even if they’re short pieces made with a phone, they’re still your films, and I think you should put them online.”
“Let’s not talk about putting my stuff online anymore.” And the video stopped. I wasn’t ready for online yet. I canceled all my social media accounts. I didn’t need to go through that again. Seeing a picture of your backside online without your permission stunk. Then seeing how many people shared or commented on the picture intensified the pain. Most the comments were things like ha, so funny, or oh my gosh, but then others took it further. That thing could block out the sun, look at all that cheese, my corneas.
The video with Maritza talking wasn’t half bad, so I thought I could cut out my portion. Maybe squirrels would be my thing. Perhaps the world needed more informational pieces about our fuzzy rodent friends, and it was my destiny. Perhaps the day before when I tried to brainstorm ideas—and went nowhere—was just a temporary lapse on my rodent filmmaking highway.
I texted Maritza to see what she was up to.
 
Tabitha: Whatcha doing?


Maritza: Nothing.


Tabitha: Want to finish making your squirrel video?


Maritza: Okay.


 
Maritza only lived a block over, so she showed up at my door about fifteen minutes later.
I let her in, and she handed me a warm plastic dish.
“Tamales from my abuela.”
“Even other people’s family members try to get me to eat.”
“Everybody just wants to make sure you stay healthy, and you’re practically part of my family. We’ll fit it into your menu, hermana.”
I sighed. Besides my mom, Maritza was my main support person when it came to food. “Just a little, siostra.”
We met in third grade and had considered each other sisters since then. When we got to high school, we were no longer together during the day like when we went to the same elementary school, though. Maritza went to North Prep, a math and science high school for smart kids, and I went to Chavez, a liberal arts community school.
“And I brought Casimir and Pulaski.” Out of the messenger bag she wore across her body, she pulled out two taxidermy squirrels. I shuddered at the sight. Maritza claimed I’d warm up to them soon enough. But can one ever really be okay with dead, stuffed squirrels in their presence?
“Blech,” I said. “But it still makes me laugh that you named them after Casimir Pulaski.”
“I love you and all Polish people. You gave us Casimir Pulaski. Without him, we wouldn’t have that extra day off of school.”
“We are one of the only cities in the country that observes the holiday with no school.”
“Reason why I love the dude. You want to eat first, so then I can bring us back into the fascinating world of squirrels?” Maritza asked.
“Sure,” I said.
With dinner done and out of the way we could focus exclusively on our project.
“Are you sure about this?” Maritza shouted. She stood down the block from me in the middle of the sidewalk holding her squirrels.
“The opening shot will be a zoom in on you.”
“But will I survive?” she asked.
“I’m not going to run you over, and besides, it’s just a skateboard.”
Maritza nodded and licked her lips. “I’m going to trust you on this one.”
“Okay, and action,” I said. I held up my phone in front of me and pushed the skateboard with my left foot and aimed myself at Maritza.



Chapter Ten 
 

 
 
I took Bucky for a jog. Figured I’d get my exercise and dog walking done in one go. I planned on swinging by Matt’s house when I finished. I didn’t have a lot of friends. Okay, just the one, so it was nice having someone to talk to, someone who actually listened. Around sophomore year, I gave up on the friend thing. Then Matt came along.
I still had to do the dishes and take out the garbage before I left. I wanted to skip both, but I was on a mission to show my family I could be responsible and taken seriously and maybe have some chance at a future.
Matt lived several miles from my house, so I had to take the bus. I would’ve much preferred taking the ‘L’ but there wasn’t a stop anywhere near his house. I was about to leave when my little sister caught me on the way out the door.
“Haven’t seen you much.” She leaned on the wall near our small front hall area. Unlike Tru and me, Jemmie took after my mom, so she was height deficient.
“I’ve been working.”
“I’m still getting used to not having you around as much,” Jemmie said.
“Probably a relief.”
“It’s much quieter.”
I laughed. “I was heading over to Matt’s. Did you want something?”
“Yeah, can I borrow your bike?”
“Yeah, it’s not like I’m riding it anywhere, but thanks for asking.” Her bike had recently been stolen from our backyard. She’d saved all her babysitting money to buy it and cried for days after it got thieverized. I tried to give her mine, but for some reason, she wouldn’t take it. Granted, it was too big for her. My mom bought the bike at a yard sale some years back but because of my SPD, I had some major balance issues. She thought it would help. It didn’t. Plus, it’s kind of hard to ride a bike while you have tics, at least, tics like I had.
On the bus ride over to Matt’s, I sat in the back corner of the bus. As usual, I had it to myself. Most people avoided sitting next to me. It probably should’ve been a blow to my self-esteem, but nothing new.
“What’s up?” Matt said, answering the door. He had on a pair of khaki shorts and nothing else. I would’ve preferred he wore a shirt because I didn’t particularly like looking at the round gut of my friend, but I didn’t say anything because he tolerated me, and he really seemed to enjoy being shirtless, which I did too, actually. Most clothes bothered me.
“Hey, Van, what’s going on, dude?”
“What? Huh? Oh, not much.”
I followed Matt into the house, and we firmly planted ourselves on the couch in his room. He had this old floral couch that had once belonged to his grandma or something. It took up half the floor space but was great for vegging out on.
“So, any prospects for friendship or more?” Matt scratched the underside of his gut. He wasn’t trying to pawn me off on other people. When I got hired, I told him I wanted to try and make friends, hang out, stuff like that. Matt, being the good friend that he was, added the, or more, in there. I was quite certain a girlfriend was nowhere on my horizon.
I sighed.
“That bad?”
“Yes.” I then gave him a rundown of everything.
Matt and I had been friends for a little over a year. When he came along, he pretty much forced me to befriend him (he wouldn’t stop talking to me), which I was forever grateful for because even though I didn’t want to admit it at the time, I needed a goddamn friend. My back tic had started around that time; he walked into a classroom and found me by myself on the floor. And after that, we just kind of clicked.
“It’s not like you came up with the name or anything. All you did was repeat it,” he said once I finished telling him everything.
“Okay, but still,” I said.
“Let’s just play some video games.”
“Fine.”
“But you said she’s hot.” Matt sat up and grabbed a bag of kale chips from his desk. Recently he’d began experimenting with healthier eating. He said I had rubbed off on him. That was a good thing because his doctor had told him if he kept on the path he was on a heart attack could be in his future. “I had a class with her last year, but her face doesn’t stand out in my mind, only—”
“Don’t even.”
“Sorry, but that’s how it goes,” Matt said with a shrug.
“Just shut up.”
“She’s hot?”
“So fricking pretty. But she’s more than just that,” I said.
“How do you know that? I thought she won’t give you the time of day.”
“Okay, no, but I see her at work, and her kids seem to like her, so that’s something. And when she smiles, it’s, well, it’s everything,” I said.
“And all of this you gathered from three days on the job?”
“Yep. Tru’s going away to school in the fall. She got a late acceptance to her first choice.” I often changed the subject without realizing it. Matt always went along, though.
“Thank God. Your life will be much easier come fall.”
“Tell me about it,” I said. My arm jerked, slapping Matt in the gut.
“We are sitting way too close together.” Matt scooted over. “Why is she so mean to you?”
“My mom says Tru’s mad because my parents are so focused on me. Well, Mom mostly. And she misses Dad, I guess. And I tend to ruin things for her.” But supposedly some siblings of kids with disabilities did tend to act out. They sat in the shadows as their parents spent so much time with the disabled sibling. And in Tru’s case, she had built up a lot of resentment about it.
“Like that time you told me about her ballet recital, and you ran up on stage and started dancing with them, and everybody clapped for you.”
“Yep.” My behavior used to be a bit out of control. One of the main reasons I gave up friends. They usually gave me up first because I’d do or say something one too many times and they’d get tired of it. So why make new friends when you knew they wouldn’t last? But now that I had gotten older, I hoped things would change. I was nowhere near as obnoxious as I used to be.
“Okay, now shut up and play.” Matt killed my guy in the game.
“Dude.” I threw down my controller.
“Can I give you some advice?”
“No,” I said.
“Too bad. Here it is. Assert yourself.”
“What does that mean?”
“Just don’t give up.”
“On?”
“If you really like her, don’t just sit and whimper on the sidelines,” Matt said.
“Matt, she doesn’t want to talk to me, and that is that.” I picked up my controller and shot three guys in a row. Then I killed Matt.
“Figure something out.”
“I’m pretty sure girls don’t want guys, like, forcing themselves into their lives,” I said.
“I’m not saying going alpha male on her or anything, but maybe just put yourself in her path. She’ll start to see you, the real you.”
“Yeah, I’ll think about that.”
“I think things are going to work out for you,” Matt said.
Wouldn’t that have been nice?



Chapter Eleven 
 

 
 
Maritza and I sat on the cement front steps of my building. A breeze made me tug my cardigan shut. The streetlights shone like fake stars in the sky. Maritza and I finished the video with her demonstrating squirrel mating habits with Casimir and Pulaski. It turned out one of them was a girl. Ever since I had known her, she had a fascination with small mammals. Guess which were her favorite? Maritza and I neighbor-watched as we sat there. The people across the street had their windows open, and we caught some of their conversation. Not spying, observing.
“Is that guy in his underwear?” Maritza asked.
I squinted my eyes to get a peep between the curtains that billowed around in the breeze. “I can’t tell. Would we be creeps if I got binoculars?”
“Maybe?”
“Code for let me go get them,” I said.
“Totally.”
I ran up to my apartment and came back down with the binoculars, handing them to Maritza.
“What are these?” she asked, her face scrunched in confusion.
“Binoculars,” I said, defending the tiny pink plastic things.
“No, these are a Kiddie Meal toy.” She looked at them like I just handed her a dirty sock.
“They kinda work, though.”
“Can we be charged with a crime for this?” Maritza asked. She put the binoculars in her lap and took a rubber band out of her short’s pocket and pulled her curly hair into a ponytail.
“Quite possibly.”
“You know I like to live on the edge.” Maritza raised the binoculars to her eyes. “Oh, my goodness, he is in his underwear, tighty-whities. Don’t these people realize their neighbors can see them from outside?”
“And some are pervs with binoculars across the street?”
The guy screamed something again. I heard the word gato.
“They’re arguing about the cat,” Maritza said.
That much I knew. I wasn’t fluent in Spanish, but from hanging out with Maritza’s family since I was little, I knew enough to get by. And she had picked up a bit of Polish from me over the years; mainly the swear words because I didn’t know much more Polish than that.
“I think maybe it’s his girlfriend’s lover’s cat.” Maritza started making a story to go with the scene we watched.
“Oh yeah, and he’s found out about them,” I said.
“And she said she left her lover, but the cat stays.”
“And he’s not having it.”
The woman, whom we called the girlfriend, screamed something. I’m quite certain some expletive, and then her shadow disappeared. I took the binoculars from Maritza, just in time to see the guy itch his junk. His shadow then dipped down, probably sat on the couch.
“The binoculars stay inside next time. Geesh, my eyeballs. Maybe I should draw up some storyboards. Learning about the lives of other people was on the vision list I tried to write up.”
“Do you really want to know more about that guy’s life? What if he never wears pants?”
“Good point.”
“And can I say something, not regarding underwear guy?” Maritza asked.
“Go ahead.” I leaned back on the steps and watched a car drive past. It stopped for a moment near the open space in front of the fire hydrant across the road. After deciding they probably didn’t want a ticket for parking there, the driver continued down the street. Maybe it was a friend coming over to visit underwear guy. The characters in other people’s lives might’ve been a more interesting idea.
“But you can’t get mad at me.”
“Oh geez, what?” I said.
“I think you’ve been too hard on Van.”
I let out a sigh. “I know.”
“Really?” Maritza said. She cocked an eyebrow at me and smiled.
“Yeah, he’s actually quite nice.” I wiped my palms on my shorts.
“And you said he did apologize, right?”
“Yeah. He’s tried more than once. And the last time, I was just all kinds of awkward around him,” I said.
“Why is that?”
“I’ve lost all social skills?”
“But you also told me about that Tomasz guy,” Maritza said.
“Yeah, and I acted weird around him too. Mainly because I saw Van coming.”
“Interesting.” She rubbed her chin and nodded. Maritza, the thinker.
“Oh, be quiet,” I said.
“You’re blushing.”
“Am not.” I might’ve blushed, but at the time, I didn’t exactly know why.
 
 

 
 
Before the day officially got started, the counselors put their lunches in the fridge, checked their clipboards, and chatted amongst themselves, all while scattered in and around the fieldhouse. Tomasz saw me from across the way and waved. I gave him a wave back, but I was looking for Van, so I could let him know everything was okay between us. He came bounding in, using big, hoppy kind of steps and swinging a brown paper bag back and forth.
“Hey, Van,” I said.
He either did not hear me or just chose not to respond.
“Van,” I said, once again.
He stopped and looked at me. “No time. Have to put my lunch away.”
“After?” I asked.
“Then I will have to go pee, check my clipboard, and maybe count to ten thousand.”
I sighed and gave him a nod. He probably now disliked me as much as I thought I disliked him.
After I took attendance, my kids and I went over to the shade of a large tree. Even though I wore sunscreen, I tried to stay in the shadows if I could. I had two skin tones, ghastly pale or bright pink, and a good portion of the time when I turned pink it was despite the sunscreen. The kids all ran around and ignored me until I did my finger countdown. I held up my fingers and said, “One.” My first finger went up. “Two, three.” My remaining fingers followed the first. “All eyes on me.” The kids fell for it. “Now, has anybody heard of Tai Chi before?”
They all shook their heads, and James chewed on a stick. “James, no,” I said. He spit out the stick, and I noticed Darla dissecting something on the ground. I walked over to her, and she dug her finger into some squashed bug carcass. Those kids really liked to test my gag reflex. “Darla, let’s not stick our fingers in dead things.”
She dropped her shoulders in disappointment and wiped her finger on her shorts. “Okay.”
I opened my clipboard. It was like a shallow box, and a few supplies were kept inside, like handy-wipes. I pulled one out and gave it to Darla. After I stopped another of my campers from trying to run away, we started our session on Tai Chi. At Hope Springs, learning about healthy exercise was part of my treatment plan. We also did yoga, which I preferred, but Tai Chi was relaxing and helped clear your mind. As my kids stood in rows and I took them through the first move, by the smiles on their faces, I could tell they enjoyed it. After a few moves, Lettie came over with her campers.
“Mind if we join you?” she asked.
“Not at all.”
Her kids fell in line with mine, and Lettie stood behind the group. Best to keep an eye on them from as many angles as possible.
“Now this next move is called a single whip. This is purely for relaxation,” I said. I made sure to stress relaxation because the move could technically work for fighting. I’d find out later if they had caught on to the fighting aspect of it or not. I probably should’ve stuck with teaching the kids yoga.



Chapter Twelve 
 

 
 
I tried to act like she did toward me, but I felt like a jerk afterward. The advice Matt gave me went disregarded. In actuality, I forgot about it. My Fluffle and I were on the basketball court painting with water; hers was over in the field with another squad. It looked like they were doing Tai Chi. She kept tugging on the bottom of her shorts and had her hair up in its usual ponytail, but the wind kept blowing hair into her face. She’d reach up and swipe it away, only to have it slap her in the face again; just watching her fuss with her hair was captivating, and I got hit in the cheek with a paintbrush.
“Mr. Van,” Carlos yelled at me.
“Ow.” I rubbed the side of my face. “We don’t throw things at people.”
“You wouldn’t answer.”
“I apologize. From this point on, forever and always you’ll have my full attention. And we need more water. Follow me.” I picked up our bucket. “The Fluffle and Tarantula to the hose.”
We got more water, and I painted some too. I dipped the brush I held into a bucket so that I could paint the sun. And goddammit, my mind went back to her; to look at her was like watching the sun rise. You’re struck with this awe and wonder and ask yourself how something could be so beautiful.
 
 

 
 
When I got home from my run after work, I stood in the kitchen, sweating, and as I wiped my forehead off with my shirt, a pack of paper plates sitting on top of the microwave caught my attention. But before I could do anything with them, I had to jump in the shower really quick because I couldn’t stand when I smelled like an onion. Certain scents bothered me; sweaty me was one of them. When I was relatively dry (I didn’t like the feel of towels on my skin) I threw on some shorts and started searching around my room for all the supplies I needed. When I had an idea or plan, I had to do it at that moment (there was no waiting), and I became totally immersed.
I sat on the floor and colored and cut and punched holes with the hole-puncher. I weaved string through the forms, folded, taped, and glued until I had a plethora of animals around me. I needed more than just animals, so I made a spaceship, a hot air balloon, and a container box sort of thing. When I was in the middle of cutting out a small paper plate robot, my sister entered my room without me hearing her. She tapped me on my shoulder, which made me jump and slice right across the tip of my finger with the craft knife.
“Van, you fricking moron,” Tru yelled.
I watched as a big bubble of blood oozed out of my finger and onto the paper plate in front of me. My blood left this cool splatter pattern on the plate, though. I then got slapped in the back of my head.
“Van, Jesus Christ.”
“I cut my finger open.”
“Good for you. Mom has been calling you forever,” Tru said. She stood over me with her arms crossed.
“What time is it?”
“Around eleven-thirty.”
“At night?”
“Of course, you idiot.”
Mom then stepped into my room. Tru finished her duty of tormenting for the day and left.
“How long have you been in here?” my mom asked. She must’ve just gotten home from work. As a nurse’s assistant, she worked some late hours.
“Um …”
“A long time?”
“Yeah.”
“Van.”
“I know. I know.”
“You have work tomorrow,” my mom said. She rubbed her hand over her face.
“I know.”
“I’m trying to trust you.”
“I know.”
“Did you take your pill?” she asked.
“Um …”
“Do not lie to me.”
“No,” I said.
My mom pinched the bridge of her nose. “Van.” People loved to say my name.
“I just really got into what I was doing. It’s for work, kinda.” I pointed to all the paper plate creations around me.
“Did you eat dinner?”
“C’mon, Mom.”
“I thought—”
“I’m working on it. Okay? Just please give me a chance.”
My mom sighed the deepest sigh ever.
“You’re going to need to work out some system for when you’re doing your thing.” That’s what she called it when I hyperfocused.
“I will, don’t worry.”
“All I do is worry about you, Van.”
“I’m trying not to be the failure you all think I’m destined to be.” Blood continued to bubble out of the cut on my finger.
“Van, honey, is that what you think?” my mom asked.
“Of course it is. You already think I’ve failed. Well, it only took me four days, Mom.”
“You are my son, and I just want what is best for you.”
“And what is that?” I asked.
“A good life. A good happy life.”
“And you don’t think I have one.”
“That is not what I mean. It’s late. I’m tired. You should be sleeping by now.” My mom was very skilled at side-stepping arguments with me. “Are you going to need some help?” By help, she meant a sleeping pill. Even with my weighted blanket, sometimes I had trouble falling asleep (okay, a lot of the time), so normally I went to bed early so when I did finally fall asleep, it wouldn’t be too horribly late.
“Yeah.” I still had to pack up my creations to bring into work the next day, eat something, and brush my teeth, so I wasn’t jumping into bed right away.
“I love you. I’ll leave it out on the counter.”
“Love you too. Night.”
“I love you, know that. You will not fail at anything you don’t want to. Night, baby.”
As soon as my mom left my room, Tru popped her head in the door and said, “You’re so going to fail at life. Start searching for a viaduct to sleep under now.”
Visions of throttling her went through my head, but then I could never have killed her because it would’ve made Jemmie and possibly my parents too sad, and I wouldn’t have wanted to do that to them. I went and took my medicine (plus the sleeping pill) and went to the bathroom so I could find a bandage for my finger. I probably should’ve gotten the bandage first because I left a trail of blood through the kitchen. Jemmie wandered into the bathroom as I went through the drawers. “I have to pee, Van.”
“Use the other bathroom.”
“I don’t want to go all the way into the basement,” Jemmie said.
“I’m trying to find a bandage.”
“You’re dripping on the floor.”
“Yeah, why I need a bandage,” I said.
“I’ll help.”
“Why do you guys always do that to me? I’m not helpless. I don’t want to live under a viaduct. I can find a bandage by myself.”
“You don’t have to scream at me,” Jemmie said.
“I’m not screaming!”
“Van …”
“Don’t Van me!”
“They’re in the medicine cabinet.”
I pulled them out of the medicine cabinet and took one from the box, then threw the box across the bathroom. It hit the back wall, and the bandages fell inside the tub. I turned around, and my mom stood in the hall with her arms crossed. People crossed their arms a lot around me.
“Don’t even,” I said, and pushed past her and stalked through the dining room into the kitchen and out the back door. I sat down on the back steps and leaned my head against the railing. My lids started to feel heavy, and my thoughts began to muddle as I listened to the cars on the expressway in the distance, and lights out.
 
 

 
 
Somebody shook me, so I swatted them away, but they shook me again. I felt a weird surface below me, floor, kitchen floor.
“I know you’re awake.” Shit, it was my mom.
I flipped onto my back and opened an eye, and then it hit me; it was morning, and I was on the kitchen floor. I opened my other eye and saw my mom standing over me. “Why am I in the kitchen?”
I tried to go over what happened the night before. Let’s see, yelling at my mom, yelling at my sister, having a fit over bandages, and running out of the house. Yep, that about covered it.
“Get up now. Get ready for work, and I’ll be waiting to have a talk with you before you leave.” Oh man, I was in trouble. I ruined everything before anything good could start. She was going to tell me I had to quit; I was going to have to enroll in some sort of summer school so I could have a schedule to keep. I was never going to have what it took to be an independent human being. I was destined to eventually move into our scary, cold basement and sell stuff on an auction site for a living, but then I’d probably fail at doing that because I’d never send my packages on time.
My mom shook her head and ran a hand through her hair. “Go get ready.”
“Okay.” I got up, noticing someone had put a bandage on my finger (I fell asleep before I could put one on).
After I had gotten dressed, I gathered up all the things I made out of paper plates and put them in a brown paper bag. When I got back to the kitchen, my mom waited for me with my pill. I guess it was time to talk, but not before I took my medicine.
“Okay, let me hear it.” I put the paper bag on the table.
“So, we need to address some things.”
“How did you get me inside? And why did you leave me in the kitchen?”
“We could barely wake you up. That was as far as we could get you,” my mom said.
“Thanks then, I guess.”
“Van, this is the year you’re supposed to be learning to transition. Get ready for college, adulthood, what’s next. Your senior year will go by very quick.”
I nodded and stayed quiet. I was scared I wouldn’t be able to make that transition. What if I was stuck living at home forever?
“I want you to be ready. I shouldn’t have taken away your schedule cold turkey like that. And if you’ve taken on too much too soon, tell me. A job might not be for you right now, or even later. You might need a year or two extra after high school to fully transition.” My mom folded her hands on the table and looked at me with gentle eyes.
“No, they said if I start now by the end of my senior year I should be ready for what’s next, and also, I can make it through the summer without a schedule.”
“They didn’t say it was a guarantee. Everybody is different. Just remember that.”
“No, I’ll be ready,” I said.
My mom unfolded her hands and poked the table with her pointer finger.
“But if you don’t take care of yourself, you’re not keeping this job,” she said.
“I’ll do better.”
“You need to take that nighttime pill. No more outbursts.”
I nodded.
“Okay, now go make sure you have everything so I can drop you off at work.”



Chapter Thirteen 
 

 
 
After I had clocked out for the day, I saw Van at the craft tables gathering stuff up. He kept grimacing and jerking up his right shoulder. I walked over and saw the table covered with paper plates, but not plain old paper plates. Animals and insects of all kinds sprawled across the table, decorated with crepe paper, construction paper, markers, and yarn. I saw a jellyfish, a spaceship, a fish, and some cats. I could tell his campers made some of them, but others went a step beyond your standard paper plate crafts. I went to pick one up.
“Don’t touch that,” Van said.
“These are great. You make crafts alongside your campers?”
“No. I made them at home to give the kids ideas. Carlos is always making things with paper plates, but he always asks what he should make, so, well, yeah, these.”
“That’s a good idea. Some of these are really cool.” I eyed an alligator.
“Those ones are nothing. I kept the more complicated ones to the side. For later, when they get more advanced. That’s if six-year-olds can advance in paper plate art. Maybe it was just an excuse so I could make stuff too. I do that sometimes at home. Make things.”
Oh my gosh, Van Sato was incredibly cute. I had this sudden urge to hug him.
“Can I see the more complicated ones?”
“Really?” he asked. His face lit up with a smile. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t see why not. Try not to laugh at me or anything.” He went and grabbed a brown paper bag and pulled a few out.
“Van, these are beautiful.” I picked up some flowers he made. Instead of the flat, basic type of craft I expected, I held three-dimensional flowers that looked like white roses.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“And this one is a hedgehog. A robot.”
“These are fantastic.” I was thoroughly impressed.
“A bit too much for six-year-olds, but they are smart ones. We made snakes today. The kids really liked those.”
“You should show these to all the other counselors.” He could’ve probably taught a whole course on it.
“Oh, no.” He started collecting the plates.
“Why not?”
“I didn’t do it for the counselors. I did it for the kids.”
“Okay, sure,” I said. I held one of his flowers and tried to figure out how he made it.
“You sound like you don’t believe me.”
“I just don’t see why you can’t show everybody else.”
“Because they’re just stupid paper plate creations I made in my bedroom. Plus, I don’t need to be laughed at any more than I am already,” Van said. He squeezed his eyes shut and jerked his head toward his chest.
“Nobody would laugh at you because of these. These are great.” I picked up the jellyfish and dangled it in front of me. Colorful streamers hung from the paper plate.
Van twisted his upper body at his waist, and his arms bent up at the elbows, his hands curled up near his shoulders. “I have to use the bathroom.” He ran across the fieldhouse.
I stood there by myself. After a few minutes, Van hadn’t come out of the bathroom yet. Did I wait for him? We kind of were in the middle of a conversation. At least, that’s what I thought. Even though he didn’t want me to touch them, I gathered up his paper plate projects. I then walked down around the corner to the washrooms, figured I’d scream bye or something, and then I heard a bang from inside. It sounded like he hit a stall door. Concerned he fell or something, I went and knocked.
“Van, you okay in there?”
“Just peachy,” he said.
“Are you coming out?”
“Nope.”
“I’m coming in.” I looked over my shoulder, concerned for some reason that someone would see me go into the bathroom.
“No. What if I was taking a dump?” Van asked.
“I’ll risk it.”
He didn’t respond, so I walked into the washroom. Besides the urinals, the boys’ bathroom looked pretty much like the girls—yellow wall tiles, frosted glass on the windows, and white, porcelain sinks.
“You okay?” I asked.
Van sat on the floor leaning up against the wall. “It depends on who you ask.”
“Weak bladder?”
“Nope.” He shook his head.
“Not taking a dump.”
He smiled and laughed. “Yeah, sometimes I say the way wrong things.”
“Did I do something?” I might’ve been too pushy with the whole sharing his paper plates with the other counselors idea.
“Nope.”
“Okay then. Will you be leaving the bathroom soon?” I asked. I slid my hands into my back pockets and stood on the outside edges of my shoes, a bit worried one of the other counselors would come in to use the washroom and bust me for bathroom loitering.
“I probably should,” Van said. He blinked his eyes and stretched his mouth wide open, then smacked it back shut.
“C’mon,” I said.
Van sighed and stood up. “Um, thanks for checking on me, I guess.”
“Not a problem.”
Van and I walked out of the bathroom back to the craft tables. A few other counselors walked in from outside.
“See you tonight, Tabby?” Tomasz asked. Earlier, he mentioned a counselor bonding session over a drive-in movie. He came and stood near me, smiling with that dimple of his. I didn’t know how to respond at first. Tomasz looked at me with his blue eyes, and I contemplated whether I should go or not because I didn’t do social things with other people besides Maritza and my mom, but then he did that bang flip of his (it might’ve been his secret weapon). “Yeah, sure.”
“Want me to pick you up?” he asked.
He seemed determined to test my social capabilities. “Okay,” I said, a few beats off of normal response time. I think it was the new me that said okay because the old me was a having a frenzy inside.
“Hey, Van, you coming tonight?” David, a fellow counselor, asked.
I looked over at Van, and his eyes were wide, and his mouth hung open. “Um,” he said. He looked all around him like there might’ve been another Van in the room.
“C’mon, it’ll be fun,” David said.
“No doubt, but I think I have to take a pass.” Van took his bag of creations and held them up to his chest, almost like a shield.
“Don’t want some camp counselor bonding time?” Tomasz asked. He bit the corner of his lip, then let out a laugh. It almost sounded mean, but I figured it was just in my head.
“Um …” Van responded.
“You’re coming,” David told Van. “Need a ride?”
“Um, can I bring my friend with me? He can drive,” Van said.
“Yeah, totally cool.”
“Okay,” Van said. It looked like he was about to pass out or something.
“Tabby, I’ll swing by your place later. If you can, bring something to grill or eat or drink.”
I answered with a nod. The part about bring something held me right where I stood.
Tomasz squeezed my shoulder, smiled, and left. Van darted out the door with the other counselors.
I stood there a bit longer in the empty fieldhouse. The frenzy that brewed when I said okay exploded into questions and doubts that started to fill my head. I was the wrong person to ask to bring food. Why did I say yes? I knew why, because I wanted to try to move forward, be the new me, and the new me was supposed to be a me that wasn’t afraid to socialize, wasn’t afraid of food; didn’t harbor a fear that everyone criticized everything about me. Easier said than done, but I had to try, at least.
But on the way home—the more I thought about what lie ahead of me that evening—the more Maggie and Addison crept into my mind. After some guy offhandedly called me Lard Ass because I had trouble squishing between two desks at school, Maggie took the name and ran with it; her friend Addison at her side the whole time. It all grew from there. First just teasing, people calling me that God awful name, Lard Ass, and a lot of people looking at my butt. It left me feeling violated. As I walked past people in the hall at school, their eyes would divert directly down like they wanted to see my butt for themselves. They had to witness its hugeness firsthand.
I kept thinking what if they showed up at the drive-in for some reason? Or someone from school was there? What if everybody there kept looking at me, judging me? By the time I got home, I had no desire to go, and almost called Tomasz, but I took a breath and decided to text Maritza first. She said she was going to her abuela’s for the night, and I didn’t want to interrupt her, but I needed my best friend.
 
Tabby: The other counselors are meeting up at the drive-in, and Tomasz is coming to pick me up.


Maritza: Really? He’s the cute guy you had orientation with, right? You’re going on a date!


Tabby: No, he’s just driving me. What am I supposed to do?


Maritza: Have fun?


Tabby: They want me to bring something to eat or drink, and what if I come across someone from school? I don’t think I can do this.


Maritza: Hold on a second.


Tabby: Okay.


 
And then my phone rang.
“Hi, Maritza,” I said, answering.
“What are you supposed to do when everything gets to be a bit much?” she asked.
“I know. I know. It’s just hard. What if—”
“No what ifs. Focus on the moment, breathe,” Maritza said.
“Practice mindfulness.” I paced my room back and forth and resisted running and hiding in my closet.
“Distract yourself.”
“Think positive thoughts.”
“Talk to a friend, which you are doing,” Maritza said, adding to my list of ways to cope. All things I learned at Hope Springs. Techniques that I still needed on an almost day to day basis.
“I’m here, in the moment, talking to you, living my life, but oh my gosh,” I said. I stopped my pacing and flung myself back onto my bed. My comforter wanted to envelop me as my pillow called my name.
“Breathe in, hold it. Breathe.”
I took in a deep breath, held it for several seconds, and slowly let it out.
“Okay?” Maritza asked.
“For right now, yes. Thanks.” I breathed in and out again and grabbed my pillow, hugging it to my chest. It smelled like my shampoo and a bit like sweat.
“So, Tomasz.”
“It’s not like that,” I said.
“Do you want it to be?” Maritza asked.
“I don’t know. I’m not sure if I’m ready to go there yet.”
“Tabitha, you got this, potential date or not. Remember, you’re also supposed to allow yourself to have fun.”
“Okay, fun. I’ll try, if I don’t pass out,” I said.
“Focus on you, being in the present, and if you need anything call or text. Now, what’s in the fridge?”
I went to the kitchen, focusing on my walking. This is me. This is me walking. At first, I didn’t want to buy into the whole mindfulness thing, but it did work.
Maritza talked me through making a salad and helped calm my nerves some. I still had my doubts and felt a bit uneasy, but I decided to go and give it a try. It also helped that Maritza said if need be, she and her abuela would come pick me up. After I had gotten dressed—I wore jeans with a sundress over them—I slipped a rubber band around my wrist and a dropped a smooth, shiny rock into my pocket. If everything felt like too much and I got an urge to hurt myself, I could snap my rubber band, but hopefully, I wouldn’t get to that point. Hopefully, rubbing the stone in my pocket would help keep me centered and focused enough, and I’d be able to relax a bit and perhaps also enjoy Tomasz’s company and watch a movie.





Chapter Fourteen 
 

 
 
“Matt, Matt, Matt, what am I going to do?” I paced Matt’s basement as he finished up writing some code on his computer. After I got home from work and texted him with an SOS, he came and picked me up from my house, but said before we did anything, we had to go back to his house so he could finish up another few lines of code.
“You are going to hang out and make some friends besides me. That is exactly what you are going to do.”
“But the movie starts in just a few hours.”
“Van, you are seventeen years old. You’re going to have to get used to these kind of things.”
“I know. I know, but oh my God, my heart is beating so fast.”
“That’s because it’s excited.” Matt leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair.
“No, no, no, you are wrong on that one.” I shook my hands like I was drying them.
“Dude, chill.” He sat up straight in his chair, pushed his glasses up on his nose, and gave a final nod to his computer.
I let out a deep breath. “Okay, I can do this. I can function like an average human being.”
“At least, some semblance to one.”
I flipped him off.
“Okay, they’re grilling. What should I bring?” I asked.
“Besides the awesome that is me?”
“Seriously, Matt.”
“Fine, but who grills at the drive-in?”
“It has a picnic area, and you can reserve spots and those spots come with grills. My mom and dad used to take my sisters and me there when I was little because I used to irritate a lot of people at regular theaters. It’s also one of the last drive-ins around. At least, around here. I think.”
“Relax, Van.”
I planned on making a fruit salad, but first, we had to go to the store and Matt had to put on a shirt. He agreed to drive, which he always had to anyway when he hung out with me because I didn’t have a car, let alone a license. My parents, and well, even I, didn’t trust me enough to drive. Sure, there are lots of kids my age with ADHD and with Tourette who get their license, but I was not one of those people. I was someone who constantly got distracted by things like people walking down the street, pigeons, the signs on the side of the bus, so for the safety of all of those on the road and even off (you never know if I’d drive up onto a sidewalk or something), I remained license free.
The store was only a few blocks away from Matt’s house, but depending on traffic, it sometimes took longer than one might think to drive such a short distance, so Matt, of course, sang.
“I’m pretty sure you’re aware that you are not gifted in the art of singing.”
“Can it, dude.” Matt turned up the car radio. “The ladies love it.” I didn’t know what ladies he referred to.
We walked into the grocery store where a cool blast of air hit us. It felt awesome. I lifted my arms above my head and spun in a circle a few times, and then by the front door, a display of some sort of super absorbent cloth caught my attention.
“C’mon, man. We are here to shop,” Matt said. He was already heading for the produce department.
“Do you think these will work on my pits?”
“Har, har. What besides fruit salad should we bring?” Matt asked.
I ran to catch up with him. “Hmmm, who knows what kind of food they’ll have, so we should most definitely get a main dish sort of thing, but I don’t want to show up with stuff that’s all healthy. What if they think I’m trying to push my eating habits on them? So we need a balance, or what we need is something that is almost healthy or relatively healthy but can kinda pass as junk food because you mostly grill brats and burgers and Polish, and since it’s at a drive-in movie theater, I wouldn’t think it’d be anything too gourmet.”
“Organic fat-free hot dogs?”
“Perfect.”
Along with the hot dogs, I grabbed buns (gluten free!), and Matt grabbed a package of white bread ones. We also got some bottled water, all the fruit for the fruit salad, and a melon baller because as Matt said, “I don’t have the slightest fucking idea if my mom has a melon baller.”
 

 

 
Tomasz texted me that he was outside, and after giving myself a once over in the mirror, I went outside to meet him. Even though there was no mention of him picking me up as being a date, from the hefty amount of body spray he wore that infiltrated my nostrils when I opened the car door, I could tell he wanted it to be.
“Hi, Tabby, don’t you look cute,” he said as I climbed into the passenger seat of his car. I almost made a mad dash from the car right there. The words he spoke kind of sounded like a different language to me. My brain wasn’t used to compliments—especially ones from boys—so I took a moment before I answered, working past my nerves and rubbing the stone in my pocket. I could do it. Somewhere in me, I had the ability to hold a conversation with a boy, in a car, alone. I responded before my brain went too far into a scenario that would work up my nerves all over again. “Thanks, you look nice yourself.”
“I clean up pretty well.” He flashed me his award-winning dimpled grin.
“Yeah.” My mind was working on basic communication skills. Hopefully, as the night went on, more complex answers other than yeah would come to me.
We sat in silence a moment as Tomasz turned out onto the busy street from my block.
“Saw you hanging out with that tall freaky guy.” He gave me a side-eyed glance.
“You mean Van Sato.”
“Yeah.”
Oh, my word, what kind of stuff did he say behind my back? What would he have said if he came across one of my butt pictures online? The picture pretty much circulated within the media accounts of kids from school, but still. People shared things, tagged things, messaged things, all this I knew from firsthand experience. I just imagined Tomasz saying something about butt girl.
“He seems pretty nice.”
“I didn’t want David to invite him, but he said it was for all the counselors.” Tomasz just lost any appeal.
“Maybe you’ll get to know Van better tonight,” I said.
“I have no plans on doing so.”
I wanted to tell him off and that he was a jerk and wrong about Van because I’d been wrong about Van all along, but I bit my tongue because I wanted to refrain from drama.
When we got there, we parked in the general parking lot. Granted, it was a drive-in theater, so the whole place was a parking lot, but we were at the picnic area, so we had to get out of the car. We said hi to everyone and placed the food we brought with on a picnic table. Tomasz put his hand on the small of my back and tried to guide me somewhere to sit, but I slipped away to the other side of the table.
“We needed some salad,” David said. David was a nice guy. I had learned in a matter of minutes that Tomasz was not.
“Oh, good,” I said. I scanned my eyes over the table, looking at all the food, and then out at everyone. Everybody sat in lawn chairs and at the picnic tables, laughing and talking, hanging out and having fun, the darkening night sky behind them. A view of it all would’ve made a good scene. It could start out with an aerial view and zoom down into a wide establishing shot, and then the camera could zoom in on everyone. Thinking about it all as possible inspiration for my film helped calm my nerves a little.
Tomasz came around the table and stood next to me, his arm brushing mine. I took a step to the side and reached for a plastic cup, scooping some fruit salad into it. Tomasz delved into the fruit salad too and squinted his eyes and held the cup closer to his face. “Melon balls.” He jabbed a fork into his cup.
I nodded and gave him a little smile. Granted, I did it to avoid a boy, but that was the quickest I had reached for food in months.
“Who brought the fruit salad?” Tomasz asked.
“Van,” David said. He nodded his head of red hair over to where Van sat at the other table. Our area had three picnic tables, a small cement patch with a grill, and a grassy area—that had been worn down to pretty much just dirt—with a collection of lawn chairs and blankets splattered over it.
“Really,” Tomasz said. “Where’s it from?”
“Made it,” said some guy I didn’t recognize. He sat across from Van.
Tomasz laughed. “Who are you?” He jutted his chin at the unknown guy.
“Matt. Van’s friend.”
Tomasz laughed again for some reason.
We sat down in some lawns chairs and watched the previews for the movie. By the time they were over and I had almost rubbed my stone to death, I decided to take on the fruit salad. The fruit salad wasn’t among the foods I had planned to eat that evening. Maritza and I discussed the regular salad that I brought and a possible dessert, but I didn’t want to go back and exchange the fruit salad. I had to get used to eating without a menu eventually, and me eating something I didn’t plan for would’ve been pretty major, especially since I used to stay away from half the colors in the cup.
With my fork, I poked a chunk of watermelon and nibbled at the edge of it, all while checking everybody else out. Everybody but me stared up at the screen. I finished my chunk of fruit and ate another one. Nobody from school showed up; nobody stared at me, and I ate something I didn’t plan, so besides my disappointment in Tomasz, the evening wasn’t a total waste.
Partway through the movie, Van came over and squatted down next to my chair. “Is there a lot of red in this scene, or is it just me? The lighting has a bit of redness to it; their clothing. Do you think it’s foreshadowing something? Or maybe it’s symbolic? Do filmmakers use things like symbolism in big-budget features?” Van asked some good questions but didn’t give me a chance to respond to any of them.
“Or maybe I’m like a bull and just attracted to the color red, which I heard somewhere isn’t actually true, or it’s not true that red makes them angry, but whichever way, I’d be angry too. All those things they’re forced to do, and once a bit back I saw this photo of a bullfighter who like cut off the bull’s ears and proudly showed them off. How sick is that? And that whole running with the bulls’ thing. All those people who end up gored in the ass deserve it. Oh my God, I shouldn’t have said ass, but I wasn’t talking about your ass. Oh my God, word vomit,” Van said. And then he started blinking and shot to his feet and swiftly walked away.
Tomasz leaned over in his lawn chair. “What were you guys talking about?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea.” I watched Van stand next to his friend Matt, and Matt gave him a pouty face. They then said something back and forth to each other, their words sounding very familiar, almost singsongish.
Tomasz looked at me with his head cocked to the side. “Are they speaking the Speck the Cat theme song?” Speck the Cat was one of those cartoons on PBS when we were younger.
“That’s it!” I knew I recognized it.
“What a fricking weirdo.”
I listened closer, and they took turns saying lines to the theme music to the cartoon like it was some casual conversation.
Van nodded and said the next line and his friend tapped his chin and then said the one after that. A few people started to sing the lines with them and then all of a sudden everybody we sat with started singing the Speck the Cat theme song.
“Shut up,” someone a few grills over shouted at us. And “Boo,” came from somewhere else.
Everybody only sang the song once, but that seemed enough. We all laughed and smiled at each other.
 
 

 
 
“Oh my God, someone tell him to be quiet.” They were talking about Van.
He sat at one of the picnic tables and kept saying, “Yet.”
“I think it’s one of his tics,” I said. I glanced at Tomasz.
“Don’t worry about it, Van,” David said.
“Sorry. It just comes out.”
“Shhh,” Tomasz said.
I wanted to tell Tomasz to shhh himself, but I didn’t need another enemy. He seemed like a person who would give you a hard time if he didn’t like you. I know being more concerned about myself made me a jerk, but I didn’t think I was strong enough to endure more bullying. I felt sorry for being weak and was angry with myself for not being a better person. The rubber band around my wrist called to me, but I reached into my pocket for my rock instead.
“Okay, okay, sorry, sorry. I’m getting up. I’m going. I’m going. Okay?” Van said.
“Just stop making noise,” Tomasz said.
Van nodded almost like he agreed with him, but he also stepped over people so he could leave. He squished between some chairs, then tripped, and elbowed Chloe in the face.
“Oh, holy crap and shit, I am so, so sorry. Are you okay? Did I hurt you bad? Do you want to go get an ice pack?”
“I’ll be fine,” Chloe said. She held the side of her face and flexed her jaw. I could hear Tomasz laughing.
“I seriously didn’t mean to. I would never intentionally hurt somebody. You sure you’re okay? Want me to look at it?”
“No, Van, no. I’m fine. I know you didn’t mean to,” Chloe said.
Van squeezed his eyes shut and nodded his head a few times. “Yeah, sure, no problem. I apologize to everyone for my presence here tonight.” He then walked away.



Chapter Fifteen 
 

 
 
I don’t know what I thought. I should’ve just stayed home like my gut told me to, but I just wanted to go and hang out and make friends and seem like any other seventeen-year-old, but I was never going to be one. I was never going to be normal. Normal is what people wanted from you, how you’re supposed to be so you don’t make others uncomfortable. I would never be able to give them that. Talk about a mess of an evening. Everyone left in my wake was angry and annoyed.
I stalked toward the parking lot. I didn’t expect a ride home, it’s just the way we came from, so I had to retrace our path so I could get home, and luckily, nobody followed me. But who would? I wouldn’t stop talking. I wouldn’t stop ticcing; I stepped on toes, and then fricking tripped, well, just fell really, and elbowed Chloe in the face. But at least, I could say I tried so years later when I reflected back, and I was all alone, I could say, “Oh yeah, you tried the whole hanging with others thing, and it didn’t pan out so well.”
I left the parking lot and started walking down the street. One of the streetlights didn’t work, so something close to darkness blanketed my trek, and there weren’t any sidewalks. If I got hit by a car, hopefully someone would find my body right away. I shivered and tried to hug myself warm. During the day, it got hot, but on some evenings, a chill still hung in the air. I heard a car coming, so I scooted closer to the grass. The car slowed when it reached me, and one of the windows rolled down.
“Where are you going?” I heard. I didn’t look, but from her sweet voice, I knew it was Tabitha.
“Home.”
“You can’t walk all the way home,” she said.
“Sure, I can.”
“We’re not going to let you.”
“You can’t stop me,” I said.
“Van, just get in the damn car,” I heard Matt yell from the driver’s seat.
I tried to think about how much say I had in the situation.
“Van,” Tabitha said.
I still mulled things over and pretended a car wasn’t driving next to me at walking speed.
“Snap your fingers at him. That’ll get his attention,” Matt yelled out the window.
“Shut up, Matt,” I said. I stopped walking, and a few feet ahead of me the car stopped. The walk home was long, so I went over to the back door and climbed in.
“Were you really going to walk home?” Tabitha asked.
“I don’t know. I just started walking.”
She had her eyebrows furrowed and head tilted to the side as she looked back over the seat at me. She was even cuter when concerned. I closed my eyes because I didn’t deserve her cuteness. The drive home, Matt and Tabitha talked up front, and they asked me questions here and there, but I didn’t answer. I just wanted to go home. Matt dropped Tabitha off at her place and then dropped me off at my house.
“Van,” Matt said as I walked up the steps to my house.
“What, Matt?”
“It’ll be fine.”
I gave Matt a wave and let myself in.
I couldn’t sleep at all. I just kept thinking about everything, running the evening and all the things I did wrong in my head over and over. What I should’ve done instead. I ended up getting little sleep. So even before I got out of bed in the morning, I knew it wasn’t going to be a good day. I didn’t want to have to face everybody at work, but I wanted to see Tabitha. Just being around her, it was like, oh crap I didn’t have a good metaphor, it’s … she sat and listened to my non-stop babbling and pretended to be interested, and she smelled like fresh air (a scent that didn’t bother me at all), and she was a good person (being all concerned and stuff for me). But, I spoke of her ass, and she probably had my picture on a dart board.
“Van! Van!” Somebody stood over my bed screaming my name.
I rolled toward the voice and opened an eye. Jemmie stood there wearing one of my T-shirts. I knew it was my shirt because it was a compression shirtmost of mine wereplus it was quite large on her.
“Mom says, ‘Get your ass up.’” I know for a fact that my mom didn’t say that because our mom didn’t swear.
I said something along the lines of, “Urg.” But I had to get up, even though I didn’t feel like facing my co-workers, because I was on a mission. A proving myself sort of mission.
After my mom dropped me off, I walked into the fieldhouse like I owned the place. That might’ve been a stretch of the truth, but I walked in and held my head up and suppressed all my urges to tic or blurt anything out or squint at the fluorescent light that had taken up a buzz and blink overnight.
“That movie kinda stunk last night. Trust me, you didn’t miss anything by leaving early,” David said. He walked into the fieldhouse behind me.
“Yeah?”
“And ignore Tomasz, dude. He’s a dick.”
“So I’ve noticed,” I said.
David laughed, and Tomasz walked by us, not even looking in our direction.
David leaned in close to me and whispered, “I swear, he radiates negative vibes if you get too close.”
“Maybe he’s always having a bad day,” I said.
“You’re a better man than me, Van Sato. Maybe catch another movie soon?”
“Maybe something where we don’t have to worry about me staying quiet.”
“Okay, I’ll think of something. Later.”
I started my day off much better than I anticipated.
 

 

 
Swimming pool day for the park. Our park didn’t have a pool, so we marched in lines to the park several blocks over. The sun created an instant sweat on me, and I knew I had to make sure my campers and I were ready for the rays.
“Let me check the sunscreen forms.” I flipped through the papers on my clipboard. As I got the first kid ready for their sunscreen, Van and his squad walked by. He shook his head and blinked, and they all sang about ducks.
“There was this duck that I once knew,” Van sang.
The kids repeated him, and they flapped their arms. They looked more like chickens if you asked me, but I guess it’s all about the fun.
“Stick out your arms, Darla,” I said as the last of Van’s kids went past. I then applied Emma’s sunscreen and a few others. James tried to lick his off his arm. I expected more vomit in the future.
As my kids started to climb into the pool, Van walked out of the locker room. My heart might have stalled for a moment as did the hearts of a few fellow counselors and onlookers I suspected. He didn’t wear regular old swim trunks but those tight, spandex-like ones that actual swimmers wear. They were the longer ones, like bike shorts, and he had the bod to pull them off. I know it’s not nice to stare, and you shouldn’t ogle other people’s bodies, but dang. Van had some abs. I was stuck in a temporary trance as I watched him pull his hair back into a ponytail. His body shook after he did so.
“Hey,” I heard, snapping me back from my washboard abs trance.
“Yeah?”
“He made a fool out of himself last night.” Tomasz and his squad stood to my right.
“He didn’t,” I said. I then glanced down at my kids already splashing and swimming around.
“You were out with us, right?”
“Yeah, he has Tourette.” I had to be the better person, and if there were consequences because of it, I’d just have to learn to deal. It was supposed to be a summer of the new me, not a summer of being scared of mean people. When I got home the night before, I was so mad at myself for not standing up for Van. Maybe I was too late, but I could, at least, try to put Tomasz in his place.
“Besides his Tourette, he’s a mess in general.”
“Tomasz, you’re not very nice, and your campers can hear you.”
“Whatever.” He did that silly bang flip of his and walked away.
After Tomasz left, Lettie and her squad walked over. “He just might win counselor of the summer.”
Lettie was shorter than me and had lots of curly dark brown hair. She had the cuteness factor going on for her, straight down to her button nose.
“Ha, could you imagine?” I said.
“Oy, that’s all I gotta say. You getting in the pool?” Lettie asked. She stood there wearing her camp T-shirt over a green, one-piece bathing suit, her campers eagerly bouncing, anticipating swimming.
“No, not this time.” Not any of the other times that we had to go to the pool either. I had yet to reach the point where I could expose that much skin in public, and it had nothing to do with whatever body issues I still had. It had to do with scar issues. Which in a way was a body issue too. It was something I had planned to work on that summer, not being scared of people seeing my scars, but I hadn’t gotten to that point yet. Sure, I could’ve worn board shorts or something over a swimsuit and T-shirt, but in the water, things had a way of shifting and scrunching up.
“I’ll help keep an eye on them from in the water for you,” Lettie said as she climbed into the pool with her kids.
“Thanks, that’s awesome.”
I glanced over at Van while my kids swam. He had put on a swim shirt in between the time I talked to Tomasz and Lettie, and every time he got splashed he’d blink a bunch. He also kept wiping his face like he tried to get any form of moisture off. And like I told Lettie, I didn’t get in the pool. Lifeguards were on duty, so we didn’t technically have to, just had to make sure the campers were all accounted for. I stood up on the pool deck wearing my purple work T-shirt and my usual pair of cuffed denim shorts that came down to my knees.
“I am the shark, and I will eat your toes,” Van said. All his kids squealed and swam or ran away from him.
My kids all looked up at me standing over them.
“I am a shark, and I will eat your toes?” I asked. It seemed if Van and his kids did it, my kids wanted to do it too. I sat down on the edge of the pool, sticking my legs in the water, and we started a game of me capturing them between my legs, and once captured, that’s when I ate their toes.
On the way back to the bus, Van tripped and went down hard. He walked in front of his squad, his head turned over his shoulder, talking to his fluffle, and he crossed a patch of sidewalk where roots of a large old tree caused it to be crooked and partially pushed up. Somehow stepping over that, Van tripped and fell forward. First, the heels of his hands hit the ground, followed by his elbows, and then his knees and then his whole body, flat to the ground. A couple of his campers ran to his side. Tomasz hollered, “Way to go, Van.” I ran over to see if he was okay.
He pushed up to his hands and knees and told his kids he was okay, but I could see him wincing. “Well, that stunk.” He looked at me and stood up.
“Belinda,” Tomasz yelled. “Van got booboos.”
“Enough, Tomasz. You need to see me after the day is over,” Belinda said.
Inside, I started to do a little dance.
“I’ll watch your kids. You get your knees taken care of.”
“Thanks,” Van said. He looked at me with his beautiful brown eyes, and my heart fluttered a bit. Oh, my gosh, he was so good looking.



Chapter Sixteen 
 

 
 
Despite my somewhat okay start to the day—Chloe was cool with me even with the small bruise I had given her, nobody teased me—the day took a turn toward humiliation when I tripped. I was sure my embarrassment would go up tenfold when I saw Tabitha run across the playground toward me after we clocked out.
“Um, hey,” she said.
“Yeah, hey. Sorry about last night amongst other things.”
“You were a little excited, but that’s okay.”
“That’s a nice way to put it. Sorry, I talked about your butt. Did you actually want something?”
“I see you walk home,” she said. She had her hands in her pockets and rocked back on her heels.
“Indeed.”
“I live in the same direction as you.”
“You do?”
“Well, at least up until that third intersection over there.” She pointed in the direction we had to go.
“Okay, good,” I said. I tried to act calm and cool when in reality, I wanted to high five someone.
“Since we’re both headed that way, we can walk together.” She smiled, and we started walking down the sidewalk.
“Okay, I suppose.”
“You suppose?” she asked. She raised an eyebrow at me.
“Yeah, just suppose.”
“Okay. So …”
“So,” I said, paying attention to the sidewalk ahead. “I don’t know what to say to you. I keep saying the wrong things.”
“Van, look, can we just start fresh?”
“Okay. So, are we like friends?” I asked. Friends and eventually more, or so I hoped.
“I think that could work.”
We walked for a bit in quiet, but it wasn’t awkward. It was like we were absorbing the first moments of our official friendship. We stopped at the corner where houses, apartment buildings, stop signs, and parked cars surrounded us, but most importantly, I stood there with Tabitha.
“I go this way.” Tabitha pointed over her shoulder.
“Okay, see you,” I said.
“Yeah, bye.” She gave me a wave and headed home. I watched her walk away for several seconds before I headed to my house.
I walked the rest of the way home on a bit of a high. She had walked part way with me. She wanted to be my friend. I mean, that was like absurd, but I was willing to accept it. Many relationships start out as friends, right? I thought so, but then I didn’t have much to go on when it came to a history of friendships, let alone relationships. Maybe I was too positive because I was certain once she was around me more, she’d change her mind about our friend status, and there’d never be any chance of anything more because really, what kind of boyfriend would I have made? My heart started to beat faster. I was getting myself all anxious. I took a couple of deep breaths and let them out and tried to focus on the just being friends part. If I could maintain more than one friendship, maybe it’d mean I was getting somewhere in life. Maybe there was hope for me.
 
 

 

 
Van and I were friends. I got home that day and again, talked to my tablet.
“I’m starting to learn some people aren’t what they seem at first. Some you think are the jerks, turn out to be the nice ones, and the friendly ones can turn out to be the jerks. I think it’s all about taking people and situations in stride. Like going to the drive-in didn’t turn out too bad. Well, the first part of the evening, at least. Did I feel self-conscious and nervous? Yeah, but not as bad as I thought, and not anywhere near as bad as that first time I cut myself. The bullying and teasing had already been going on for like a month. Those girls were relentless.” I paused and picked at the cuff of my shorts, thinking of the shorter ones I had bought but had yet to wear.
“I felt fat. I hated myself. I thought I was the ugliest thing in the world. I could barely eat anything, and I just wanted to disappear. I didn’t know what to do. There was this ball of pain in me that needed to get out, and it felt like if I didn’t release it, I’d explode. So, when I got home from school, in tears, of course, I found a craft knife my mom used for scrapbooking, and I went into the bathroom, pulled down my pants and sat on the edge of the tub. And I cut my upper thigh. Did it hurt? Hell yeah, but it also felt so good. Instant relief.”
I hit the stop button and sat back and thought about what I’d said. If somebody found my tablet, they’d see that video, but I started to feel I was okay with that. Well, maybe.
I grabbed my phone and texted Maritza.
 
Tabby: Van walked to the corner with me after work. We’re friends now.


Maritza: I want to meet him.


Tabby: Why?


Maritza: If he’s a potential suitor, I think I need to do an interview, background check sort of thing.


Tabby: He’s not a … whatever.


Maritza: Is he cute?


Tabby: Maybe.


Maritza: Just maybe?


Tabby: Okay, super.


Maritza: So when is your first date?


Tabby: We’re friends. It’s a start.


Maritza: A start at some hot sweet loving.


Tabby: Stop.


Maritza: Okay, I’m coming over.


 
And within a matter of minutes, Maritza sat on the front steps of my building.
“I’m hot. We should go swimming.” She wiped her hand across her forehead.
I shook my head. Being at the pool once was already enough for me.
“Not that look.” Maritza sat up straight and pressed her lips together.
“What?” I asked.
“You know what I’m talking about. Your scars are nothing to be ashamed of.”
“I’m still working on that.”
“You haven’t wanted to cut at all, have you? Especially with this Van stuff?” she asked.
“No. I still get the urge but haven’t come close to acting on it. I wore my rubber band to the drive-in.”
“That’s not so good. I know it’s just a rubber band, but in a way, it’s still self-harm.”
“I didn’t use it, though,” I said.
“You’re doing great. Where you came from. How much you’ve healed. But the rubber band thing is going a bit backward. Just remember all the other things you can do instead, positive things.” Maritza took my hand in hers. She looked at me so intently. I was lucky to have such an awesome friend. She’d been with me through everything and never left my side.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Maybe just go to a group meeting or that online support group.”
“Maybe I’ll go online tonight.”
“I’m proud of you,” Maritza said. She then smiled at me and kissed my hand.
“Not this again.” Maritza loved to tell me how proud she was of me. She was great, but I was always scared I’d somehow fail her, not live up to the pride.
“I believe in you.”
“Oh geez.”
“I’m going to start singing inspirational music now.” She beamed a huge smile on her face.
“Oh, please stop.”
“Because you know what?” she asked.
“Nope, not playing along.”
“I believe you can—”
“No,” I said.
“Not, no, fly.”
I stuck my fingers in my ears. “La, la, la, I can’t hear you.”
“You suck.” She pouted and crossed her arms. Some days I was nice and let her get farther into the song, but that day didn’t call for it. Plus, she’d texted me the lyrics just days before—she thought she was so funny sometimes.
“You want to go to that used bookstore we passed on the bus the other day?” I asked. Books would bring her back from her state of pouty.
“Maybe we can find books on squirrel communication,” Maritza said. That I doubted, but you never know.
“One day, you will become the squirrel wrangler you dream of being.” With her brains, she’d probably become the go-to source in the academic and scientific world regarding small mammals and rodents.
“Or I’ll be the weird squirrel lady in the park, sitting on a bench, throwing out squirrel feed to my fuzzy little buddies.”
“Those are some goals,” I said.
“I shoot for the stars.”
 
 

 
 
It felt odd working the whole week and then having the weekend free to do what I needed to. The scene at the drive-in was all I had thought about in the past couple of days. I needed to at least film something, an attempt to start on the visual piece for my portfolio. On Sunday, Maritza and I decided going downtown would do wonders for my inspiration. We headed to Grant Park first and stood in front of Buckingham Fountain.
“Should we talk about Van more?” Maritza asked with a mischievous smile.
“No.” I shoved her in the shoulder.
“We’ve established that he’s cute, but what does he look like?” she asked.
“He’s tall and has this wild hair, black and wavy, and that’s an inch or two above his shoulders, but he usually wears it pulled back in a bun.”
“That sounds hot.”
“Yeah,” I said. I studied the massive fountain we stood near and watched arcs of water spew from its many spouts. Beyond the fountain—one of the largest in the world—cars sped down Lake Shore Drive and on the other side of that, the lake glistened from the summer sun. The wind took hold of some of the water from the fountain and sprinkled it across our faces. Maritza wiped the water from her cheeks with the back of her hand.
“Do you have a picture of him?” she asked.
“No! That’d be creepy, taking secret pictures of him.”
“I don’t know, work selfie or something.”
“No. No pictures,” I said. A couple posing their kids in front of the fountain looked up at me, thinking I was talking to them. I waved my hand and shook my head. They took their kids to the other side.
“Dude does sound hot, though.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep myself from smiling.
“You are so cute.” Maritza poked me in the bicep with her pointer finger.
“I think I might like him. I haven’t liked anyone since sophomore year.”
“This is kinda exciting.” She squealed and clapped her hands together.
“All we did was walk to the corner.”
“But still.”
“I still have so many doubts, though.”
“About what? Dating?” Maritza asked.
“That and maybe human interaction in general. There’s just so many things about me that people don’t know. What if I went out with someone and something slipped. They found out I used to cut or that I was bullied or dear God, found out I was at Hope Springs for eight weeks.”
“None of those things is anything to be ashamed of, and if anybody holds them against you or doesn’t like you because of them, then they aren’t worth your time.”
I gave Maritza a nod.
“Good, now smile.”
“Ugh, no more smiling. What am I going to do for my film, my portfolio, my lack of vision? I can’t even write a paragraph on why I want to be a film student. My vision statement, my personal statement, everybody has a different word for it. Why?”
“First, give me a hug.” Maritza gave me the hug of all hugs and once she released her squeeze said, “Now, let’s sit and think for a moment.”
“And what if I can’t get a scholarship? There’s not a lot available for film students, and the good ones that are there are from the major film schools, and if my stuff isn’t good enough, I can’t get into one of those programs, and then I won’t have any good scholarships available to me.”
“So, we’re getting somewhere. Even if you don’t get a scholarship, you’ll figure it out. There’re other ways to pay for school.” Maritza tugged me over to the grass, and we sat down.
“Yeah, okay, I know, but what if I can’t even get in?” I stretched my legs out in front of me.
“I bet you’ll get in and get a scholarship.”
“I’ve got nothing to show that I deserve one. I barely made anything during the school year. What I did make was crap, and my work from before everything is just bad.”
“I think you have some awesome stuff,” Maritza said. An ant crawled on her thigh, and she watched as it made the trek across her denim. As long as I had known her, not once had she ever killed an insect in front of me. She probably never even killed one a day in her life.
“You’re my best friend. You have to say that.”
“Just take a compliment, okay? But seeing that you do have lots of stuff involving me and my interest in small animals, I can see how you’d want to make a film about something else.”
“At the drive-in, it made me think more about focusing on other people’s lives. I had this whole opening scene thought out.”
“There we go. Whose life will it be today? Look at all these people. You have joggers, tourists over there, somebody over there handing out fliers. That guy in a trench coat. He looks suspicious. We should stay away from him.”
“I don’t think I want to start with a stranger. I think I’m gonna just take footage of downtown and stuff for now. Maybe focus on the life of the city.”
“That’s like a truly artistic thing to say. See, you have it in you.”
“Oh, be quiet,” I said.
“I’m talking berets and coffee shops here.”
“Stop.” I shoved her shoulder, and she dramatically fell sideways.
“Finger snapping and bongo drums. That’s what I gathered at least,” Maritza said.
“You’ve been watching that old TV show channel again, haven’t you?”
“Yes, but now I’ve also taken up reading beat literature.”
“Since when?” I asked.
“Since we went to the bookstore Friday night. The book I’m reading is intense.”
I filmed Buckingham Fountain—since we stood there and all—and the lake where we watched the waves and the sailboats, and people jogging by. We went to Millennium Park and filmed the Bean and then over to the lions in front of The Art Institute. Then we walked over to State Street and filmed the shoppers and the department store my mom refused to call anything but Marshall Field’s. We took our time and enjoyed the warmth of the sun on faces, and it was one of those days you just loved the city where you lived.



Chapter Seventeen 
 

 
 
Tabby and I walked to the corner together again after work that Monday. As we walked, she pulled out her ponytail and shook her hair back out of her face, and she was gorgeous.
“So, about the whole butt thing,” I said. “Crap,” I said under my breath.
Her mouth dropped open.
“God, I don’t know how to do this. I just blurt things out.”
“Do what?” she asked. She tipped her head a bit to the side, and the sun shone down, and I could already feel sweat rolling down my back.
“Nothing. Life. I don’t know. So, what happened with all that stuff? That you went through. Like at school and stuff.”
“You know, not a lot of people ask me that.”
“Sorry?”
“No, don’t be,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve been told it’s good to talk about it, but it’s still hard.”
“Sounds like you’ve been to a therapist.” Countless times people had told me that it’s good to talk about all the stuff inside. Let it out, share your feelings.
“Yeah.” She bit her lip and looked at her chipping blue fingernails.
“And just ignore me. Ignore what I said.”
“So the after. I might have to start with some of the before too if that’s okay,” Tabitha said.
“Tell me all, beginning, middle, end, and only if you want.” We waited for a car to pass by and then crossed the street, stopping in front of a couple of brick bungalows. Chicago style, that’s what my mom always said about them. We didn’t attempt to move on. She shoved her hands in her back pockets and bit the corner of her lip before she continued talking.
“Even before the fateful nickname, I had some major body issues. Up until high school, I was always on the bigger side. At first, everybody said it was just baby fat, but the baby fat wasn’t going away. So sometimes at school, I got teased, told boys didn’t like me because I was too fat. So, by the time high school rolled around my self-esteem was like nowhere to be found, and that was kinda how it all went, and then the Lard Ass thing started,” she said.
“I think this is heading in a worse direction than before. Being bullied is bad, but then you had other things going on already.”
“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “Do you know how the ass thing started?” Tabitha asked.
I took in a deep breath and let it out, trying to fight the urge that built in me, then shook my head no.
“Some guy in my English class. I tried to fit between two desks and kinda got stuck. I should’ve done the smart thing and separated the desks or walked around, but I didn’t. So this one guy in class said, ‘Get that lard ass in there.’ Even though it was most obviously my thighs stuck and not my butt. And I said, ‘Ha, ha.’ And then he laughed and said, ‘Lard Ass.’ He unintentionally sparked everything. Later in the hall, this girl Maggie said, ‘Hey, Lard Ass.’ I, of course, looked all around like she said it to someone else, and then it dawned on me; she was talking to me. Everything kinda exploded from there. The bullying in school, online. It was like everywhere I went. I deleted all my social media accounts, but then they’d text me, or make blog posts all about my butt. It all made me feel like crap. I didn’t know how to cope, so I barely ate and …”
“You don’t have to finish.” My arms jerked up to my armpits, and my hands flopped back and forth, but it didn’t seem to bother her. She didn’t even blink. She was the best.
“It’s actually okay,” Tabitha said.
“But what do you mean you barely ate?” I focused my eyes right on her (it might’ve looked like I stared at her like some weird creeper dude), trying to suppress my urge. Her cheeks had a soft pink glow to them, and her eyelashes were a few shades darker than her hair. As I thought of those lashes, I pushed my tic down in me, but I wasn’t certain how long I’d be able to hold it. Some days I could suppress them longer than others.
“I, um, by then I had become anorexic. It was no longer me just watching what I ate, it was no longer restrictive eating habits, or worrying about what people thought of my weight. I looked in the mirror and saw a fat girl that disgusted me.”
“But you’re beautiful.” Didn’t intend to say that out loud.
Her face turned red, and she sucked on her bottom lip, her smile escaping regardless. “Thanks, but my brain thought something else, saw a totally different person.” Her mouth dropped into a frown.
“Was it because of the bullying?” I asked.
“I was teetering on an edge before that even started. I think that all just helped finally flip the switch into place.”
“That makes me so mad. What happened to you, not the other stuff,” I said, still keeping things in check.
“Thanks, Van. You don’t have to feel mad for me, though. It’s all done and over with. Maggie and her friend Addison, the ones who really rolled with it, they got expelled.” She shrugged like that was the end of it.
“Still, you know?”
“Yeah, it still hurt sometimes. In school, I still saw all the others who pointed or laughed or called me that name. But I got the help I needed, had been needing even before that. Luckily, my anorexia was dealt with in the earlier stages. I got so lucky I didn’t damage my heart, but before long I would’ve gotten there. But now, mentally, I’m okay or relatively close.”
“Good for you,” I said.
“Thanks.” She then took a chunk of her hair and swung it back and forth.
“I’m still really sorry. The memories I might’ve dredged up.”
“Yeah, those kinda stink.”
“I’m an extremely bad conversation starter.”
“I don’t mind so much. It’s kinda good for me, talking about it.” She smiled at me and licked her lips, and that motion almost made me lose all focus.
“Even though I’m just some dude you work with that you met a week ago.”
“Yep, and I have to go this way.” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.
Even though I was at battle with the tic that tried to arise, I took a crazy chance and asked, “Want me to walk with you all the way?”
“Sure.”
My heart nearly leapt out of my body with her response, and then crap. I let her walk in front of me because I knew I couldn’t fight my urge any longer. My head snapped back, and my spine arched, and I dropped to my knees, so I wouldn’t fall, which didn’t feel that great because they were still a bit banged up.
“Van, you okay?”
I didn’t answer because when my head bent back so far it constricted my breathing, but I did reach back and grab my ankles to stabilize myself because I didn’t want to fall backward to the ground in front of her. After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only thirty seconds, my body relaxed. I sat back on my heels and let out a few breaths.
“You need any help?” Tabitha asked. She looked so concerned I just wanted to scoop her up and squeeze as tight as I could.
“Nope.”
“Anything I can do?”
“Nope,” I said. I closed my eyes and just sat for a moment. “Sorry, at the end of the day the big ones come out. Usually, I’m stuck in that one for at least a minute or two, so not too bad.” Unless it was a full-on tic attack. That was a whole different ballgame.
“So that was a tic? Is that what you call it?”
“Yeah.” I got back to my feet. “I hyperextend my back and sometimes my neck.”
“Does it hurt?”
“With my back tic, sometimes I bend too much, so it can hurt, or I fall or hit something. Luckily, it only happens a few times a day now. My doctor was worried for a while there that one day I’d crack my spine.”
“Oh my gosh.”
“Yep, but I haven’t and like I said, I don’t do it as much anymore.”
“And why is that?” Tabitha asked.
“Some tics just fade over time, and new ones come.”
“That’s—”
“Weird?”
“No, not weird. I was going to say that’s something I didn’t know.”
“Oh, okay, but with the whole them hurting thing, my joints get sore sometimes from them. Sometimes, I’ll strain or pull something. I’ll get bruises, and for the most part, I’m exhausted by the end of the day.” Then something splattered to the ground. “Ha, gross, a bird just pooped on the sidewalk.”
“Ew.” Tabitha stepped to the side.
“You ever notice how their poop sometimes comes out that blueish color and dries white?” Seriously, this is what I said to the girl I liked.
“I never really thought about it before.”
“If you ever need to, you can just tell me to shut up,” I said after we stared at the bird poop for a few seconds. We walked side by side down the sidewalk. Sweat started to bead down my forehead and continued to roll down my back.
“I don’t think I’ll need to.”
“Hang out with me long enough and you will,” I said.
“Well, we’ll just have to wait and see.” She planned on hanging out with me more!



Chapter Eighteen 
 

 
 
Van stopped talking and pulled his shirt over his head and sent my heart and stomach into flutters. He started wiping down his sweaty body with his T-shirt. Oh, dear Lord, I needed to be hosed down or fanned or something.
Van caught sight of me. “Oh my God, stupid. I have a tendency not to think before I do things. I don’t like the feeling of sweat rolling down my back, so …”
“You had to swab yourself down.” I wanted to tell him to continue, and I’d just watch, but I’m sure that would’ve been inappropriate.
“It’s because of my SPD.”
“What’s SPD?” I asked.
“Oh yeah, sorry. I forget people don’t know. Sensory processing disorder.” He reached around and wiped his back.
“What is that?” I tried so hard not to get sucked into the abs trance.
“There are things that bother my senses, like tactile, certain feelings, surfaces. My balance is awful,” he said. “Some sounds, smells.”
He was killing me. How was I supposed to just walk alongside him and talk? Van was beautiful. Handsome. But it was more than that. Every tic of his, every time he smiled, his niceness. It was all part of his package deal. He was oblivious to the effect he was having on me.
He wiped his chest one more time and twitched his nose. Maybe it was the sun, but I swear I was ready to pounce.
“Are you learning to tolerate me?” Van asked as we stopped in front of my apartment. Our two-flat (I lived on the second floor) looked almost identical to all the others on my block—brick, a small patch of grass in front, a large tree, sidewalk. Some of the colors of the buildings varied—mine was your typical dark-red brick color—and some small bungalows were strewn in with the two-flats, and gangways sat between them all.
“I don’t have to, Van. You’re super nice,” I said.
“I can be nice, but I can also be a total ass.”
“Most people can. But, yeah, my apartment.”
“Okay. Bye,” Van said, his shirtless bod turning to walk back down the sidewalk.
“Van.” I suddenly didn’t want him to go (and not because he was shirtless).
“Yeah?” he asked. He stopped and turned but didn’t move.
“Want to come in?”
“Really?” he asked.
“Yeah, of course.”
“Okay, sure.” And much to my disappointment, he put his shirt back on.
 
 

 
 
“So how come I never see you around school?” I asked as we sat on the floor in the front room. I sat cross-legged, but Van sat with his knees pulled up and arms wrapped around them.
“I get to school early to check in with my resource teacher and—”
“Wait, what’s that?” I asked.
“Somebody who helps me with organization and stuff. Because of my ADHD.”
“Oh, okay,” I said.
“Yeah. She checks and makes sure I have my homework done, what I need for class, stuff like that, and then I go to her at the end of the day too. I leave class early to go, so that’s partly why. I leave all my classes early actually, at least, a couple of minutes.” Van made a squeaking sound and jerked up his right shoulder.
“Why do you leave early?” I asked.
“It helps with stress and anxiety. And I get out a lot of tics then too. I spend a lot of time alone in the hallway.”
“Why is that?”
“I’ll tic in class and stuff, but smaller ones. If I need to get my more disruptive ones out, I have this time out pass, and I just go in the hall. If there’re other people around, and I can make it, I’ll run into an empty classroom or a bathroom stall. And I do a lot of my work out there and take tests out there. I spend a lot of my class time not actually in class.”
“That doesn’t seem fair,” I said. I looked at him and smiled while I tugged on the bottom of my shorts because they scooted up so much when I sat down.
“I can be really disruptive, and I’m okay with it because I don’t like to be stared at.”
“How do you actually learn anything?”
“I absorb some stuff here and there, but no matter what, I’m just not very good at school. But don’t get me wrong, there are plenty of people with all the things I have and do awesome in it.” Van squeaked again and bent his head back, then snapped it back forward.
“So how does school work for you then? Am I being rude?” I asked. All of a sudden, I just wanted to know everything about him.
“No, no, no, no, no. You’re not. Like, say with reading. I can read well enough, but I can’t retain the information. I have to read everything several times and then it starts to sink in, but then it takes me forever. I can listen to audiobooks, so I don’t have to read, but then paying attention long enough to listen, is hard for me too. I get modified homework and tests, but I still struggle. Once I’m home from school, everything kind of explodes out of me and I’m too much of a twitchy, ticcing, not being able to sit still, pile of non-paying attention to get anything done. Supposedly I’m smart, but I think my teachers are obligated to tell me that.” Van let go of his legs and stretched them out in front of him on the area rug, but then his whole body shook, and he pulled his knees back up.
“Sounds pretty rough. You are smart, and there’re all different kinds of smart,” I said.
“Have you been talking to my teachers? That’s another one of their lines. No, the school counselor, the therapist? Hey, hey, hey.”
“Just speaking the truth.” I so wanted to hug him. Okay, maybe I also thought about kissing him (that thought of kissing him came out of nowhere).
“But even if I am smart, I know the realities of my future. I know I can be more than just living in my parents’ basement or whatever. I’m not talking some glamorous life here, just maybe holding a job. Simple crap like that, but my family doesn’t seem to think I can even do that. Everybody at school, teachers, counselors, they’re all required to tell me stuff about how I can go on to have a great life, but family is different. They tell you how it really is. That’s partially why I wanted a job, to show them I’m capable of more. I can be independent and can accomplish things. Why am I still talking about myself? Sometimes, when I start talking, it’s like bleh, bleh, and so much crap comes out.”
“If it helps, I already know there’s so much more to you,” I said.
“Some people don’t like to have conversations with me because I don’t give them a chance to get a word in.”
“Did you hear what I said?” I asked.
“Huh?”
“I said, I already know you’re so much more.”
“Thanks. Now we just have to convince my family,” Van said, and he looked so sincere when he said it too.
“I’ll do it right now.”
“Ha, thanks. I just want to keep this job and not mess it up.”
“You’re a great counselor, Van.”
“I’m not sure how many are saying that after falling flat on my face on Friday. What time is it? I probably have to go. I haven’t even done my chores yet.” Van stood up, and I thought he was about to leave, but then he sat back down about a foot away from me.
“You have chores?” I asked.
“Yep. Just like a little kid. Supposedly, I’m learning responsibility and stuff like that, but I don’t mind helping my mom out.” He stopped talking for a moment, and his nostrils narrowed, and he sucked in his lips. What he tried to hold in didn’t work. “Hey! Hey! Hey!” he shouted. “Oh my God, I’m sorry, that was loud.”
“Be as loud as you want,” I said, hearing the keys in the front door.
“What the heck are you doing in here?” My mom walked in, wearing her scrubs with toothbrushes on them and holding a bag of groceries.
“Nothing,” I said.
“What did I hear in the hall then?” She closed the door behind her, locked it, and stared at the two of us sitting on the floor.
Van looked like he was about to get sick.
“Mom, this is Van. Van, my mom.”
Van nodded and blinked, his head jerking to the side. He shot up to his feet. “I’m gonna go.”
“You don’t have to,” I said. I wanted him to stay, talk more.
“I should go. I should go. I should go.”
“What is he doing here, Tabitha?” My mom pointed at Van and scrunched up her nose. She put her bag of groceries on top of the small table near the front door.
“Hanging out, talking.” I looked from my mom to Van. He blinked his eyes over and over again, and his hips lightly shook from side to side.
“Okay.” She just stared at Van.
“Can I have a minute?” Van asked.
“A minute for what?” my mom said.
“Bathroom. May I use your bathroom?”
“Go for it,” I said. “Just past the dining room on the left there.”
Van made a mad dash for the bathroom.
“What the hell was all of that?” my mom asked once Van was in the bathroom with the door closed. She crossed her arms and pressed her lips together.
“That was so embarrassing when you walked in.” I spun my hair around my finger until it got too tight, and then let it go.
“Was he the one making those noises?” my mom asked with an eyebrow raised.
“Yeah, but—”
My mom bore her blue eyes into me and said, “You need to listen to me, young lady. You can’t just bring stray boys home.”
“It’s not like I just picked him up on the street corner. He works with me at the park.”
“Still, I don’t like you having boys over when I’m not here.”
“You act like I’m bringing them home left and right.” I looked toward the bathroom to see if he had come out yet. He hadn’t, so I kept my eyes on my mom, trying a stare similar to hers.
“Tabitha.” My mom stuck her hands on her hips and gave me the, I’m serious, young lady look.
“Mom,” I said. What I wanted to do was stomp my feet and ball my fists and have a proper toddler tantrum, but that wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere with my mom.
“Don’t get smart with me.”
“He’s a good guy,” I said,
“I’ll determine that once I get a proper introduction and can judge so for myself. And what’s wrong with him?” she asked.
“That’s rude, Mom. There’s nothing wrong with him.”
“He most obviously has something going on. You guys aren’t doing drugs, are you?”
“Mother!” I couldn’t believe her.
“Um,” we heard from the dining room.
“There’s the young man I need to meet,” my mom said like she didn’t just insult him.
“So, I’m going to go.” Van looked at the ground and nodded.
“Van,” I said.
“Is it all right if I use your back door?” He pointed over his shoulder.
“Honey, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just looking out for my daughter.”
Van looked so damn sad at that moment. “Yeah, bye.” He darted through the apartment to the kitchen and turned the knob to the back door, but it didn’t open. The door had a tendency to stick during the summer. He pulled on it some but yielded no result.
“Let me show you. The trick is to lift and pull,” I said.
I walked up behind him and tapped his shoulder so he would move out of the way. He jumped about fifty feet.
“Sorry, sorry, I just don’t … can you please just open the door?” Van sucked on his bottom lip.
“Yeah, of course.” I opened the door, and Van squeezed past me, his eyes brimming with tears. “I can’t let you leave here crying,” I said.
“I’m not, not, not, not. Okay?”
“My mom—”
“No, don’t worry.” He ran the few feet across the porch and down the back stairs.
“Van,” I called, chasing after him.
“No, just stay. Please.”
I went back into the house where my mom stood in the kitchen biting her nail. She looked like a little kid who knew that they did something wrong.
“You made him cry, Mom.”
“Because I said the drug thing?”
“He has Tourette syndrome,” I said. I ran my finger along the edge of the kitchen table.
“Oh God, no.”
“Yes.” I looked across the kitchen where out the window I could see one of our neighbor’s cats. Our windows lined up almost perfectly, and over the years I had gotten to know all of Mrs. Dobson’s fourteen cats. I drew a picture of a cat’s head on the table with my fingertip.
“Jesus, I’m a bad person.”
“I might have to agree with you.” My mom wasn’t a bad person; sometimes, she lacked tact.
“I’m going to hell.” She scrubbed her hands over her tired face.
“No, you’re not. If he ever comes over here again, just be nice to him.”
“Okay, team Van it is. And he’s so cute.”
“He is, like really. But, Mom, I’m going to my room.” I felt so bad for Van, and I was angry with my mom.
He didn’t want me to come after him, but I had to apologize somehow. When we started at the park, Belinda gave us a sheet with everyone’s number that she called a phone call chain. But Van didn’t answer. I sent him a text that summed up how I felt.
Tabby: I am so, so, very sorry.







Chapter Nineteen 
 

 
 
I cried and ticced almost the entire way home, and some people stared out their car windows, but I didn’t care. I was so embarrassed. My emotions were everywhere. Many times, I overreacted to the stupidest things. Like in Tabitha’s apartment. I still couldn’t believe I cried in front of her. It’s not like what I heard was anything new, but in front of Tabitha, it was different. Maybe it would dawn on her that she didn’t want to be friends with me. My heart got broken before it had a chance to love. I liked her so much, but my feelings were doomed to remain unrequited.
A shadow of fear formed over me the closer I got to my house. That feeling hadn’t happened in a long time, but I knew it meant nothing good for me. I walked in the front door, and Jemmie was all up in my face.
“There you are! You know what I had to do? Do you?”
“Um …” My heart started to constrict.
“Well?”
“Don’t be a jerk. I know. I forgot to walk Bucky.” I tried so hard to remain calm.
“No, it’s not that. I got home like twenty minutes ago and there in the middle of the living room was a big steaming pile of dog shit.”
“Oh.”
“Yes, oh. You ever try to get wet poo out of a carpet?”
“Look, Jem—”
“No, you can’t get out of it so easy. All you had to do was walk your dog. What’s so hard about that? Seriously, you’re such a moron sometimes.” Jemmie never called me names.
“Um,” I choked out. “I …” I could feel my tears building as that shadow grew and started to envelop me.
“Van, listen.”
I didn’t listen. I thought about how I messed things up too much that time, how scared I felt.
“Van.” My sister snapped her fingers in front of my face.
I sniffled as tears rolled down my face. “I’ll go over the spot again and take Bucky out. I’m sorry. I was just trying … no, forget it. I made a mistake.” I wiped my face with the heel of my hand, and it all bubbled over. My head jerked to the side, and my eyes squeezed shut, and my arm bent up with the side of my hand slapping my shoulder. I did that all a few more times and said, “Jesus,” under my breath. The tightness from my heart radiated across my whole chest. “I won’t forget again.” I felt so doomed. A new bout of tears lingered. And then Tru walked in the front door. At the sight of her, I stopped taking in air. I knew she would lay into me too.
“Oooo, is it let’s make our brother cry time?”
My lower lip trembled, and I hit full-on panic mode.
“Oh, the little boy is crying. You poor thing,” Tru said.
I tried to breathe, but my lungs wouldn’t cooperate. The tightening that took over my heart and lungs turned into an ache, a growing pain.
“What happened?” Tru asked.
“Nothing,” Jemmie said.
“There’s something. Stop covering for him. What stupid thing did you do now?”
I opened my mouth to tell Jemmie I’d be right back, but it turned into me trying to take in a big gulp of air.
“Van?” Jemmie said.
Without answering (I couldn’t), I ran into the dining room, through the kitchen, and into the stairwell. The stairs led up to my sisters’ room, so it wasn’t the smartest place to sit, but it had always felt safe. I sat down about five steps up. My chest hurt. It cried out for me to breathe. After what might’ve been twenty hours or a couple of minutes, I started making this deep wheezing sound. Air was, at least, trying to get in. I pulled my knees up and stuck my head between them and clasped my hands over my neck. I also cried.
“Hey, Van,” I heard Jemmie say.
I shook my head between my legs.
“Are you okay?”
I nodded.
“Should I call Mom?”
A shake of the head from me.
And then there was Tru again.
“Get your stupid ass outta my way.”
“Don’t be such a jerk,” Jemmie said.
“You know he’s only doing this crap because he wants you to feel sorry for him.”
If I were ever on the edge of a cliff, Tru would be the one to push me over it.
She could’ve stepped around me, but I knew she would be difficult and wait until I got up, so I gave in and stood up holding onto the wall, and everything spun. I sat back down.
“You’re pathetic.” Tru disappeared upstairs.
I stayed sitting in the stairwell until my mom got home. Luckily, by that time I had regained lung function.
“Oh Jesus, Van, you scared me half to death.” She squatted down on a step below.
“Sorry.”
“You okay?”
I shrugged.
“What happened?” my mom asked. Her voice steady and calm. She knew if she got worked up it wouldn’t do anything to help me.
“Nothing.”
“Not nothing.”
“I got so scared,” I whispered.
“What are you talking about, Van?”
I didn’t get a chance to answer. “He didn’t come home to take out Bucky, so Bucky took a shit on the floor, and then Van had a panic attack.” Tru stood at the top of the stairs with her arms crossed.
“Is this true?” my mom asked.
“I swear, it’ll never happen again,” I said.
“I’m more concerned about the panic attack part. You’re having them again.”
“It’s just that …”
“What, Van?”
“He had a fricking panic attack. That’s what. Put him back on his meds.”
“Tru, enough. We’re going to have to have a good family meeting on how we treat and respect each other.”
“It won’t make a difference. Tru’s been like this for years,” I said.
“Oh, do I hurt your poor little feelings?”
Sometimes, I wished I possessed the power to make lighting strike down at will.
“Enough. I have to get a hold of your doctor first to see if we can get you a new prescription for your meds.” My mom stood up.
“I don’t need them.”
“Was this a one-time deal?”
I nodded.
“Enough with this job. I don’t like what it’s doing to you.”
“No, Mom, please. I need to get out of the house. Maybe I just need to talk to Dr. Morton about it?” Dr. Morton was the therapist I stopped seeing several months earlier.
“I’m setting up an appointment as soon as he can get you in. Tru, remember what we talked about,” my mom said.
“You weren’t serious.”
“I was. If you don’t knock this stuff off, you’re spending the rest of your summer with your grandma.”
“I can’t believe you’d send me to Japan.”
“Not Japan, Arizona. Not your bachan, Grandma Sue.”
I should’ve felt vindicated somehow, but I didn’t.
 

 

 
I tried to go to sleep early that night just to make the day end, but my thoughts wouldn’t let me. They wanted to fester, to sink in. They wanted me to remember what it felt like when people said bad things about me just like my mom did about Van, so to channel my negative thoughts elsewhere I pulled out my notebook. At the top, I wrote My Personal Statement. Why do I like to make videos? I mentally crossed out videos and said films. I started to jot down some ideas. Things had slowly come to me throughout the past week. I figured I’d better commit them to paper.
 
•  I want to make films because I enjoy seeing the end result of something that I made.
•  I want to make films so I can visually tell stories.
 
And that was it! It might not have been an official personal statement of why I wanted to go to film school, but it was a start, and with that start I could also work on my vision statement. I had to make all kinds of statements (they were all essentially the same thing) depending on what program and school I decided to go to, but where I could afford to go would essentially rule my decision.
 
My Vision Statement
•  Stories
•  Other people’s lives
•  To visually tell the stories of other people’s lives.
•  Not just fictional, but real people.
•  Real stories about life.
•  People’s personal stories.
•  Stories about life!
 
It was more of a list than a statement, but writing it out helped distract me. As I started to fall asleep, my mom walked into my room. She sat on the edge of my bed, and I waited for the sappy background music to begin.
“Are we having a touching heart to heart?” I snuggled into my comforter.
“Yes.” She smoothed out my blanket with her hands.
“Oh God.”
“I wanted to apologize. I acted very inappropriately today,” she said. My mom scooted up my bed and rubbed my shoulder, but it didn’t help sway me toward forgiveness.
“Mom, we of all people should know what happens when people aren’t nice. Can we skip all this?” I waved my finger between her and me. I just wanted her to go away.
“I just asked a question.” She folded her hands in her lap.
“You just went and made an assumption. Why did you need to say anything at all?”
“I’m proud of you.” She smiled at me, but it didn’t qualify as a happy smile.
“What?” I asked. Not the direction I thought our conversation would go.
“Your mental mindset might be in a better spot than mine these days.”
“Don’t say stuff like that to me, Mom. What’s going on? Is that why you acted like an …”
“Ass?” my mom asked. She ran a hand through her hair, sighed, and stared across my room.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Just work. Stress. Don’t worry about me, Pączki. Okay? Do you have his phone number? I should call his mom.” She turned toward me and fluffed my pillow around my head.
“Is it because of me?” I asked, ignoring her question.
“It has nothing to do with you. Dr. Mintz is cutting back on hours. I was distracted and didn’t think when I opened my mouth.”
“Do you need my paycheck when I get it?”
“It’ll be fine.”
“Sure?” I asked. I checked her face for added signs of stress. She did have dark circles under her eyes, but no new wrinkles besides the normal small ones next to her eyes, her face its usual amount of roundness. Physically, she looked all right, but the same thing could’ve been said about me earlier in the year.
“No, but we’ll get through it.”
“Okay. I’m still mad at you,” I said.
“Understandable. Phone number?”
“All I have is his cell. I don’t have a home number or his mom’s.”
“All right. Goodnight, baby girl.”
“Night.”
I knew I’d have to talk to Van first thing the next morning. I still felt awful about everything, so I could just imagine how he felt.
 
 

 
 
Before I walked out the door for work, my mom ran over and handed me something.
“What’s this?” I asked, taking the paper bag from her.
“Pączkis.”
“I don’t eat pączkis anymore.” I had ever so slowly started letting a tad of sugar back into my diet, but eating something as unhealthy as a pączki felt impossible to me at that point. Sugar was another one of my fear foods. Granted, by the time my mom checked me into Hope Springs, almost every food except apple and cucumber slices were my mortal enemy.
“Not for you. They’re for Van and his family. And make sure he gets that note attached.”
“You know this might further embarrass him, right?”
“I have to do something.” Her shoulders dropped.
“Pączkis it is then, huh?”
“That a girl. My sweet girl.”
The paper bag full of Polish pastries and I left for another active day camp day.



Chapter Twenty 
 

 
 
I ignored Tabitha’s text messages and considered calling in sick to work. My stomach tied itself in knots, and I felt like I needed to barf.
Before I got out of bed, I found a cat-shaped dry erase board on my nightstand. The board had three short sentences on it written in Jemmie’s handwriting.
“You’re not a moron. I was mad. I’m sorry.”
I decided right then that I’d buy Jemmie a bike for her birthday. The simplest things sometimes meant the most to me. I went to the kitchen and took my pill and stood at the counter contemplating if I should start life as a hermit. Maybe after I bought Jemmie her bike.
“Van.” Jemmie came into the kitchen. “You okay?”
“Yeah, why?”
“You were making these weird sounds,” she said. She came and leaned on the counter next me, still in her pajamas, ones with some wizardly cartoon character I couldn’t remember the name of.
“I’m always making weird sounds.”
“Not your regular ones, like you were gasping for breath, kinda wheezing.” She was probably worried it was the start of a panic attack, but sometimes I just picked up new tics and didn’t even realize it.
“Don’t worry. Trying some new tics out for fun.”
“When are you seeing Dr. Morton?” Jemmie asked.
“We all just woke up. I’m sure Mom hasn’t had time to call him yet.”
“Okay. I love you.”
“Love you too,” I said.
 
 

 
 
Tabitha cornered me before work. She tried to shove a paper bag into my hands.
“Don’t worry about it. Some friendships aren’t meant to be,” I said.
“What my mom said—”
“I said don’t worry about it.”
“Take this or I’m dropping it.” She pressed her lips in a straight line and furrowed her eyebrows.
I reluctantly took the paper bag and strode off to take attendance of the Fluffle and Tarantula. “Hey, David,” I called out when I saw him across the park. He stopped and waited for me, and we walked over to the basketball court together.
I managed to stay away from Tabitha all day. She gave me a wave and a pity smile, but she got it. Friends or more was never meant for us, or so I thought. After work, she caught up to me as I left the fieldhouse.
“Van,” she said.
“I have to get home.”
“Bye, Van,” Carlos said. He walked past us on the sidewalk with his abuelo. The two of them did nothing but smile together.
“Bye, Carlos. Good to see you, Mr. Rodriguez.” I turned to walk as far away from Tabitha as I could.
“Van, wait, listen.”
“I have to go, Tabitha.”
“Please.” She reached out and touched my wrist.
A shiver went up my arm, and my shoulders jerked up to my ears.
“Um, sorry. Did I hurt you? I know I hurt you, but just now?” She reached out to touch me again, and I took a step back.
“No, don’t worry about it. And you did nothing to hurt me.”
“Van, my mom made you cry. I can’t help but somehow feel responsible for that.”
“I wasn’t crying.”
“If you were or not, you were upset, Van.”
“I shouldn’t have gone over to your house. I don’t know what I was thinking. I get it. All but one of my friendships have been doomed from the start. And it’s not like it’s something I hadn’t heard before.”
“What are you talking about? I’m trying to apologize because I want to know you better,” Tabitha said.
“You do?”
“Yes, Van.”
“Yet, yet, yet,” I ticced. I then ticced a bit more before I could answer her. “Um, okay.”
“Is it too soon to ask if you want to hang out today?” she asked. She wrung her hands together and stood on the outside edges of her canvas gym shoes.
“You want to hang out with me again, today?” I sounded like a parroting buffoon.
“Yes, Van.”
“No, forget it. It’s okay. I have to walk Bucky, that’s my dog, anyway. And my run. I have to go for my run. So, no. Your mom wrote an apology that came with the pastries. I, um, gave them to my campers. So, you don’t have to like make anything up to me by pretending you want to be friends.”
“I can walk your dog with you.”
I thought about it for one-millionth of a second. “Okay.”
“And I can even run with you, but that’s probably not a good idea,” she said, biting the corner of her lip.
“Why isn’t that a good idea?” I asked as we walked toward the corner.
“I’ve never run outside before. I usually just do yoga.”
“I think if you can do yoga you can run. Running is much less complicated. You don’t have to lick your back or anything.”
“I don’t lick my back.” She pressed her lips together, totally trying to keep in a laugh.
“I’ve seen people do yoga, that’s what it kinda looks like you’re attempting. But that’s okay, because I look like that half the time anyway.”
“No, you don’t, Van. And how you said what my mom said wasn’t anything new or whatever, people should know better.”
“They should, but they don’t.”
“And you had every right to be upset,” she said. She wrapped the end of her ponytail around her pointer finger and pouted her lips, a mental picture I took, so I could remember it later.
“It wasn’t really about that anyway.”
“Then what?”
“You.”
“Me?” She scrunched up her adorable nose.
“Irrational thinking on my part, maybe.” I sucked on my lip and ticced with my shoulders shrugging a few times and my eyes squeezing shut. “So do you really want to come over?”
“You okay with everything?” Tabitha asked. She reached out her hand to touch my arm again, and I took a step to the side to make it look like I walked around something.
I nodded.
“Let’s go. But we have to swing by my place, so I can grab my gyms shoes and some different bottoms,” she said.
 
 

 
 
After we got Bucky, and I changed, we walked side by side down the sidewalk toward her apartment, and I opened my mouth. “I was tagged in a photo of you once.”
She pulled her chin in and straightened her back, but then I saw her chest drop and shoulders relax. “Yeah, I think at one time or another, everyone in school has been tagged in a photo of me.”
“I don’t get how some people can be so mean,” I said.
“Some people are just naturally rotten on the inside.” Tabitha scratched her chin and frowned.
“That stinks. The world would be a much better place if everybody were just nice.” I kicked my leg back and jerked my head to the right, stopping for a moment to regain my balance.
“Many people don’t seem to grasp that, though.”
“Yeah. And those girls, did they do it for a reason?” I asked as we started walking again.
“That whole rotten on the inside thing. Lots of people like my mom and therapist and other people with official titles said that people who bully others do it because they need to bring others down to feel better about themselves. They have something going on in their life that they’re not happy with. Maybe it’s just their life in general that makes them feel like they need to do such things, and with Maggie, I just happened to be her target,” Tabitha said. We reached her building and stood at the bottom of the front steps.
“That must’ve sucked.”
She let out a laugh, and her eyes crinkled a bit at the corner. “That pretty much sums it up.”
“Do you think the whole experience somehow made you a stronger person? I’ve heard that thrown around a time or two.”
She pulled down the legs to her shorts before she answered. “I honestly don’t know because I don’t know if I was very strong to begin with.”
“I bet you were. You just didn’t realize it.” I then ticced, “Hey, hey, hey.” I followed that up with a squeak.
She shrugged and smiled at me. “I’m gonna go change real quick.”
“Okay. I’ll wait here on the steps.”
And when she came back out, she looked so damn hot. Don’t get me wrong; she already was to begin with, but I’d never seen her in anything but a purple camp T-shirt and shorts before. She had put on a tank top (she had a few freckles scattered on her shoulders), a pair of black workout capris, and of course, some running shoes. I wanted her to come running with me every day of the week from that moment forward.
“Okay, now what?” She came down the front steps of her building.
“We run.”
“And Bucky?”
“Runs too. I’d ask if you want to hold him but seeing this is your first real time running, it’s probably best if I do.”
“Probably a good idea,” she said.
“I have a route I usually take. Just four city blocks around, and I usually run it about ten times.”
“Are we running five miles today?” she asked. She then grabbed her foot and did a thigh stretch. I tried everything not to stare at her. It didn’t work.
“We can stop whenever you want. Okay?”
“Okay.”
We took off running. We kept a nice moderate pace at first. I didn’t want to kill her on her first run.
“Can I ask you a question about personal stuff?” I asked as Bucky already strained against the leash, wanting me to run faster.
“Go ahead.”
“You said you do yoga, which is really cool and all, but you haven’t gone for a run, aren’t people with anorexia also like super into exercise?”
“Many are, I was too, but I did other things. Yoga is pretty new. I thought ballet was the way to go. Ballerinas have those long thin, graceful bodies, so I did so many ballet exercise videos. Went to ballet class after ballet class. It’s intense exercise, but somehow different from running, at least, on cement. I’d sometimes run on a treadmill, but this is …” She started to slow her pace.
“It takes a bit to get used too, the impact of the sidewalk, different stride. The stride’s a lot bigger,” I said as Bucky stopped to sniff some grass.
“You’re telling me. How long have you been running?” she asked.
“A few years now.”
“Are you on the track team or anything?”
I shook my head.
“Why not?”
“Five thousand different reasons,” I said.
She nodded and smiled. “Race you to the end of the sidewalk.”
I tugged on Bucky, and we took off running.
 

 

 
Van and Bucky walked me back to my apartment. Beads of sweat rolled down my forehead, and Van had started to smell like a boy. We stopped in front of my building, and Bucky peed on a tree.
“Thanks for running with me,” Van said. He grimaced and blinked his eyes.
“My lungs and heart got a bit angry there for a moment, but I survived.” I took a few last deep breaths. The truth was, my lungs probably weren’t used to it. During my treatment, we got to exercise, but it was nothing like I did before. My doctor said that I exercised at an obsessive level, and they had to teach me about healthy exercise. My treatment program incorporated lots of yoga and Tai Chi.
“That was the first time anybody besides Bucky ever ran with me, so thanks again.”
“I’ll happily, okay maybe not that happily, run with you whenever you want.”
Van’s face lit up with a smile. And with that smile, I knew I wanted to tell him the other part of my story. Something totally new for me. I had never had a desire to tell people about what I considered my secret stuff.
“Okay, I’m going to say something.”
“Yeah, sure,” Van said, petting Bucky’s head when he came back over to us.
“So, this is hard for me. You’ve shared so much with me, and I want to share more. I kinda feel like it’s okay to tell you.”
“You can tell me whatever you want,” Van said. He shrugged his shoulders up to his ears and grimaced again. “Or not. You don’t have to. Whatever you want.”
“So, there’s more to my story.” I sat down on one of the front steps.
“Okay.”
“Besides my anorexia, there was this other thing. I didn’t know how to cope.”
“Other thing?” He craned his neck to the side and then ticced, “Yet, yet, yet, yet.”
“Yeah, I, um, I would cut myself,” I said. My heart thumped hard in my chest. But I said it. I got the words out.
“Oh God, that’s bad.” Van sat down next to me.
“Yeah, it was.”
“But it’s good that you say it was. Right?”
“Yeah, right. But it’s hard.” I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, certain I looked totally gross.
“You still want to do it?” Van asked.
“Sometimes, I get this urge.”
“I know all about urges.”
“Yeah?”
“My tics, but we’re talking about you,” Van said. He tugged on Bucky’s leash, and Bucky climbed the few steps and sat next to Van.
“So, it started with one when everything got real bad. Just one cut on my thigh, and then one became two, and you know. And then I moved to my stomach. After a while, that was my answer to everything.” I didn’t want to give him all the details right then, but I remembered the first time like I just did it the day before.
“Didn’t it hurt?”
“It did, but then in a way, it almost felt good because it was such a relief, like my pain seeped out.” Out went the pain of feeling fat, the self-hate. Out went me worrying if everybody stared at my butt. Out went the bullying and the teasing.
“What made you stop?”
“I actually stopped because I passed out in front of my mom. She rushed me to the ER.”
“Okay, real quick. Your butt was like never large or squishy or any of that. It’s perfect.”
“Thanks, Van.” I smiled. “I didn’t know or think that, and just the constant humiliation, it made me feel worse.”
“Shit, yeah.”
I looked at Van, the boy I decided to tell my secrets to. “So once at the ER, that’s when everything hit the fan.”
“What happened after that?”
“My mom was pissed, upset, cried, thought she was the worst mother in the world, and being the good mom that she really is, she took the doctor’s suggestion and had me checked into the psych ward for further observation and evaluation.” I wrung my hands together and averted my eyes to the sidewalk.
“Oh, damn.”
“Yeah. So, yeah,” I said with a shrug.
“Thanks for telling me. I bet that took a lot.”
“You know what?”
“What?” Van asked. Bucky climbed down the steps next to Van and climbed up the ones next to me and sat down.
“Wasn’t quite as hard as I thought it would be. You’re a good person to talk to.” I gave Bucky a scratch behind the ears.
“So are you, and I’m not just saying that because when I talk sometimes, I don’t ever shut up. You listen.”
“We’re good listening ears for each other,” I said.
“I think so, but um, I have to go and shower before my body odor makes me vomit.”
“I should go wash up too.”
“That was a gross sentence, especially after what all you told me.” Van sucked on the corner of his lip and blinked.
“No worries. Thanks for listening,” I said.
“See you tomorrow.” Van and Bucky jogged away, and my heart about exploded into a bunch of happy little singing pieces. I was totally falling for Van.



Chapter Twenty-One 
 

 
 
“I was all like, so you want to come over? And she was all like, yeah.”
“Smooth,” Matt said.
“Shut up.”
“No, I mean it. Good, I’m happy for you.” Matt popped some peanuts into his mouth as he lay back on the couch in his room while I paced back and forth in the small amount of floor space.
“But all we did was run.”
“Why did you run?” Matt picked up a peanut he dropped on his bare stomach. He looked at it for a moment, and then popped it in his mouth.
“I had to do my run, so she came with, and then I had to go home because we were both sweaty, and I started to smell like an onion, so I had to shower right away because, well, we know why.”
“Is that how you pick up girls nowadays?”
“Shut up, and you sound like an old man.” I stopped pacing and arched my back but not enough to take me down.
“So was she drooling over you after all your smooth moves?”
I bent back a bit more and then stood up straight. “I’m pretty sure I mentioned the BO part, so yeah, no.”
“You have an interesting approach to relationships.”
“That’s just it; it’s not a relationship or anything. We’re like friends. I don’t know how to do the rest of that stuff,” I said.
“Don’t look at me. You, at least, got a girl to go for a run with you.”
“True, I guess. I really like her, Matt,” I said. I started to bounce on my toes, an entirely new tic.
“That’s a good thing.”
“She makes me feel light inside.”
“That’s pretty deep.”
“I feel comfortable with her. All my shit doesn’t seem to bother her.”
“It doesn’t bother most people, Van. You just haven’t learned to ignore the assholes. You’re a great guy, dude, and if people fail to see that, it’s their loss.” Matt sat up and leaned forward with his forearms on his thighs.
“Thanks, that was nice of you to say.” I still bounced on my toes. “Hey, hey, hey.”
“I can be nice every now and then. But I’ve filled my quota for the day. But real quick. Does she have any cute friends?” Matt asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Keep me posted.”
“Will do.”
“Hey, you want to see this new app I started?”
“Of course,” I said. I finally finished bouncing and sat on the floor. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I began rocking back and forth.
“It’s a math game for preschoolers. And dude, just try to calm down.”
“Yeah, okay. You gonna let me live in your basement when you’re all rich?”
“Van, stop selling yourself short. We’re totally building our houses next to each other.”
“How’s that other app doing?”
“Seven thousand downloads, or roughly around there.”
“That is awesome. You’re totally going to be loaded one day.”
“Down to the nerd lair,” Matt said, heading for the basement.
The basement in Matt’s house had low ceilings and not much light, but that didn’t matter to Matt because he spent all the time down there on his computers. He had a couple of them set up and several monitors. He sat down in front of his desk, and I took the extra chair next to him.
“So, this new app, I said preschool math, right?” Matt said.
I gave him a nod. “Yeah.”
“But I’ve just been using basic stock art, see.” He clicked something on his keyboard. His computer screens came to life, and little cartoon cats and dogs bounced all around them.
“Looks cute.”
“But I don’t want cute. I want different. Something that will make my app stand out from the others.” Matt leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his neck.
“Okay, so what are you going to do?”
“You gave me an idea. You told me about your paper plate art, and that’s it.”
“What’s it?” I asked.
“You. I’ll call it Paper Plate Preschool or something. You can make all the images for it with your plates, and I can scan them in or take photos.”
“I don’t know,” I said, my shoulders jerking up to my ears.
“Why not?” Matt spun his chair in my direction and crossed his arms.
“You really want me to help you?” I asked.
“Yeah, Van. You’re a great artist. And you’ll get the credit for it. I figured fifty-fifty.”
“What?”
“You’ll get half of what I, we, make.”
“I guess, okay.”
“This is gonna be good,” Matt said.
“Do you really think I’m an artist?” That was the first time anybody called me that. I always liked to make things and draw, but artist made it sound like something real, like it wasn’t me just wasting my time.
“Dude, I’ve been in your room. You have art and shit everywhere.”
“Um, okay.”
“Awesome.”
I couldn’t believe Matt wanted me to make something with him that people would buy. That was pretty cool.



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 

 
 
“No running today,” I told Van as we walked home from work. Somehow, we walked to his house without thinking about it.
“Okay, want to like come inside?” he asked.
“I’d love to.”
Van nodded and made his way up the front steps of his house. Large bushes grew underneath the front windows, and empty planters sat on the steps. He let us in, and we walked through the front room and into the dining room.
“So, my house. My room’s over here.” He pointed to a small hallway off the dining room.
We walked into his room, and he had stuff everywhere and not like junk, things I assumed he made. Little paper figures—robots, houses, and people—crowded his shelves. He had paper plate fish hanging from the ceiling with the most beautiful pen and ink designs on them. Van grabbed a tall stick that rested up against a bookcase and leaned on it. “What’s that?” I noticed the wooden stick had markings all over it. “Is that your walking stick?”
“Not mine per se. It’s my dad’s. It’s called a Fuji stick. That’s what he calls it, at least. He got it climbing Mount Fuji. As you go along, like hike up and stuff, there’s like these stations, and you can stop at them and get your climbing stick stamped.”
“That’s cool. Have you ever gone?” I asked.
Van shook his head. “No, I don’t fly in planes.”
“Have you ever tried?”
“Nope,” he said.
“Do you have relatives there, in Japan?”
“My dad was only stationed there with the Army, but my bachan lives there now, but that’s more of a recent development. She met some dude online, and it was supposedly love at first sight. I don’t know how that works. And supposedly, she has some cousins in Kyoto or something, but that’s all really.”
“Is your dad still in the Army?” I asked.
“He’s a reservist now, but his unit keeps getting deployed. He’s in Afghanistan.” Van’s face fell into a frown.
“Oh, wow.”
“Yeah, it kinda sucks, but you know. What about your dad?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Never met him.”
“Oh, that sucks even more.”
“Yeah, kinda,” I said as Van turned and put his Fuji stick back against the shelf.
“You make these?” I brushed his arm with my thumb, studying the paper fish hanging from the ceiling.
Van yanked his arm away. “Yeah, no, please, don’t. I don’t mean that in a mean way or anything. It just sent a shiver down my spine.”
“I barely touched you.”
Van took a step back. “Yeah, so I don’t really like to be touched.”
“Really?”
“At least, lightly. My SPD and all.” He went and sat on his bed.
“If somebody has to touch you, how do they?” I sat cross-legged across from him.
“A firm grip, tight squeeze, hard tap. Firm pressure, that’s what I prefer. Like if I’m in my mom’s way, and she wants me to move, she’ll press the heel of her hand into my upper arm. My sister Jemmie grabs me real tight,” Van said.
“What happens if someone touches you lightly?”
“It feels awful. It gives me shivers. And lots of times it’ll set off my tics. Sometimes, it hurts.”
“Like how you just said it gave you a shiver.”
“Yeah.”
“Can I try?” I leaned a bit forward.
“To touch me?”
“Yeah. If that’s okay.”
“Yeah, okay, go ahead,” he said.
“I’ll apply lots of pressure, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or to hurt you. Are you sure about this?”
Van nodded and held out his arm. I bit the corner of my lip, and my hand hovered over his forearm. He drew his arm back and twisted his upper body, his face grimaced, and he blinked over and over.
“I know. I know. You didn’t even touch me. But it’s weird; I don’t know if it’s the anticipation or what, but when people are super close, a hand, someone breathing down my neck, just almost there touching me, I kinda lose it too. Go ahead, but if you can mostly use your palm and thumb, that’d be great.”
And without hesitating, I slapped my hand on his arm and wrapped my palm and thumb around it. He grimaced, and it wasn’t one of his tics.
“Bad?” I asked.
“No, don’t let go. That just kinda stung.”
“Was I too rough?”
“Not you, it’s me. I’m the one who told you a hard tap. Maybe those weren’t the best words. I don’t have the best pain tolerance,” Van said.
“Because of your SPD?”
“Yeah, so there’s this middle I kinda linger in.”
I know I was just touching his arm, but I liked it. Tingles ran through me similar to the ones I got when I thought about him.
“How’s that?” I asked, readjusting my grip.
“That’s good.”
“And now?” I grabbed his other arm, pressing my thumb against the inside of his forearm.
“It’s good.” Van blinked and scrunched up his nose.
As I watched Van’s beautiful eyes, I loosened my grip a tad, and Van’s whole body shuddered and jerked.
“Oh my God, Van. I’m so sorry.”
He opened his mouth wide a few times and knocked his head to the right and then said, “It’s okay. This is actually good. People touching me is one of my biggest things I’ve needed to work on. I’ve been getting by, but supposedly if I worked on it more, I could make it even a bit better.”
“Like cured?” I asked.
“No, it’ll always be there, but I can just get myself like more used to it. I stopped my occupational therapy a while ago because I didn’t want to have to deal with it.”
“Are you ever going to want to deal with it?”
“I think I might have to now. My mom wants me to start again in the fall, so I’m thinking I might.”
“Why now?” I asked.
Van’s face turned bright pink. “It’s just time.”
“Whatever help you need, I’ll be happy to provide,” I said.
“Oh, really?”
Van’s face lit up with a smile, and I could feel my cheeks burning. I cleared my throat and asked, “What about holding hands?”
“Grab my hand firmly?”
“Yeah. Okay, stand up,” I said.
He raised an eyebrow at me.
“Hand-holding works best if you’re standing. At least, beginner level hand-holding.” In truth, I didn’t know, but it sounded like a good theory.
Van stood up and held out his hand.
I reached out but grabbed my hand back. “I don’t want to send you into a tic or anything else.”
“It’ll be fine. Go on.”
We interlocked our fingers, and I squeezed his hand.
“This is nice. How’s it going for you?” I asked. Just standing there and holding his hand, being close to him, it was going great for me.
“It’s okay. I mean, being here with you and you wanting to be here with me, it’s fantastic.”
“What about kissing?” I looked him in the eyes. “I’m sorry. No kissing,” I said when I saw his expression.
“Believe me, I would love to kiss you, but …”
“One step at a time.” My heart beat faster with the thought of him kissing me. Those lips of his on mine. Something to look forward to.
Van’s face fell into a frown. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”
“Van, you say that too much.” I squeezed his hand.
“You know how badly I want to say I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
“You just did.”
Van kicked his leg back and twitched his nose. “Do we just keep standing here holding hands?”
“We can sit.”
“And watch a movie?” he asked.
“Sounds great.”
After the movie, I got going so Van could do all the stuff he needed to do before his mom got home. He walked me outside, and loose pieces of his hair blew around in the wind.
He licked his lips and looked at me. “I’m going to say something, but don’t be mad.”
“All right.”
“I think I like it better when you hold my wrist. Is that okay?”
“Very okay,” I said. I grabbed his wrist, and we stepped in close, a few inches between us.
He grabbed my forearm and pressed his thumb on the underside of my wrist. “I really like you, Tabitha.”
“I like you too, Van.” Oh man, did I like him. My heart went all kinds of wild as he looked down into my eyes and bit his lip.
“You sure this is okay?” Van lifted my arm.
“As I just said, very okay.”
He let go of my wrist and gripped my upper arms. He held me tight, and it felt like I floated a bit off the ground. “Sometimes, it’s better if I initiate the touching.”
I tried not to make my gasp at his touch audible. All he did was hold my biceps, but it was the sexiest damn arm holding I had ever experienced. I nodded.
“Goodnight, Tabitha.”
“Night, Van.”
I went home filled with happy thoughts and feelings. I fell asleep that night thinking about his firm grip on my arm, my hand on his wrist. The way he looked at me so intently, the way he blinked whenever a loose strand of his hair brushed his face, his beautiful lips, and most importantly how just thinking about him brought a smile to my face and a whole bunch of fluttery tingly feelings throughout my body.



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 

 
 
I had to focus on the kids, but it proved hard having Tabitha right across the park from me. When we clocked in that morning, she squeezed my wrist and smiled, and I didn’t want to work. I wanted to do nothing but spend the whole day with her, but my job called. Since I had started work at the park, I kept having ups and downs, but I had made it so far and having Tabitha smile at me now and again helped. Though, that day ended on a bit of a low.
My campers and I ran around the field. Carlos and Phoebe chased me, and all the others played with a ball they threw back and forth. We came up with a new game, but the rules weren’t too clear. Unfortunately, the game ended with a command from Carlos.
“Attack!”
The kids ran after me, and of course, I tripped on some grassy nubbin, and fell flat on my face. They giggled and squealed, surrounding me, and I became buried underneath a heap of children. The grass poked me with its sharp little blades. It poked my exposed arms and legs, stabbed through my shirt, and shudder upon shudder ran through my body.
“Off, off, off,” I screamed.
The kids all thought it was part of the fun. It was fun, it should’ve been more fun, but I couldn’t take it and jumped to my feet, little kids crashing to the ground on top of each other. Not wanting to cause more of a scene, I suppressed my tics. I had never worked so hard to hold them in before. It took everything I had, but I needed to help the Fluffle and Tarantula up, explain everything was okay, and not have a tic attack in front of them. That’d have to wait for home, even though I knew holding them in would only make it worse later. At the end of the day, I almost ran out of the fieldhouse, but I forgot I had to tell Tabitha my mom invited her to dinner.
“Hey,” Tabitha said with a beautiful, giant smile when she saw me.
“My mom wants you to come over for dinner but wants to know if it can be earlier because she has to work. If not, it’s okay. I have to get home now. I really, really have to get home.”
“I’d love to. Let’s go.”
“Can we run or, at least, jog?” I asked. For some reason when I ran, I didn’t tic much. It’d be a safe way to get home.
Tabitha laughed. “All right, let’s run.”
 
 

 
 
“Give me a few minutes,” I said. I ran into the house and left the front door open behind me. Tabitha probably thought I was rude, but I wanted to get to my room, so I could let it all out. Once in my room, I jerked up my shoulders, slammed my chin to my chest, grimaced, opened my mouth wide and smacked it back shut. I twisted, kicked, bounced, blinked, and hit my shoulder with my hand. Tic after tic came out, and then I had to arch my back. I fell to my knees, arching my spine, and I bent my spine so much I fell backward to the floor. Not in the most comfortable position (like it ever was) I rolled to my side, where I stayed arched back with my eyes squeezed shut, and my teeth gritted together. Great start to bringing a girl home to meet your mom.
I heard a knock on my door and then Tabitha say, “Van.”
I tried to grunt out a sound, but I couldn’t tell if she heard me. “Are you okay?” she asked. I heard her voice a lot closer. I think she got down on the floor with me, and then I felt a lack of something. A lack of Tabitha. She got up and left.
A few minutes later, Tabitha was back in my room. She probably went to find my mom. “I’m going to sit down next to you, okay?” she asked.
And of course, I didn’t respond, so she just began talking. “I liked our run together. I only said I didn’t want to run yesterday because I like talking to you, and there’s not nearly as much talking when running than when there is sitting. I might run more often. Yoga is nice and it too, leaves me feeling good, but I don’t know, just being out there pumping my legs, forcing myself to go on, I liked it. So, if you ever want to go on another run again, I’m game, unless I dragged you down. Now you, you can run. I’m also going with the whole your legs being much longer than mine thing. My excuse, at least, for now anyway.”
Bucky came into the room and curled up next to me. He knew when I needed him. He always helped ease any anxiety which helped ease my tics. My body relaxed after some snuggle time with Bucky, and I rolled over onto my back and took in a few deep breaths, finally opening my eyes.
“Hi,” Tabitha said.
I blinked and stared at her. “Hi.” My arm snapped up at the elbow with my hand hitting me in the chest. I pushed myself up to sitting and gripped the edge of my bed, turning my back to her. “I’m gonna need a minute.” While my dystonic tic subsided, I had some other ones to get out.
“That’s fine. I’m not going anywhere.”
While in the middle of some facial tics and knocking my ear to my shoulder, Tabitha scooted in close to my backside and kneeled. I took in a deep breath as she tightly wrapped her arms around my chest. I shuddered, but it wasn’t in response to her. Her hugging me tight helped relax me some. I grabbed her forearm and squeezed it.
After a few more minutes I asked, “Do you want to leave now?”
“No, unless you want me to.”
“I’d like if you’d stay.”
My family, Tabitha, and I all sat around the dining room table. Even if Tabitha weren’t there, it would’ve been an odd thing. We rarely ate together. I bounced my knee and kind of wanted to get up and run in circles around the table (I wouldn’t have though because talk about age-inappropriate) because I was a big bundle of nerves. And of course, I opened my mouth to speak.
“Are you okay with this? I don’t want to make things uncomfortable for you,” I said to Tabitha, who sat to my right.
“I’m okay,” she said. She gave a little nod and smile.
“Sure?” I asked. I looked out at all the food on the table. Granted, it was all healthy, but there was a lot: grilled chicken, brown rice, green beans, rolls, carrots, and a plate of white rice because Jemmie refused to give it up along with the rest of the family. I didn’t want Tabitha to feel overwhelmed by it all.
“Yes, Van.”
“Do you have a problem with our family? Too good to eat with us?” Tru sat across from me, and since we’d sat down she’d given Tabitha the evil eye. I’d hoped she’d be at work or have plans for the evening, but no. Jemmie sat next to Tru, but she was all smiles.
“Tru,” my mom said.
“She was anorexic.”
“Van!” my mom said.
I looked around at everyone, realizing what I’d blurted out several seconds too late.
“It’s okay, really,” Tabitha said. She reached across the table and grabbed the serving spoon for the green beans.
“No, it’s not. That’s why he gets away with this kinda shit. Everybody always says it’s okay. It’s not. He’s going to be a senior in high school. He should be able to control it by now.”
Well, things had not turned out how I’d hoped. I’d mentioned Tabitha to my mom on more than one occasion (okay, maybe a lot), and my mom said she’d love to meet her. I had visions of us all sitting at the table, laughing and talking about working at the park, all while seeming so well-adjusted. But no.
Tabitha looked back and forth from me to Tru. I tried to formulate something to say in response but took too long.
“Tru, you may now excuse yourself from the dinner table,” my mom said, tossing down a napkin she hadn’t even used yet.
Tru huffed away, and I put my elbows on either side of my plate and my face in my hands. “Sorry, Tabitha,” I mumbled.
She firmly wrapped her palm around my forearm, and I dropped my hands from my face. “It’s not a secret, and what’d I say about the sorry?” she said.
“This one earned a sorry.” I squeezed my hand around hers. My mouth had run amuck so many times in front of her, but somehow, she understood.
“Holy crap,” Jemmie said.
Tabitha and I both pulled our hands away and looked at each other.
“Mom?”
“I know, Jemmie.”
Smiles spread across my mom’s and Jemmie’s faces.
“Did I miss something?” Tabitha asked.
“No,” I said. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of something so small.
My mom raised her eyebrows at me.
“Oh my God, stop,” I said. My cheeks started to get warm.
“This looks really good, Mrs. Sato.” Tabitha pointed to the food with her fork.
“Thank you, darling. And Van, I think this job has done some good for you,” my mom said.
“You keep telling me I’m going to have to quit. Can’t we eat?”
“You can’t quit anymore.”
“It’s not a big deal,” I said.
Jemmie smiled at Tabitha from across the table. I looked down at my plate and then began serving myself food.
“He never lets people just touch him, Tabitha,” Jemmie said.
I kept my mouth shut for once because I wanted to scream stop making me sound like such a freak but that would’ve started some other argument or drama.
“Yeah, he told me he doesn’t like to be touched, at least, lightly,” Tabitha said. She picked up on my cue and finished serving herself those green beans.
“But you touched him,” Jemmie said.
“The proper way,” Tabitha said.
“Thank you, Tabitha,” my mom said.
“You’re welcome?” Tabitha didn’t realize the great impact she’d had on my life.
“Family dinner, never again,” I said.
Casual conversation about work and generally safe subjects like that made the rest of dinner go by rather quickly. Jemmie practically shoved a mochi ice cream ball down Tabitha’s throat, but she was a sport and ate some with her.
“Thanks for sitting through that,” I said once dinner was over and had walked Tabitha out.
“It was nice. They’re nice. Jemmie’s great.”
“Well, it was embarrassing for me.”
“They’re proud of you, Van,” Tabitha said. She looked up at me as we stood face to face on my front porch.
“Not all of them.”
“Yeah, Tru is something else.” Tabitha looked at me with the cutest smile.
“She really is.”
“So, see you at work tomorrow.”
“Yeah, of course. And Tabitha.”
“Yes?”
“Thanks for being so patient. I know holding my wrist isn’t much.” I reached out and took her wrist. Maybe it wasn’t much, but it felt like everything to me.
“It’s plenty, Van. And I did also hug you.”
“You did, but I don’t know if it counts because it was more of a calming hug.”
“There are different types of hugs?” She raised an eyebrow and half her mouth quirked up.
“Oh yeah,” I said as she grabbed and squeezed my wrist. “There’re hello and goodbye hugs, comforting hugs, calming hugs, I like you hugs, and intimate hugs. I sound like a children’s book.”
“I read somewhere that if you hug a person for twenty seconds or longer, it’s good for your health, maybe stress, so maybe that falls under the calming hug category.”
I took in a deep breath. I wanted to hug her, but the possibility of me having a negative reaction made me hesitate. I needed to stop thinking about it and just do it. I hugged her real tight, and I didn’t want it to ever stop. I thought holding her wrist was everything, but hugging her, being close to her, took my breath away, and made me want to breathe all at once. If that makes any sense.
“Hey, honey,” my mom said when I walked back into the house.
“Yeah.”
“I’d like to talk to you. You got two minutes?” She sat on the couch and glanced at the cushion next to her. She meant business.
“I think so.”
“Sit down.”
“What’d I do?” I asked.
“I know I’m not here a lot, so you and Tabitha will have moments without adult supervision. We need to talk about things.”
“Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Like anything will happen.”
“You’re a teenage boy,” my mom said.
“I’m not sure how I should take that.”
“Does she make you feel funny in your pants when you see or think about her?”
“Oh. My. God.” I looked around the front room. Not a soul in sight to rescue me.
“You’re impulsive. Just think things through.”
“She touched my arm. We hugged. I’m pretty sure you don’t go from arm touching and hugging to sex.”
“Your door is to remain open at all times. Wait, you guys hugged?” she asked.
“Yes. I’m not a total mutant.”
“You know I don’t mean it like that. You are just doing so much growing this summer. Things are changing for you.”
“Did you mean what you said, about being wrong? You think I should keep my job?”
“Yes, baby. I just want what’s best for you, and it hurts to see you stressed out or struggling. But you’re making it work. I can see that now. I know you’re out to prove a point, and I’m getting it, but I want to make sure that you do too. Do it for yourself.”
“Got it, Mom.”
“Are you just agreeing with me because you want to get away and off to your room?”
“Pretty much,” I said.
“She’s a lovely girl.”
“I think so too.”
And I really, truly, supremely thought so.



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 

 
 
“You’re awfully chipper this morning,” my mom said as she watched me eat a yogurt.
“I am, aren’t I?” I had passed the falling for Van phase. I fell for him.
“Let me guess, young love,” she said. She drank a cup of coffee across from me at the table and smiled.
“I really like Van.”
“And you two have been hanging out?” She sipped her coffee and looked at me over the top of her mug.
“After work, I had dinner with his family, and I hugged him.”
“Good, save the kissing for college.”
“Ha, ha,” I said.
“Now finish your yogurt and get to work.”
“Mom, it’s Saturday.”
“That’s right,” she said. “I started part-time at another dentist’s office, and this whole week has just been one big blob.” She took one more sip of her coffee before she ran her hands over her face.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Why didn’t you tell me you had dinner with your boyfriend’s family, or how much you guys have been hanging out?”
“You know about Van,” I said.
“Yes, I know of his existence and that you like him. You didn’t tell me you’ve moved past the crush point. No secret keeping, remember?”
“It’s a hard habit to break. And you keep me filled in on all your work stuff,” I said.
“I will.” She reached across the table and patted the top of my hand. “No secrets. Now tell me how that dinner went.”
“It went pretty well. I was nervous, really nervous, and at first, I just stared at all the food, but I thought of what I had planned for dinner, and what they had on the table wasn’t all that different, so then I ate.” At the time, my mind was so focused on what I ate and eating in front of his family, that I didn’t stop to reflect upon it, but as I sat there with my mom, thinking about it made me feel pretty good.
“That is so great, so great,” she said. Her eyes took on a glossy sheen. I didn’t tell her about eating half a mochi ice cream ball because I knew it would make those tears of hers fall over. They were tears of pride, but still, a crying mother was a crying mother.
After I had eaten, I called Van for the first time. Up until that point, we either hung out or texted, so I felt a bit wary. I don’t know why. It was just a phone call.
“Hi,” I said to Van when he answered.
“Hi,” Van said.
“So, do you want to go running again this afternoon?” I asked.
“You did say you liked it while I was on my bedroom floor.”
“You heard me?” I asked.
Van laughed. “Of course.”
“I don’t know how that all works,” I said.
“I’m fully conscious and can hear everything around me. But on the running thing …”
“No?”
“I was going to ask you if you could show me some yoga or do yoga together or something. I think it might be good for me, all the relaxing and breathing and stuff,” Van said.
“Oh, yeah, sure, totally.”
“After I walk Bucky?”
“Yeah, come on over,” I said.
“Sounds good.”
 
 

 
 
We set out two yoga mats side by side in the middle of the front room. Van wore a compression workout shirt, a pair of gym shorts, and compression bike shorts under those. He was all long, lean muscle.
“I was thinking I can show you some simple poses and then we could do a yoga video together.”
“Okay, cool.”
“So, first, very simple, tree pose.” I demonstrated for him, standing on one foot with my other foot pressed against the inside of my thigh and my palms together at my chest.
Van bit the corner of his lip and raised an eyebrow at me. “I’ll try.”
“Don’t hurt yourself.”
Van lifted his foot and placed it along the inside of his thigh and brought his hands together at his heart, closing his eyes.
“Good.”
“Not good.” Van’s eyes flew open, and he stumbled to the side. Back with two feet on the floor, he put his hands on his hips and nodded. “That went great. Let’s try the next one.”
“You’ll be a yogi by the time you leave here.”
“Let’s try something with two feet on the ground,” Van said.
“Good idea.”
I took him through downward-facing dog and the warrior pose and then introduced triangle pose.
“Okay, so for this pose you’re going to want to twist at the waist. Like this,” I said. I twisted at the waist and put my hand on the floor near my foot. Then just as I twisted a bit more and raised my other hand in the air, and before I could stop it, a loud sound exploded onto the scene. My fart could’ve registered on the Richter scale. Holy crap. I froze in place and wished I could somehow disappear into thin air.
“Warn me next time. I took in a deep breath, and now I regret it,” Van said.
“I’m going to go in the other room and die now.”
“I’m messing with you. Your toot was cute,” he said to my back. I had no plans of turning around to face him. My eyes became fascinated with the eggshell color of the wall.
“That was no toot,” I said.
“The incredible sound that ripped out your ass.”
“Yes, more accurate.”
“We all fart,” Van said. He came and walked around me. I stayed frozen in triangle pose.
“Not in front of the person you like.”
“You like me?” Van asked.
“I think we covered this.”
“Okay, just wanted to make sure. Maybe you changed your mind between now and that fart.”
“Van, stop,” I said, coming out of the pose.
“That’s what you shoulda told your butt.”
“I don’t think I can ever look at you again.”
“You know you’d miss this.” Van blinked and jerked his shoulder up toward his ear.
“I would.”
“Good.” He laughed. “Even when you fart.”
“Van!”
“Just adding to the romance.”
“I think that’s enough yoga for the day.”
“This yoga stuff might be good for me. Good for my back. That’s if I can hold the poses long enough.”
“You did well. You’re already pretty flexible,” I said.
“All the different positions my body contorts itself into.” Van blinked and smiled at me.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Yes, you can, but only if I can take my shirt off and wipe off my back. The sweat, you know? Or I can go into the bathroom.”
“Whichever, Van.” Before I even finished my sentence, he started pulling his shirt over his head.
He made the right decision. But God forbid my mom walked in.
“Okay, question,” he said as he started to rub his chest with his shirt. Oh geez, he made all my girly parts tingle.
“That doesn’t bother you?” I asked.
“Not really. I’m rubbing hard enough, and it’s better than sweat.” Van jerked his shoulder and then looked at me. “That sounded perverted.”
I laughed. “But I wanted to ask about …”
“Go on.”
“Do you take medication for your Tourette or other stuff?” I looked over my shoulder at him, rolling up my yoga mat.
“Right now, I’m just on meds for my ADHD. I tried meds for Tourette but stopped. I had awful side effects. We kept switching and trying others, but yeah, no. I gained weight, became depressed, would have like these rage fits. So, then we tried behavioral therapy, where they like attempted to teach me to control my tics in a way where I replace one for the other. Like if I have a huge one coming on I’m supposed to channel it into something smaller, but with my ADHD and my SPD, that didn’t really work either. I’m too distracted half the time, and I couldn’t get it to work that great. I can suppress them, but not replace them, and they always come out later, usually in a whole ordeal.”
“Is that why you ran to the bathroom that one day after work?” I asked.
“Yeah, I tried to hold them in, so I wouldn’t tic too much in front of you, but I just had to get them out.”
“Why did you try to hold them in, in front of me?”
“I didn’t want you not to like me.” Van finished wiping his chest and started on his back.
“That’d be the stupidest reason not to like you,” I said.
Van smiled at me. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. We’re kinda the same in a lot of ways.” I took my rolled mat, placed it to the side, and started rolling Van’s.
“How’s that?” he asked.
“You’re worried about how everybody perceives you. Part of my problem too.”
“I know how most people perceive me.”
“Not all, not me. And I’m learning first impressions aren’t everything,” I said.
“Or second, or third.” He pointed his balled-up shirt at me.
“No, just first with you.”
“I’m still sorry about that.”
“I know. Van?” I stood up from the floor.
“Yeah,” he said.
“Should I warn you before I touch you?” I asked.
“No.” Van pulled his shirt back on, and we stood close.
I grabbed his right forearm and then his left one and looked up into his eyes.
“Is that okay?” I asked.
“Yeah, very okay.”
Then I wrapped my arms around him, and he wrapped his arms around me, and we drew each other close.
“Real firm, okay?” Van said.
I hugged him as tight as I could. We didn’t let go for a while. We stood in the middle of the front room, hugging each other with me smashed against his chest. Something so simple, but it made me feel so close to him. His chest moved under my head. The proximity, and his arms around me, squeezing me, it all my made heart flutter and everything in my body woke up, and I never wanted to let that boy go.
“Tabitha.”
“Yes.”
“This is the best damn hug in all of existence.”
“I would agree.”
Van jerked his shoulder, and I released the hug. Van’s eyes went huge. “I just ruined the moment.”
“No, you didn’t.” I grabbed his wrist. “I just wanted to give you some space.”
“Being in close physical proximity to me can be hazardous.”
“I’m willing to risk it.” I squeezed his wrist and smiled. “I’m going to go put on non-sweaty clothes now. I’ll be back in a minute.”
“And I’m going to go freshen up in the bathroom. That’s a term my mom uses, so you know. Not an original. ‘Why don’t you go freshen up before dinner?’”
“My mom says the same thing sometimes,” I said.
“Maybe I need a new phrase.”
“I like it just fine.”
“Should I start using other middle-aged women phrases?” Van asked.
“It’d be incredibly hot.”
Van laughed, and I laughed, and I just liked being around him.



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 

 
 
“Let’s go sit on the porch,” I said once I put on clean clothes.
“Okay,” Van said. He also wore clean clothes. He’d brought extras with him.
We went down to the front porch, and as we sat, I asked, “Can I make a video of you?” Maybe I could tell his story or do a whole compilation of people’s stories.
“What?”
“I like to make videos, and I need something to work on for my portfolio.”
“That’s cool, but none of me.” He shook his head.
“No?” I watched some pigeons hanging out in the middle of the sidewalk.
“No. You can probably already find some on the internet.”
“I think you’d look nice on camera.” I looked at his handsome face. Perfection.
“Yeah, no.” He shook his head again.
“Okay, I won’t press it. I won’t let anyone take a video of me either. Well, besides myself, but then I don’t watch them.”
“That makes no sense,” he said. He then let out a squeak.
“It’s a video diary thing.”
“Can I watch them?” Van asked, half his mouth turning up into a smile.
“Diary,” I reminded him. The pigeons on the sidewalk stopped cooing for a moment and turned in my direction. They might’ve also wanted to see my video diary.
“Oh yeah, other people aren’t supposed to read those, or in your case see them, right?”
“Yep,” I said. The pigeons continued cooing and bobbing their heads. They understood.
“Tell me about this portfolio thing.”
I explained how I wanted to apply to film school, needed a five-part portfolio, and wanted to get a good start on it.
“Wow, impressive,” Van said.
“Hardly so.”
“I have an idea.” Van sat up straight and looked at me, his eyes locking onto mine. “I’ll let you make a video of me. You can make your whole film for your portfolio since you’re interested in telling the story of our lives, or my life, people’s lives, whichever, but only if you let me make a video of you.”
“I’d be okay if people saw my other videos,” I said. People would have to see them eventually; at least, people in college admissions departments. “But with me in front of the camera, I don’t think so.”
“You said earlier; we’re alike in a lot of ways. Maybe this worry about how other people see us thing is something we can overcome together.” He reached over and squeezed my knee.
“I don’t know,” I said. I smiled at him and looked at his hand. He pulled his hand away, but his touch had a lasting effect on me. Granted, it was just my knee, but any touch from him meant so much. “I didn’t mean to make you self-conscious.”
Van put his hand back on my knee. “But with the video,” he said. “If you want, we don’t have to show anybody or even make a video of you at all. I didn’t mean to make it seem like I was pressuring you into anything. You can make a video about me regardless.”
“You don’t have to volunteer yourself for my film. Can I sleep on it?”
“Of course.” Van raised an eyebrow at me and smiled.
“No, no, no, you’re not using that face of yours to persuade me. I’ll sleep on it.”
Van crinkled up his nose and drew his head back a bit.
“Like you don’t know you’re hot.”
“I can’t deny it,” he said.
“You have confidence hidden in there.”
Van laughed. “Thanks.”
“For what?” I asked.
“Just being you.”
I pressed my lips together and blinked my eyes.
“It’s okay to cry,” Van said.
“That was just really sweet of you to say.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Thanks.” I wiped away some of the tears that escaped. “You can cry too.” The pigeons on the sidewalk cooed. They agreed with me.
“I don’t think I have a need to right now.”
“I’m talking about earlier in the week.”
“Okay, you got me. I was crying,” Van said.
“Want to see some of my other videos?” I asked.
“I’d love too.”
“I’m going to go get my laptop.”
Holding my laptop to my chest, I stopped before I stepped out of my room with it. So much had happened in such a short amount of time. Thinking about him made me all fluttery inside, and I couldn’t help but smile and feel happy. Even though it was only a tear or two, I had cried in front of him, and I was about to show him some of my videos, and I already knew I would let him make a video of me. I took in a breath and walked down to the front porch.
“Okay, try not to laugh.” I sat down next to him.
Van’s arm snapped up at the elbow with the side of his hand hitting his chest, and he squeaked a few times. “I would never.”
“How close should I sit next to you? Is it different from me standing or sitting in front of you?”
“I do prefer to be face to face, but this is nice too. Is it okay if I say at least a few inches?” Van asked.
“Of course. Anytime, let me know if I’m too close, or doing anything that bothers you, okay?”
Van nodded.
“I’m still editing this one,” I said. “This is my best friend Maritza, and she’s like an animal expert. Her main area of interest is squirrels.”
I clicked play, and Van watched the whole video without saying anything. Once the video finished, he took in a deep breath and let it out. “That was so well done.”
“It’s nothing fancy, just Maritza talking about squirrels,” I said.
“Um, I’m not sure how to describe it, but like the different angles and stuff you used. Like in that part where she talked about why you never see baby squirrels, it was so dramatic, and how you like did the shots when she started speaking squirrel.”
“Thanks, Van.”
“And just let me know when for the video.” Van stood up and gave me a wave.
“Okay.” I stood up next to him and took his wrist. “Bye.”
Van grabbed my forearm and pulled me to him. His body moved in various ways as I pressed myself into the hug.
“You sure this doesn’t bother you?” I know I kept asking him that, but I wanted to be sure.
“It’s more the anticipation, but when you have your arms around me and you’re pressed against my chest, it’s worth every uncomfortable feeling I ever have.”
Taking a job at the park might’ve been one of the best ideas I’d had that year.
 
 

 
 
Van texted me that Sunday.
 
Van: Is it okay if we don’t do anything together today?


Tabby: Yeah, that’s fine.


Van: Okay, just wanted to check.


Tabby: I’ll see you on Monday.


Van: Okay, bye.


 
Of course, the always self-conscious part of me worried that I had done something wrong. Maybe I shouldn’t have hugged him, or maybe I touched him too much. What if I scared him off? I went and found my worry stone and rubbed it and kept at it, but the questions were still there, so I pressed the rock to my forehead and told myself that Van and I didn’t need to be together every single day. We had separate lives and didn’t have to give them up just because we were together. So, to keep my brain busy, I tried to write my creative resume.
 
MARITZA AND HER SQUIRRELS:
Chicago, IL
A short documentary featuring Maritza Diaz talking about squirrels.
Contribution: Director, cinematographer, and editor.
CITY STORY:
Chicago, IL
A short piece exploring the many sights of The Loop.
Writer, director, cinematographer, editor.
SQUIRRELS: A DAY IN THE LIFE (slotted for pre-production)
A film that follows two taxidermy squirrels on their everyday life adventures.
 
I needed some people in my work.





Chapter Twenty-Six 
 

 
 
I couldn’t wait to see Tabitha at work on Monday morning because I wanted to soak up as much of her as I could. While she said she liked me, and I liked her to the moon and way beyond that (like seriously unbelievably way beyond) and back, I was worried she’d realize she’d had a momentary lapse in judgment and never speak to me again, or hold my wrist, or hug me, or want to be near me.
After I clocked in and saw Tabitha and soaked up her presence, my Fluffle and Tarantula had to get ready for what was called station day. Our squads were to go from station to station and do each activity there. The thought of it made me pretty nervous. I wasn’t too certain if I could keep it all straight. We each had a sheet that laid it out for us, but it overwhelmed me a bit, and then besides all those directions and the rotations of stations, each activity had its own instructions. I needed a junior counselor with me for the day. While I’m sure I could’ve gone about it with just my campers and me, I didn’t want to mess anything up, so I needed to find Belinda.
“Follow me, you guys,” I said to the Fluffle. We marched across the playground with the sky super blue and cloudless above us, and into the fieldhouse and down the back hall to Belinda’s office.
“Shh,” I said to the kids as I knocked on Belinda’s doorframe. She held up a finger at me and said something into her phone. I popped back out. While the kids and I waited, we played statues in the hall, a game that kept the kids still and quiet.
I walked back and forth in front of my row of statues.
“Yes, this one is nice.” I kept my voice at a low level. “The texture of the hair is quite divine,” I said as Carlos tried not to smile. “To think somebody carved this out of stone, amazing.”
I walked over to Lucy next. “Ah, yes, the ugly adopted tarantula. Been dying to see this one on exhibit.”
“Van,” Belinda said from behind.
I jumped a bit and turned around. “Oh, um, hey, yeah, hi.”
“Did you need something? Or is this just where the art show is?”
“Oh yeah, no, just keeping them quiet. You were on the phone and all. I wanted to ask if Chloe could, like work with me today?”
“Sure, of course. She generally goes where she is needed,” Belinda said.
“Okay, thanks.”
“I’ll make sure she comes over to your squad and helps out.”
“Okay, can I say more?” I asked.
“Van, you don’t have to ask my permission to speak. But do you want me to get someone to watch your squad while we talk?”
“What I wanted to say can be said in front of them. I just wanted to let you know … I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I don’t know. It feels like I’m keeping a secret. You know?” I bounced on my toes. The toe bouncing tic had decided to stay around.
“What is it, Van?”
“You see, I have ADHD and, yeah, well.”
“Sometimes you need extra help?”
I bit my lip and nodded.
“I totally understand. Thank you for trusting in me enough to tell me. Very mature of you.”
I nodded again. “I might also have some sensory issues.”
“Thanks for letting me know, Van. Whatever accommodations you need, just tell me.”
“Can we get rid of all the grass?”
Belinda laughed.
“I should probably get these kids back out there,” I said.
“Good idea, and I’ll tell Chloe to help you out today.”
“Thanks.”
“What’s ABAB?” Russell asked as we walked back out to the playground.
“ADHD, sometimes, I have problems paying attention and focusing on things, staying still, doing what I’m supposed to do. Sometimes, I forget things.”
“Like your underwear?” Carlos asked. These kids.
“I have never forgotten my underwear, but on occasion, I look down and realize I forgot my pants.”
“Oh my gosh!” Lucy went into a fit of giggles.
“You should see other people’s reactions as I’m walking down the street.”
I had all my kids laughing, and a bit later Chloe came to help as we started our first station, making play dough.
“What do you need me to do, boss?” Chloe walked over to the table where my campers and I sat.
I let Chloe and the kids do most of the dough prepping. We made all sorts of interesting shapes. I still needed to teach a lesson about how to make proper trees. As we switched stations, my Fluffle and I passed by Tomasz and his squad.
“Hey, Van,” Tomasz said, signaling his squad to stop.
“What’s up?” I asked.
Tomasz took a couple of steps toward me and leaned over my shoulder a bit. “I hear you like girls with junk in their trunk.”
His proximity made my skin crawl, and I held in the tics that wanted to bubble out. “What?”
Tomasz replied with a wink and walked away with his squad following behind him. I stood there with my kids in between stations still processing what he said.
“Mr. Van,” Carlos yelled.
“Oh, right, onto the next station,” I said. Was Tomasz just a major jackass or did he know something? What he said seemed too specific just to be some offhanded remark. None of it sat well with me, and I didn’t even get to say anything back to him.



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 

 
 
The next day after work, we lay side by side on Van’s bed, looking at the paper plate fish that hung from his ceiling. A beautiful sea all made by Van. It would’ve been a great shot. Perhaps I needed to start including different perspectives in my work.
“You know Tomasz from work?” Van asked.
“Yeah.” I took my eyes off the fish and turned toward Van.
“I don’t like him. He’s a real jerk.”
“He is.” I didn’t think it was pertinent for him to know how I knew, considering all the mean things he said were about Van.
“He said something to me yesterday.”
“I’ve learned that you have to ignore most of what he says.”
“It just made me so mad,” Van said, then squeaking.
“What’d he say?” I asked.
“Nothing, it just upset me.”
“Don’t be sad.” I scratched my shoulder. I had one spot that somehow got burnt despite my constant sunscreen application, and it had started to peel.
“I’m not. I’m with you. There’s no way I can be sad.” Van was the sweetest boy ever.
“Okay, just say no if you want, but you just made me think. I don’t know, can you cuddle?” I asked.
“I don’t think I’m going to be a good boyfriend for you.” Van looked at me with his beautiful brown eyes and frowned.
“Don’t say that, Van.”
“But, I don’t know, we can try, but like, cuddling, it never goes well. Hey, wait, I have an idea. My sister does this thing where she lies on my back, and it relaxes me. All that pressure from her weight. She crosses her arms and puts her head on top, so nothing brushes me or anything. This is just sounding so weird.”
“You want me to try?” I asked.
“I think so.” Van nodded.
“Lie down then. Well, you already are.” I almost couldn’t believe the words that came out of my mouth. My brain sent up red flags and screamed bad idea at me.
“Want to lay on my chest? Like a full body on top of me sorta thing like that?”
While I wanted to be close to Van, my brain had yet to shut up. I tried my best to ignore it. I knew I was a healthy weight, and I no longer saw a fat girl in the mirror, but it felt like dangerous waters.
“It’s okay. You don’t have to.” Van sat up.
“This is a total it’s not you it’s me situation.”
“We can try another time.”
I wanted to lay on him oh so badly. I had to work through my self-consciousness one uncomfortable situation at a time.
I looked up at his fish, took in a breath, and counted to four. “I will lay on top of you, Van.”
“Sure?” Van craned his neck back.
“Yes.”
He jumped to his feet. “Can I lay on the floor?”
“Of course.”
Van lay down on the floor and looked up at me. “I can just try other things. We can nuzzle or snuzzle or whatever. I’ll get through it.”
I shook my head and got on the floor, putting a hand next to either of his ears, and threw my knee over his hip as so many intimate thoughts entered my head.
Van’s shoulders jerked, and his body wiggled, and he squeezed his eyes shut.
“Is this too much already?”
“It’s just the anticipation. Go on.” I anticipated it too but in different ways. All that body contact with him, I already knew it’d be great, but thinking of all my weight on him was hard to shake.
With my heart pounding hard, I lay down on top of him and crossed my arms and put my head on top of them. “All right?” I asked. At first, I didn’t move and stayed rigid, but he gave no signals about my weight being too immense for him, so I tried relaxing a bit. My thoughts began to calm down some, so I decided to let myself fully relax, allowing my body to settle on his like it was meant to be. It was just perfectly comfortable.
Van nodded. “Very much all right. Can you do me a favor?”
“Yes.”
“Wrap your hair up.”
“Like in a bun?” I asked.
“Yeah, then you can put your head down on my chest,” Van said. I was all for that.
“I’m just going to sit up, okay?”
 

 

 
She sat up, straddled me, took her ponytail and twirled it up, and tucked the end under or up or in or something, and she looked so hot. “There,” she said with a smile. She lay back down on me, her head on my chest, and her arms hooked over mine, pressing down. She knew how to do it all the right way, and Jesus, having her lie on me like that, felt like heaven. I tried to hold back how good it made me feel but totally failed.
“Tabitha.”
“Yes.”
“I apologize if you feel that.”
“Don’t worry. I’m feeling the same way too.”
“This is pretty awesome. I could stay like this forever, and not just because I have a boner.” Sometimes, I said the most romantic things. “It’s just nice being so close to you.”
“You too.”
“Do girls get mad when their boy …” I started saying. “Wait. Am I your—?”
“Boyfriend?”
“That’s it.”
“Do you want to be?” she asked.
“I have since I met you.”
Tabitha lifted her head off my chest and smiled at me. “You make me happy. You know that?”
“I do?”
“Yes. Now, do we make some declaration out loud that we’re boyfriend and girlfriend?” She lay her head back down on my chest.
“I think we’re supposed to release it in the weekly newsletter at work.”
“Maybe take out a radio ad?” she asked. When she spoke, I could feel the vibrations against me and felt her breathing and her breasts pressing into my chest, and I wanted to kiss her so badly and touch her everywhere, but fear held me back.
“Oh, or we could hire one of those airplane skywriters,” I said.
“Let’s go with that one. But before we decided to hire a skywriter, you were going to ask me something.”
“Oh, um, yeah. What’d I say?” I asked.
“Something about do girls get mad when boys, and then, the boyfriend thing.”
“Oh, yeah. I was going to ask if girls get mad when their boyfriends ask about previous boyfriends or experiences.”
“I don’t know. I’ve only had one boyfriend, and that was sophomore year.”
“Did you guys do anything?” I asked.
She took in a breath and let it out. “We didn’t have sex.”
“Okay. It’s just—I have no experience with any of this.”
“That’s okay, Van. And ask me anything you want.”
“Did you guys do other things?”
She nodded her head against me. “You know, kissing, touching. He touched my boobs. That was the gist of it.”
“Okay. I know things are different with me.”
“Van, when I’m with you, it does so much more to me than Ryan, my sophomore year boyfriend, ever did. You wake me up inside.”
“I guess that’s a good thing then.”
“It’s a very good thing, Van.”
We just lay there, but it was one of the best afternoons I’ve ever had.



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 

 
 
A couple of days later, after work, Van asked, “Are you willing to do an experiment with me?” We stood outside the fieldhouse as some of the last stragglers’ parents picked them up.
“Hey, you two,” Tomasz said. He walked over and stood next to me. I hadn’t talked to him much since that one day at the pool. The occasional camp counselor exchange, but no conversations.
“Hi,” I said.
Van glared at him.
Tomasz smiled at us and said, “Nice.” Then he walked away.
“That was odd,” I said.
Van squeaked and twitched his nose.
“And what about that experiment?” I asked.
“It involves grass.”
“You have me curious.”
Van explained his plan as we walked home.
“Okay, so when you came over last week, and tic-apalooza happened, it all started because of grass.”
“Did it?”
“Yeah, my campers did a pile on Van thing and the grass, God, it was awful. So, I thought maybe I could expose myself to it more. Like, lie down in it. But I think I need you there for support. Does that sound okay?” Van asked.
“Totally.”
“Okay, so yeah. I’m gonna do it then.”
“I might try something too.” I stopped at the corner where I turned to get to my place.
“Whatcha gonna do?” Van asked, twitching his nose.
“I bought this dress at the beginning of summer. It’s pretty short. I’d probably never wear it by itself, but I thought with a pair of shorts maybe.”
“Sounds like a nice outfit, I think,” Van said.
“Not my normal shorts, like actual short ones.” I demonstrated the length with the side of my hand against my thigh.
“Really?”
“Yeah, you’re kinda inspiring me,” I said.
“Oh, please don’t go the inspirational route.” Van pulled his head back and shook it a tad.
“What’d you mean?” I asked.
“The whole, using disabled people as an inspirational symbol.”
“It’s nothing like that, Van. You’re working toward a goal. That’s all.”
“Okay,” he said.
“I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Van nodded and went through a small series of tics and then looked off at something over my shoulder.
“Hey, Van,” I said. He’d stared over my shoulder for like a minute without saying anything.
“Hmm, what?” he asked.
“I was worried you were upset.”
“Why? What?”
“You kinda disappeared there for a moment,” I said.
“Yeah, I do that sometimes. I start thinking about something and poof, there I go. Half the time I don’t even remember what I was thinking about.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Van laughed. “Inconvenient in the middle of a conversation.”
“But seriously, I didn’t mean what I said like that.”
“I know. We both have stuff we want to work toward.” Van took my wrist and pulled me close to him. He didn’t say anything, just looked at me and smiled, and my heart’s pace picked up some as it liked to do around him.
“I’m just gonna run home for a minute, and I’ll meet up with you at your house,” I said.
 
 

 
 
When I got home, I ran to my room and grabbed the shorts and sundress I bought before I even started working at the park. Originally, my goal was to wear one or both in public, but I hadn’t mustered the courage until then. At first, I thought of changing into the outfit before I left my house but decided to wait until I got there.
Once back at Van’s house, Jemmie let me in.
“Hi, Tabitha,” she said with a smile.
“Hi, Jemmie.”
“Come in.” She ushered me inside with a twirl of her hand. “But you can call me Jem. That’s my actual name.”
“I like that.”
“Me too!”
“Hey.” Van came in from the kitchen.
“Okay, real quick, I gotta say, you two are adorable together.” Jemmie clasped her hands together in front of her heart, all with a large smile on her face.
“Jemmie,” Van said. He motioned over his shoulder with his head.
“Fine. But see, Tabitha, with the name thing.”
I laughed. “Yeah.”
“What name thing?” Van asked as Jemmie left the front room.
“So.” I leaned back on my heels. “You want to do this thing?”
“Yeah. I thought you said you were going to change.”
I pointed to my backpack.
“Ah, okay,” Van said. “This way.” He led me over to the bathroom, only a few feet from us. “Take your time, okay?”
I nodded and entered the Sato’s bathroom. After I glanced all around and figured out that the taupe, shell-shaped soap and taupe shower curtain didn’t intend to spy on me, I slipped off my every day long shorts and my T-shirt and put on my shorter shorts and the sundress that just looked like a tunic top. I looked down and saw my pasty thighs. Maybe I did need to wear shorter shorts more often. Creeping out a tad from the bottom edge of my shorts were the fine lines of some of my scars. I closed my eyes and focused my breath. In through my nose, out through my mouth. Nothing major. If you didn’t look closely, you could barely see them. I felt ready, or at least, I thought I did until I put my hand on the bathroom doorknob. I stood there and continued to stand there.
“Tabitha,” Van said from the other side of the door.
“Yes.”
“Are you going to come out of there?”
“I think so,” I said.
“Please.”
“Okay.” I opened the door and crept out. Van’s face lit up when he saw me. “Hey.”
I let out a long slow breath. “Outside?”
Van and I walked out to his backyard together.
“You put on a long-sleeved shirt,” I said as we stood in the grass. He wore a plaid shirt with his shorts.
“Yep. I know it’s too hot for one, but …”
“Yeah,” I said. I knew why. “So, when exactly are we lying down?”
“Whenever you’re ready.”
“I’m ready. My main thing was just sticking on these shorts.”
“So, we’re waiting for me. This is my thing after all. I bet you have a great relationship with grass,” Van said.
“Can’t complain.”
Van grimaced and blinked and kicked his leg back.
“Don’t force yourself. When you’re actually ready.”
“I am.” He shook his hands and bounced on his toes. “To being normal.”
“Van, don’t do this just to prove you’re normal. Normal isn’t real.”
“Then what about all those normal, everyday people out there in the world? What are they if they’re not normal?” Van raised an eyebrow at me.
“Just themselves.”
“There is some socially acceptable way of being out there, and people don’t see that in me.”
“A fancy way of saying normal.”
Van shrugged. “I guess.”
“That’s the problem with normal—nobody is. It’s an unattainable dream, a fantasy. And the people that claim they are, are full of it.”
“Maybe. Yeah. I have to do it for myself. That’s what my mom said a while ago.”
“And please don’t say to prove to yourself that you’re normal.”
Van looked down at the ground. “You just kinda stole the words from my mouth.”
“Do it because you want to …”
“To better cope with my tactile defensiveness?”
“Exactly.”
Van sat down in the grass, lay back, and spread out his arms and legs. I lay next to him and did the same thing. He stayed quiet, blinked his eyes a lot but otherwise, remained motionless. I looked up at the sky dotted with sporadic clouds, and my bare limbs felt so warm from the sun shining down on them.
“The clouds are super fluffy today,” I said, trying to help Van relax a bit.
Van made a sound, almost like a closed mouth scream. “Okay, I take back what I said. I take it back. I don’t want this. This is awful. Oh my God, I’m going to vomit.”
“Stand up! Stand up.” I grabbed Van’s wrist and helped him get to his feet. Van stood up straight, and his shoulders went up and down, and he twisted his upper body and opened and closed his mouth a few times. He blew out a few breaths and bent over with his hands on his knees.
“That bad, huh?”
“I shoulda just started with like one body part maybe.”
“Next time. If you decide to try again.”
Van blew out a breath, stood up, and went through a whole string of body tics. “I think I need the help of an occupational therapist.”
“I bet it’d be a bit more pleasant for you with some help.”
“Probably. How are you doing with your shorts wearing and all?” he asked. He shook his body like he tried to get rid of the sensation of grass.
“I think it’s going okay.” I looked down at my legs. Still there, nothing changed.
“Good.” Van kicked his leg back and slapped his shoulder with the side of his hand. “Um, would it be weird if I asked to like, see them? Your scars.”
“I don’t think so, about it being weird. The only people who have seen them are my mom, doctors. Maritza’s barely even seen them. Some are starting to fade, but it’s still all messed up looking.”
“I bet they look better than you think.”
“Maybe we should go over to my apartment, and then I’ll show you.”
Van’s whole body shuddered, and his chin slammed down to his chest. “I swear those tics had nothing to do with what you said. So yeah, to your place.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 

 
 
We walked to my apartment, and I felt like the whole world stared at me. But, all that was out were some squirrels and pigeons, an old guy watering his flowers, and people driving by.
“Here we are,” I said once we stood outside my building.
“Inside?”
I nodded, and Van followed me into the apartment. I stopped in the middle of the front room. My heart pounded in my chest.
“Now I feel like I’m going to vomit,” I said.
“Maybe too much for one day.”
“No, no, it’s, I don’t know. I feel it’s okay with you.”
“Same here. Being with you helps put everything in me at ease.”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” Van said with a nod.
“Okay, this is a kinda private thing, so maybe we should go in my bedroom. Bedrooms are for private things.”
“Sure.”
“My room is over here,” I led Van to my room, walked in, and stepped aside to let Van in.
“I like your room.” Van glanced around. I too looked around my room, but only to make sure I didn’t have any dirty underwear lying on the carpet.
“It’s really just a mashup of things I’ve found in thrift stores.”
“A mashup of you.”
“I like that.” I stuck my hands in my back pockets. “This is odd.”
“No, it’s not. But like you told me, don’t force yourself if you don’t want to.”
“I want to show you, Van. I’m standing right here, best lighting.” I walked the few feet over to the square the sun shining through my window left on the floor. Van came over to me, and I lifted my dress, exposing my abs right above my shorts.
Van cocked his head to the side and looked down at my stomach. He stepped in closer and knelt. “You were right; it is a mess.” Van looked up at me and after a few seconds, raised his eyebrows, and slapped his hands over his mouth.
“It’s okay, Van.”
“My sister was right, though. People do say that to me an awful lot. I have to work on the filter thing.”
“Didn’t I tell you, though, that it was a mess?”
“But in a way, all those little lines, they’re kinda pretty. Like your room, they’re you. They tell part of your story.”
“It’s not a very good story.”
“You’re wrong. You have one of the best stories ever.” Van reached up and grabbed both sides of my hips, pressing his thumbs over some of the scars on my abs. My nerves of showing him faded, and the sensation of him pressing his thumbs on my abs felt glorious. He moved his thumbs to another spot and applied pressure over the scars. I had to close my eyes for a moment and try to stop wondering if it felt this good while he only touched my stomach, how would his touch feel elsewhere? Everything in me started to tremble, and I blew out a slow breath. Still holding my hips, Van stood up. I let go of my dress and looked up into Van’s eyes. “I want to kiss you,” he said, his voice just a whisper.
“You’ve mentioned that before.”
“Today. Now preferably.”
“That’s a good idea.”
Van blinked and scrunched up his nose. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. So …”
“I know I’m going to make this awkward, and it has nothing to do with you but thinking about hand placement is making me …” He rolled his shoulders. “Well, yeah, see.”
“One step at a time.”
“Okay. I have this thing with my hair, and I know there’s a lot of hands in hair when some people kiss.”
“Okay,” I said.
“But once your lips are on mine, it should be okay. I used to have to kiss strawberries when I was little.”
“Why?”
“I had this whole thing with food and textures and my mouth, but my lips are good now,” Van said.
“They are.” He had the best lips around.
“I want your memory of kissing me to be wonderful and not me freezing up and pushing you away and making it something totally traumatizing.”
“You’re not going to traumatize me, Van. Let me know exactly how it needs to be done so you’ll be comfortable. It can be just lips. I don’t even have to put my hands on you.”
He gave me a small nod and blinked and jutted out his chin a few times. “Once your lips are on mine, you might find me so irresistible, you’re not going to be able to keep your hands off of me.”
“It’s a possibility so, tell me what to do.”
“Just firm pressure, as you know. And if you can, mostly with your palms, but you already know that. You can grab me, press your palms or the heel of your hand against me, just please no gentle touches or fingertips or brushing.”
I nodded. I hadn’t even kissed him yet, and I found myself breathing deeply. The memory of him touching my stomach still played out in my brain, and then he pressed his thumb on the side of my bottom lip, pushing it to the side as if testing it out. I let out a shaky exhale. He twitched his nose and placed his hand on my cheek, and we looked into each other’s eyes. He closed his eyes for a second, opened them, and ever so slowly, started to lean in. He cupped my face with his hand as I leaned in to meet him. Our lips pressed together, and everything inside me came alive. I put my palm on his chest and pushed against him and put the other around the back of his neck and pulled him in closer. I wanted more Van, so much more.
He moved his hand from my face to the back of my neck, and Van was there kissing me, and it was everything I hoped for. I gasped as his tongue explored my mouth. His lips were so warm on mine, and he tasted like almonds and tea. Our kiss deepened as our chests pressed firmly against each other, my boobs tingled, and a current ran through my body.
He pulled his lips away and pushed his forehead to mine. Our breathing synched up as we reveled in our first kiss. Definitely not traumatizing.



Chapter Thirty 
 

 
 
If I had been hit by a bus then and there, I probably would’ve been okay with it. Holy shit, that was awesome. I couldn’t believe my life. Things were turning out okay for me, so I probably wouldn’t have wanted to get hit by a bus, but damn I felt happy.
Also, work the next day went well. We put on a play, made crafts, and ate apple slices. After we clocked out, I took Tabitha’s wrist, and I walked her home where I once again kissed her. A much quicker one because I had to get home to walk Bucky and run before I went to my appointment with Dr. Morton. Even though everything was going great, my mom still insisted that I should see my therapist.
Saturday morning, Matt swung by my house. Mainly because he knew Tru wouldn’t be home that day. She was going to some college-related thing.
“So, what’d your therapist say last night?” Matt asked as he walked in the door.
“It’s like private,” I said, heading to my room.
“You know you’re going to eventually tell me.” Matt took off his backpack and held it in his hand. His portable nerd lair as he called it.
“Yeah, I guess. He wants me to work on not thinking all the thoughts about my suckage level because it seems to be a trigger for my anxiety. Be proud of who I am.”
“Didn’t I say something like that? Sounds familiar.”
“You gave me the, you’re a great guy just being you speech. And Dr. Morton gave me the just
be the best you that you can be speech. So yeah, pretty much the same thing.”
“And fuck everybody who says anything about it.” Matt threw his bag on my bed and pulled off his gym shoes with his toes, kicking them across my room. He sat back on my bed and made himself comfortable.
“Yeah, pretty much. I have plenty to offer and contribute to the world as I am. I think that sums up my session.”
“Do you have to go back?”
“In two weeks.”
“I want to say that stinks, but I’m thinking good old Morton knows what he’s talking about.”
“Probably.” I sat down on my floor, wrapped my arms around my knees, and rocked back and forth.
“So, for this app, I’ll start by giving you a list of animals I want. Lots of fish. You’re good at those. And the backgrounds we can do in a graphics program,” Matt said.
“Sounds good.”
“More enthusiasm.”
“Wow. That sounds fantastic.”
“Now you’re just being a jackass. And dude, your phone’s vibrating.”
I got up and grabbed my phone from my nightstand. “Text from Tabitha. She wants to know if I want to meet her and her friend at the zoo.”
“Go, dude.”
“You can come,” I said.
“I don’t want to be a third wheel.”
“Were you listening to me?”
“Now you know what it’s like hanging out with yourself.”
“You’re an ass.”
“I know, but you said something about a friend,” Matt said.
“I wouldn’t want her to meet you anyway.”
“C’mon, Van. I’ll drive. How’s that?”
I took a second to think about it, put my phone down, and then picked it back up.
“That’s kinda a long bus trip.” And I knew what he implied. It’s a long way of getting stared at. I guess the jackass would come with me.
“Fine.”
“Is her friend hot?” he asked.
“I haven’t the slightest idea, but I think she has a boyfriend.”
“Oh dude, I don’t want to go then.”
“I honestly don’t know,” I said.
“You dick.”
“She says they’re like working on a project.”
“Okay, whatever.”
 
 

 
 
“You better not barf in my car, Van.”
“This is awful.”
“It’s called traffic.”
“Too much stop and go,” I said. Matt drove down Clark, and the traffic was terrible. When on a bus, stop and go traffic didn’t have as much of an effect on me, but in a small car with the hot sun beaming in through the window, making me sweat even though the air blasted on high, I didn’t fare as well.
“It is called stop and go traffic.”
“Can you turn up the air or something?”
“If it helps you from not barfing, yes. But it’s almost as high as it goes.”
“We should’ve walked.” I pushed my head back into the seat and closed my eyes. It didn’t help.
“We’re getting there.”
“I just want out of the car.”
“So close, okay?”
I nodded and reminded myself that Tabitha invited me, and there was no way I wouldn’t show up. But once we got to the zoo, it didn’t get better for me.
After Matt parked and we walked toward the entrance, Matt’s eyes got wide, “Van?”
The zoo smells assaulted my nose as the wind whipped across my face. I pressed my lips together trying to hold back what attempted to grumble up, but that didn’t work out so great. I lost to the horrid, stank smell of animals.
“Garbage can,” Matt said. He pointed over to where I should deposit my vomit.
I ran across the sidewalk, a stroller almost hit me, and I might’ve stepped on some guy’s toes, but I reached that can, held onto the sides, and hurled. I shouldn’t have picked a garbage can to vomit in, especially on a hot summer day. More vomit made its way up as other smells invaded my breathing space. When I finished, I stepped away from the can and put my hands on my knees, trying to take gulps of fresh air, but none was available. It smelled of rotting cow carcasses all around me.
“Hey, Van, here,” Matt said. He handed me a napkin and a water bottle. “Wipe your mouth off and rinse out your mouth. Then pull your shirt over your nose. You can do this.”
I nodded and glanced up at Matt.
“C’mon. Breathe and do this,” he said.
I stopped holding my breath and did as Matt instructed. People walked all around us like they lived for the stench of zoo animals.
“It’ll just take a bit for you to get used to the smell,” Matt said.
I walked next to him with my T-shirt pulled over my nose. “There they are.”
“Oh, dude, that’s her friend. Jackpot.”
“You think she’s saying the same thing about you?”
“Way to rip a hole in my self-esteem, Van. Jesus, I’m not some sex God looking motherfucker like you, but I could be pleasing to some girls’ eyes.”
“Not if she hears you saying crap like jackpot. And I’m not that good looking, but next to you …”
“Jesus, Van.”
“I’m messing with you. You look like you belong in a boy band. Your face should be plastered all over tweens’ walls.”
“Okay, I’ll take it.”
“Hey, guys,” Tabitha said. She and her friend got up off the bench they sat on and walked over to us. “This is my best friend, Maritza.”
“And I guess this my best friend, Matt. Whom you met already. Well, Tabitha did.”
“Wait, you just guess?” Matt said. “I’m your only friend.”
“Well, okay by default.”
“He is being a jackass today,” Matt said.
I shrugged and smiled. It was one of those days I couldn’t deny it.
 

 

 
“Something stink?” I pointed to Van’s T-shirt over his nose.
Van nodded his head toward Matt.
“I’m going to murder you, Van,” Matt said.
“Okay, he actually showered today. I’m trying to get used to the zoo smell.” Van jerked his right shoulder up and squeaked. A couple in matching yellow T-shirts stared at Van as they walked by.
“It does stink,” Maritza said.
“Should we look at some animals? Or get fries? They have good fries here.” Matt had a big smile on his face. I think he really wanted those fries.
“We’re going to work a bit on something first, or we can work and look at animals together,” I said.
“She wants to get some footage of these guys,” Maritza said. She opened her bag and pulled out her squirrels. Since I wrote the title of Squirrels: A Day in the Life down on paper, I figured I’d roll with it. Even if I didn’t use the piece for my portfolio, it’d be fun to make, and making something was better than just sitting around waiting for an idea to come along and bonk me in the head.
Van’s brow furrowed, but Matt’s eyes went wide. “You’re my dream woman. You carry dead squirrels in your bag.”
Maritza laughed. “This is Casimir and Pulaski.”
“No shit,” Matt said. He studied the squirrels as he petted one of them on its little, dead head.
“Yeah.”
“Casimir Pulaski Day is by far my most favorite holiday,” Matt said.
I had no intention of setting Maritza up, but it might’ve been a match made in heaven.
“Maritza and I thought we’d get some footage of the squirrels’ out and about, city squirrels. I wanted to try to get some different camera angles and shots going on.”
“That sounds great,” Van said through his shirt.
“App idea,” Matt pointed a finger in the air.
“Hey, you can’t steal our idea,” Maritza said.
“No, no, I can help you make an app for your film. Like a squirrel’s guide to the city or something.”
“I don’t know if I’m going to use the video for anything. I just wanted to work on something for now.”
“And you can pick which squirrel you want as your tour guide,” Maritza said.
“Yeah, yeah, and you touch certain parts of the city scene, and info can pop up, or like info in a squirrel voice,” Matt said. He put his hand on Maritza’s shoulder, and they both stared off into the distance like they could see the app before their eyes.
“I think we lost them,” Van said. He pulled down his shirt and gave me a closed mouth smile, not his usual toothy one.
I took Van’s wrist, and he grabbed mine, so we stood face to face. “Hi,” he said, barely opening his mouth.
“Hi, what’s up?” I asked.
“You don’t want to kiss me today.”
“I don’t?”
“Nope,” Van said. He twitched his nose and grimaced.
“And why’s that?”
“I don’t want to tell you,” he said. He craned his neck back and twisted his upper body.
“Are you cheating on me already?” I asked.
His eyes almost bugged right out of his head. “Oh God, no.”
“I’m joking, Van.”
“Funny girl. I just barfed. And I should probably brush my teeth before I kiss you.”
“Are you sick? You all right?”
“With the combo of the car ride and the zoo smell …” Van said.
“Oh, yeah.”
“Kiss me later?”
“Definitely.”
We found some good spots to stop and pose Casimir and Pulaski where I could film them, and people’s eyes rolled in our direction. At first, I so wanted to believe that all the people that looked at us did so because we ran around with dead stuffed squirrels, but few eyes landed on the squirrels. Van might’ve been used to it, but I wanted to hug him into me and keep him there forever, away from everyone’s prying eyes. But he didn’t need my protection and coddling. He needed to be in the world, doing exactly what he did, being himself.
After we had passed a long animal enclosure, an idea came to me.
“I want to get a good pan in. I was thinking then I could film Casimir and Pulaski and incorporate them in over the background.”
“A good pan?” Van asked.
“A shot where you like pan across from one point to another. No, not a pan, a dolly shot.”
“Is that like what you did on the skateboard?” Maritza asked.
“Yeah, kinda. That was some sort of an attempt at a zoom, but same basic concept. Except I want to go horizontally across this time.”
“Don’t you need major equipment to do that?” Matt leaned back against the fence to the enclosure which might’ve contained yaks.
“For a quality one, yes, but I’m used to working with not much. I don’t even have a camcorder, but I do have my phone, which doesn’t work too bad,” I said.
“What if you sat on somebody’s shoulders and they ran the length?” Van asked.
“I think it would come out too shaky, and I already have some shaky footage from my skateboard experiment.” It did provide me with some good video with the handheld effect. Perhaps my content wasn’t the most compelling, but, at least, I was feeling better about my cinematography skills.
“I got it,” Matt said.
About ten minutes later, I stood in a large plastic stroller holding up my phone. “We might get kicked out of the zoo or break the stroller.”
“We paid for the rental, so we should be able to push what or who we want, and it’s a double stroller that can hold two kids. The weight limit has got to be pretty high,” Matt said.
Oh God, why’d he say that? I knew he probably had no knowledge of my history, but that made my brain loop start. Maritza must’ve sensed it.
“I’ll push you if you want,” Maritza said. “Okay?”
I nodded and swallowed a large gulp of worry.
“You’re all right, Tabitha. You can do this.”
“Okay, yeah. I got this.”
A large smile spread across Maritza’s face. “Here we go.”
From the quick start, I almost fell back, but regained my balance and didn’t drop my phone. The zoo went by as Maritza pushed me. I captured some animals, trees, the bright sky, various people everywhere, and a peacock that freely wandered around. Van and Matt ran along either side of the stroller just in case I decided to take a plunge. All in all, the zoo mission was a success.
When I finished filming and after Matt got his fries, we stood on the bridge in the zoo and looked at the skyline, and I had another idea.
“Hey, Matt,” I said.
“Yes?”
“Can I make a video of you?” I asked.
“Of me?”
“Yes, I’m working on a film for my portfolio, and I’m interested in exploring the stories of other people’s lives.”
“I don’t think I’d make for a very interesting film.”
“I bet you would,” Maritza said.
“Well, if she thinks so, I’m game. But Van and I have to get back home soon. Give me your number. We’ll work something out.”
“See the guy in that paddle boat?” Van pointed to the water and looked over at us. “I don’t think he has on pants.”
“We gotta get going,” Matt said.
“Would you ever think of doing that? Just be like, well, let’s take off our pants and ride a paddle boat?” Van asked.
“Dude, say goodbye to your girlfriend. Wait, after she gives me her number.”
“Why do you need her number?” Van asked, looking over his shoulder.
“I’ll tell you in the car,” he said. “You guys need a ride home?” Matt asked us.
“Sure,” I said. “That guy really has on no pants.” There below us, pedaling a blue paddle boat, sat a guy wearing a pair of tighty-whities and a Cubs jersey. “Maybe he had on pants and got hot.”
“Maybe,” Van said. “What were you guys talking about?”
“I said I’d tell you in the car. But it’s all about me, man,” Matt said, slapping Van on the back.
 
 

 
 
When Matt got to my apartment, Van climbed out of the car with me.
“That was fun,” he said.
“Even with the zoo smell?”
“I made it through. I got to call it a day, though.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow at work,” I said.
Van rolled his shoulders and smiled. “Can’t wait.”
“I’m going to hug you now.”
“You can just hug me,” Van said.
“I figured since you had a bit of a sensory overload today you’d need some warning.”
Van blinked. “That’s super awesome of you.”
“I looked up some stuff online about SPD.”
“You did?” Van asked. “That’s, um, please hug me now.”
I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed him in a good tight hug. He hugged me back, and I lay my head on his chest. His hugs were awesome, but I also knew how great his kisses were, so I couldn’t wait until the next day, so I could kiss him again.



Chapter Thirty-One 
 

 
 
After we had started work on Monday, I squeezed Tabitha’s wrist and pulled her toward me.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” Tabitha said. She had the cutest grin on her face.
“The whole kiss thing Saturday. Didn’t mean to make you wait an extra day.” I intended to do something with Tabitha on Sunday, but my body told me I needed to stay home and rest, so I listened.
“I got to be with you, Van. That’s what counts. And you have a life beside me, so not seeing you for a day is a price I have to pay for sharing you with the world.”
“Thanks. After work?”
“We kiss then?” I wanted to kiss her in the middle of the fieldhouse, but the whole work appropriateness thing.
“I was going to say do something. But that very something can be kissing.” She gave me a big smile.
“After work then.”
I let go of her and turned toward the fridge.
“Hey, Van,” Tabitha said before she headed outside.
“Yeah?”
“Why do you call me Tabitha and not Tabby like everyone else?”
“Well, because I’m not like everybody else, and that’s the real you.”
“The real me.” She sucked on the corner of her lower lip.
“Is it okay that I call you that?”
“Of course.”
“Okay, Tabitha, I have to get to my Fluffle.”
“Have fun.”
“You too.”
 
 

 
 
It was training day for the Fluffle and Tarantula. We had to prepare for whatever my imaginary tournament would throw our way. We stood on the basketball courts as I explained the first obstacle.
“See all these cones,” I said. I pointed to the two lines of orange cones I set up across the court.
“Yeah,” they all said.
“We are going to run in and out of them.”
“Why?” Lucy asked. The other day she lost a bottom tooth. At the rate she lost teeth, she’d have none left in her mouth by the end of summer.
“So, we can practice agility and endurance. Great for whatever challenge might face us,” I said.
“Can we pretend we’re running from the scene of a murder?” Russell asked.
“You can, but just don’t tell anybody about it. And once you all get to the end, turn around and come back, and when you make it back here start doing jumping jacks. Got it?”
I demonstrated once and then again when I saw some still confused faces. “Okay, get in two lines.”
They got in two formations that supposedly were lines and started. I pulled out my phone and put on the training theme song from a boxing movie. Carlos and Phoebe went first, and Carlos stopped to take a breather before he even turned around and came back, and at the end, they both jumped in place and flailed their arms and called them jumping jacks. We ran through that course several times, took a water break, and moved on to our next training task.
“This task is where we practice drawing trees. The tree drawing competition is rough, so we have to be extra ready.” I gave everyone a giant piece of sidewalk chalk, and they sat in a U around me. “The tops of our trees are to be big and fluffy like this,” I said. I drew a tree on the basketball court in front of me. It had a supersized, poufy top.
“Like this?” Lucy asked.
“Oh boy, close, but much larger on the top.” I planned to work on drawing trees until Lucy could make them no longer look like body parts.
 

 

 
Van and I went to my apartment the next day. We were looking for privacy because we had plans for furthering our touching and kissing. Van and I also wanted to make the videos of each other that we had discussed. We sat on my bedroom floor, my phone in my hand.
“Who should go first?” Van asked. He twisted his upper body and blinked.
“You know who I’m going to say, right?”
“Okay, fine. But can we do one of those things where I walk toward the camera and be like, ‘Hi, I’m Van Sato.’”
I laughed. “We can do it however you want.”
“Okay, are you going to ask me questions, or how we doing this?” Van asked.
“I’m just going to hit record and go from there.” I knew I wanted to delve into people’s life stories and such but had yet to come up with a solid plan on how to do so.
“Oh, boy,” Van said.
“Don’t worry. It’ll be fun. We’ll keep it light. Okay?”
Van nodded. “Did you hit record yet?”
“I just did.”
Van turned his shoulder in my direction and then snapped his head, so he faced toward me. “I’m Van Sato, and this is Channel Five’s action news. How was that?”
“Perfect. You might have a news career ahead of you,” I said.
“Yeah, no.”
“What do you think you’ll do if not be the awesome anchor person you’re meant to be?”
“I don’t know.” Van looked down at my floor. “I’ve been kinda thinking about that stuff lately. Even if not right away, I might be able to do something after high school.”
“Like go to college?” I asked.
“Maybe. Maybe for like art or something, but then I do like working with the kids. But then I’m working on this thing with Matt. He’s making an app, a preschool math game. He wants me to do the graphics,” Van said.
“That’s great. What do you like about working with the kids?”
“Hey, do you want to go outside?” Van stood up.
“You don’t want me to record you anymore?”
“Yeah, no, of course I do. What if I answered you while sitting on the steps and thoughtfully looking out onto the street or something?”
“That’s a good idea.”
After I had finished filming Van for a bit talking about the park, about his art, and how when he started occupational therapy again, maybe grass could be one of the first things he worked on, it was my turn.
“Oh my gosh, I’m nervous,” I said. I shook my hands at my sides and jumped from foot to foot. We stood outside my building, and the branches of a large tree shaded me, but since the sun blasted brightly in the sky, the shade from the tree didn’t affect the lighting much.
“You’ll be fine. You didn’t even realize that I already hit record.”
“You did not.”
“I did too. Even captured that loud fart of yours,” Van said.
“I didn’t fart.”
“Perhaps not, but I now have you on camera saying the word fart. I have to learn how to use some editing software. I can do a lot with this.” Van gave me an evil grin.
“Van!”
“So, let’s start out simple,” Van said. His head craned back, and the hand that held my phone slapped up to his shoulder. “I hope you’re a fantastic editor because the stuff I record is going to be all kinds of jacked up.”
“Don’t worry about it, Van. Let’s begin, I guess.”
“What’s your favorite color?” Van asked.
“Blue.”
“That why you always have your fingernails painted that?”
“Yes.”
“And why blue?” Van asked, his nose twitching.
“Because all you need is a few silver or white sprinkles with it and you have the night sky, and I find a starry night sky to be pretty.”
“That is an exceptional answer.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“And tell me about life with anorexia.”
“Way to switch the subject.” We were the only ones who stood outside, but it felt like the whole city heard him.
“God, sorry,” Van said.
“I didn’t mean to be snippy. I thought we were keeping this light.” I wound the end of my hair around my finger and chewed on it.
“No, we said the video for me was going to be light.”
“That’s not fair.” I pouted my lips and crossed my arms.
“I have your phone.”
“Fine,” I said.
“Maybe you should sit on the porch so you can get more relaxed,” Van said.
I bit my lip and looked at the ground. I’d been so forthcoming about everything with Van and in my video diary but talking about it in the open like that seemed like too much.
“Never mind.”
“Why?”
“Forget I asked.”
I sighed. “I’ll do it, Van.”
“Nope, you look way too sad. We’ll do it when the thought of talking about it on video doesn’t bring about that look. Now, what is your favorite part about working at the park?” Van asked. Maybe I couldn’t talk about it at that moment, but hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before I could.
“Well, there’s this boy there, and he’s sweet and funny and not to mention devastatingly handsome.” I twisted the tip of my gym shoe in the grass.
“Oh really?”
“You might know him, goes by the name Van.”
“I think I’ve heard of him.”
Van asked me a few more silly questions, and when we finished, we sat side by side on the porch. Van leaned in. “I’m going to kiss you now.”
“I’m all right with that.”
He leaned in and cupped my face in his hand. Our lips pressed together, and his lips on mine brought about instant tingles all the way down to my toes. His kisses never disappointed.



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 

 
 
Crap, Jemmie wasn’t home, but I wanted my note to be perfect, so I went and sought out Tru. She lay on the couch watching her vampire romance show.
“Hey, Tru.”
“What?”
“Um, can you help me out with something?” I bounced on my toes.
“What?”
“Just read something I wrote.”
“You wrote something?”
“Har, har,” I said.
“What is it?” she asked. She didn’t take her eyes off the screen, though. One of the very fit vampires had his shirt off.
“Just a letter to Tabitha.”
“Are you guys like courting or something?” Tru asked.
“Just forget it.”
“Oh no, now I want to know what this letter you wrote says.” She held out her hand and wiggled it.
“I just need to make sure it makes sense and doesn’t go off its point.”
“Okay, give it to me. You wrote a love letter.”
“It’s not a love letter necessarily. It’s just some of the things I forget to say.” I handed her the letter, and partway through reading it, Tru sat up and leaned forward with her forearms on her knees and my note in her hands.
“Jesus Christ, Van. This is fricking sweet.”
“Is that a good thing?” I asked.
“Yeah, but it needs some tightening up. Go get me my laptop.”
“Why are you helping me?” She might’ve had plans to murder me in my sleep and wanted to be nice to me before she ended my life.
“Uh, hello, because you asked me to.”
“You’re just acting like you don’t hate me,” I said.
“Goddammit, Van. I don’t hate you.”
“You don’t?”
“No, I’m dealing with shit too, you know?”
“Yeah, I do know. I know you’re worried about going off to college when dad isn’t even home yet, and I know I’ve ruined a lot of things in your life, but I just want you to know, I’m trying, okay?”
Tru blinked her eyes; pinkness cropped up along the edges of them. “Can you just get me my computer?” she asked.
“Did I upset you?”
Tru shook her head, and I went up to her room and got her laptop.
 

 

 
As I left work that Wednesday, Tomasz ran up to me like we were the best of friends. “I want you to meet my sister.” He grinned from ear to ear.
We stood in the fieldhouse near the front set of doors which kept opening and closing because everybody was leaving for the day—hot air seeped in every time somebody left.
“Why?” I asked.
“I think you guys would get along.”
“Hey, Van, be with you in a sec.” Van stood a few feet away, talking to David.
“Um, text me later? I have something this afternoon. Oh, but real quick, here.” Van held out a folded-up piece of paper. He walked over and gave it to me.
“What’s this?”
“Just something for you to read later.”
“Okay, cool, thanks.” I slipped the paper into my back pocket.
Van squeezed my wrist, smiled, and headed out the door.
“That’s sweet. You and Freakazoid.” Tomasz pointed his finger back and forth between me and the door that closed behind Van when he left.
“You know what? I don’t want to meet your sister.”
“I mentioned your name the other day, and she just about couldn’t believe it. I don’t know how I didn’t make the connection before, but you guys know each other.”
My heart clenched, and right away I knew one of the possibilities of who his sister could be. I should’ve recognized the similarities in their levels of mean. “I said I don’t want to meet her.” I ran out the front doors of the fieldhouse and ran smack dab into Maggie Gorka.
“Tabitha Dubanowski.” A grin spread across her face. She looked so much like Tomasz, down to the sandy hair and smartass grin. I should’ve known.
“I have to get home,” I said, barely loud enough for anyone to hear me.
“Just wanted to stop in and say hi. I understand you work with my brother. You probably haven’t seen him around before this summer because he’s a year younger and goes to St. Pat’s.”
I went to step around Maggie, and she clasped my forearm with her cold hand. “Stop.” I couldn’t say more because fear had started to creep in.
“Or what? You gonna knock me down with that Lard Ass of yours?” Maggie asked. Some people never change.
I yanked my arm from her and geared up to run away when Van reappeared.
“Everything okay over here?” he asked. Van blinked, and his shoulder jerked up.
I nodded, looking down at my feet. With Maggie so close, I just wanted to get out of there. I hadn’t seen her in months, but I no longer felt like we were at the park, I once again became that girl in the school hallway.
“This is the other one I told you about,” Tomasz said, folding his arms over his chest.
“A spaz for the spaz.” Maggie looked from me to Van.
“We don’t have to stand here and take this, Tabitha. Let’s go.” Van waved his hand over his shoulder.
“Aren’t you going to leave with your boyfriend?” Maggie asked as sweet as pie.
And then something awful happened to me. I let my fear win, and I froze, saying nothing.
“Not your boyfriend?”
I didn’t respond. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Words took a temporary leave, and my heart thudded hard. Van looked at me and then Maggie and Tomasz, and then took off across the park. The fiery pits of hell awaited me.
Maggie laughed and held her side. When she finished, she said, “All right, now run along and have a nice day.” She clapped the tips of her fingers together and gave me a little wave.
Maggie turned to go, but I couldn’t let that happen, not after what I just did to Van. I so wanted to run after him and tell him I was sorry, that me not saying anything had nothing to do with him. It was all about me. I had let my past dictate my present, and I couldn’t let that happen anymore. I thought forgetting about my past was the way to go, but what I needed to do was embrace and accept it for what it was, who I was. I couldn’t let that fear and pain rule my life.
“Maggie, wait,” I said. Just saying those words almost made me want to pass out, but sometimes in life, you have to deal with the uncomfortable in order to move forward.
“Oh, you’re speaking to me. I don’t believe that is allowed,” she said. Tomasz stood behind her, pretending to be preoccupied with studying the sidewalk.
“Just wanted to say something real quick.”
“Maggie, let’s just go,” Tomasz said. He wouldn’t look at me.
“No.” I wanted to say something, needed to, and I wasn’t going to let Tomasz stop me.
“I want to hear what she has to say,” Maggie said. She smiled and folded her hands together.
“All I want to say is this. You may believe that to make yourself feel better about your life, you need to bring others down. I’m sorry if you’re unhappy with yourself, but I’m happy with myself, and I’m not letting what you say and do affect me any longer. High school will probably be the highlight of your life, and maybe you want to control those around you for that reason, but it no longer has anything to do with me.” My heart had never beat so fast before, and I’m quite certain the sweat on my palms could be seen from miles away, but I had done it.
Maggie’s face remained expressionless, and Tomasz sucked on his bottom lip, but it did nothing to conceal his smile. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad person after all.
“Whatever, loser.” Maggie flicked her hand at me.
“And I’m okay with you calling me that.” Perhaps that wasn’t the total truth, but I knew I was, at least, headed in that direction.
I left the two of them standing there and ran from the park without looking back. I called and texted Van, but he didn’t answer, so I ran straight to his house. Once again, no answer. My heart hurt, tears poured from my eyes, and I just wanted to lay down and disappear forever. How could I do that to him? I had to apologize, tell him how sorry I was. Wiping away my tears with the back of my hand, I called his phone again, but of course, he didn’t answer. I left a voicemail I knew he wouldn’t return. I texted I’m sorry over and over all by the time I had reached home.



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 

 
 
I was in a state of what I told myself was shock. When I got home, I called Matt, and together we went to the toy store. I knew they sold bikes there. I bought a girl’s bike, and Matt took me back to my house. I walked Bucky and went down to the little store and told Rico it’d be a while before he saw me again. After I got back, I made myself food, grabbed my pills, and took it all into my room with me.
Several hours later, I heard a knock on my door. I didn’t answer. I planned on saving all my energy for work and nothing else. Go to work, go back home, go to my room. My new life. Jemmie opened the door and peeped her head in.
“How long have you been lying there, Van?” After I got my supplies, I climbed into bed and pulled my blanket up to my shoulders and stayed as still as possible. When I moved, the pain my heart felt radiated to other parts of my body. I couldn’t take that much pain.
I rolled my eyes in Jemmie’s direction and just blinked, a few facial tics, but no words.
“Why did you buy me a bike? I mean thanks, but why now?” She’d figure it out eventually. Since I planned on only going to work and leaving my room for nothing else, I wouldn’t be able to go to the store and buy a bike when her birthday came around.
I closed my eyes.
“I’ll come back later.”
I kept my eyes closed but didn’t sleep. Taunting thoughts circled in my brain. I told you so. You’re not fit to be anyone’s boyfriend. Why was I fooling myself? I took all my pain and forced it far, far down (or tried) because I could feel my heart seize and tightness grow across my chest. I didn’t want to have a panic attack. I so didn’t. But unfortunately, I didn’t think I had the ability to make them go away at will.
 

 

 
I hated myself for what I did to Van and was so angry at myself. I wanted to rip out my heart and throw it at the bathroom mirror, so I could feel the pain I knew I caused him. I sat down on the floor and leaned up against the tub. Then I heard a crinkling sound as I sat, the note from Van. I didn’t want to read it, but I knew I had to. I already knew it would make me feel worse.
 
Hi Tabitha,
Sometimes, I forget to tell you things, and sometimes, I feel too self-conscious to tell you, and there are some things you should just know, so I figured I’d write them down and then hope I remember to give you the note. First and foremost, you have my heart, and you can have it for as long as you want. I wish I could hold you like other couples can, run my fingers through your hair, a soft touch, light strokes on your skin, or running a fingertip all the way from the very top of beautiful you to the very bottom (I’m not sure if people actually do this, but all I know is I can’t), to whisper words near your ear. But when I do touch you, or you touch me, even in the firm way I like, it’s just as good, at least, for me, and I hope for you. You seem to understand things about me, and I just want you to know I wish I could be so much more for you. So thanks for being happy with the me that I have to give, and if I say I need time by myself or need to rest, it’s just that and has nothing to do with you. Sometimes, everything is so overwhelming, and I need to decompress. That’s all it is because if I could, I would spend every single second of my life with you. So, this is the stuff I forget to say, want to say, feel too self-conscious to say and just want you to know and say thanks for liking me back hopefully as much as I like you.
Van
 
I cried myself to sleep on the bathroom floor.



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 

 
 
He gave me a nod of recognition the next morning, but nothing else. With the day too long and hot, and Van just across the park, keeping a distance between our two squads, everything blurred together. The day ended before I even realized it had started, and Van left before I could catch him after work.
Back in my bedroom, I sat on the edge of my bed. I needed Van to talk to, to hold—just to be near him. Why was I such a fricking moron? And thinking about that moment, that one moment, made me realize I had to stay strong. I couldn’t go back, only forward. Van liked me for me. He knew about everything and still liked me. He liked my face, my body, my personality, all of me, and I needed to make it up to him. At least, try.
I called Matt.
“What in the hell happened?” he asked upon picking up.
“I’m taking you haven’t talked to Van since yesterday afternoon?” I threw myself back onto my bed.
“I took him to the store, but he didn’t say much and absolutely nothing about what went down. His sister called last night asking if I knew what happened. He’s not talking to anybody.”
“Jesus, it’s all my fault. I broke him.” I grabbed the corner of my comforter and rolled down my bed until I was wrapped up like a burrito.
“Care to explain?” Matt asked.
I explained everything to him.
“Oh, you cold heartless—”
“I know,” I said.
“I was going to say fluffy kitten, but shit. You must’ve broken my boy’s heart.”
“I have to do something. I need him to know it was all about me and not him and that he’s awesome, and anybody would be lucky to have him in their lives.” I unrolled myself and stared at my ceiling.
“Did you try telling him all that? That was pretty good,” Matt said.
“He won’t talk to me, won’t answer my calls or texts. Won’t answer the door.”
“Here’s my suggestion, but I will preface this by saying I am no love expert. Show him somehow, let him see how you feel.”
“Any recommendations?” I asked. I stood up and started pacing my room.
“None whatsoever.”
“Okay, thanks, Matt.”
“He needs to know he matters.”
“God, he does, so, so much.”
“Just let him know.”
Now how to go about doing so. I thought Matt hung up, but then I heard, “Hey, Tabitha.”
“Yeah?” I asked. I stopped pacing and looked out my window, nothing but brick wall out there.
“You still want to make a video of me?”
“Doesn’t that cross some kind of friendship code?”
“Van’s not like that,” Matt said.
“Okay, then.”
“I can help you brainstorm about Van, okay?”
“Sure.” I picked up my pacing again.
“Is your friend Maritza going to be there?”
“I’ll call her and ask, Matt.”
“He’ll come around.”
“I don’t think I deserve to be forgiven. I just want him to know what he means to me. What happened had nothing to do with him. Just me and my past problems,” I said.
“And what problems are those?” Matt asked.
“I care way too much what people think of me.” I sat down on the edge of my bed.
“You need to say fuck them all.”
“I really do.”
“Tomorrow,” Matt said.
“I’ll text you when I get off work.”
At least, with Matt letting me make a video of him, there was some potential for a piece of work in my creative resume that was about something other than squirrels, but the prospect of that still didn’t dampen the hurt in my heart. I tried to distract myself by drawing up some storyboards, even though I didn’t have a story yet. Instead of drawing Matt in the shots, a girl with a ponytail stared back at me.
That was it!
I knew whose story I needed to start with before I could tell the stories of other people. But before I could start anything for my film, I had to deal with the thoughts caused by the awful feeling plaguing my heart. The rubber band I slipped on my wrist, needed to stay just that—a rubber band, not a way to cope—so I grabbed my laptop and logged onto an online support group my therapist had told me about before I stopped seeing him.
 

 

 
I didn’t go to Dr. Morton’ office. Instead, I went to Dr. Patel’s office the next evening, the psychiatrist who prescribed meds if she felt they were needed. Then I planned to talk about my feelings and junk with Dr. Morton.
“Van,” Janet called. She sat behind the reception desk. “Dr. Patel will see you now.”
My mom squeezed my arm and forced a smile. The only words I did say aloud after I got home the day before were to her. “Just give me time.” She didn’t give me time, and I’m sure I confused her a bit because I didn’t explain any further, but then that had all gone down during a panic attack.
“Good to see you again, Van,” Dr. Patel said. She waved me over to the chair in front of her desk. I guess it was good for her to see me since my parents had to pay her, but not so much for me.
I sat down on the edge of the chair.
“Your mom tells me you had a panic attack last night. Your second one in the past several weeks.” She gave me a gentle smile and pushed up her wire-framed glasses on her nose.
I nodded, figured I could, at least, give her that much.
“It’s been almost half a year since the last one.”
Another nod.
“Change can be stressful, but we can help you through it.” Well, her and some medication.
She said a bunch more stuff that I nodded to, and it must’ve been obvious that I needed some help because without even talking, I got a refill on my prescription. I didn’t show it, but if the meds kept me from having another panic attack, I was okay with that. The night before wouldn’t have qualified as enjoyable. My mom and I swung by the pharmacy in the grocery store (I waited in the car), and I went home and took all my pills and climbed back into bed. I enjoyed my bed so much that the next day when my mom, and then Jemmie, and then Tru tried to get me to go to work, I refused.



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 

 
 
Van was not at work. That bothered me. I told Matt about it when he came over that afternoon, and it bothered him too.
“Should we go over there?” I asked Matt. He sat on the front steps of my building next to Maritza while I walked back and forth on the sidewalk.
“I think we might just have to give him time. It only happened a few days ago, so his heart is still quite raw,” Matt said.
“I can’t stand this.” I rolled the rubber band around my wrist, back and forth between my fingers.
“Come here,” Maritza said to me.
Matt looked from Maritza to me with an eyebrow raised.
I dropped my shoulders and went and sat down next to her. She took my hand and pulled my arm toward her. “Just checking.”
“I know. I haven’t snapped it. I went on an online support group last night instead.”
“That’s really good,” she said, wiggling my arm. “Have you given any thought about going to a meeting in person?”
“I need to fix what I did to Van.”
“You also need to make sure you think about yourself,” Maritza said.
“What am I going to do?”
“Question.” Matt leaned in over Maritza’s lap.
“Yes, Matt?” I asked.
“What’s with the whole rubber band and support group thing?”
I sighed. “I used to cut myself.” I looked down at the shorts I wore. They were the shorter ones I wore lying in the grass with Van.
“And?” Maritza said.
“And I was anorexic.”
“No shit,” Matt said.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Have you been eating properly?” Matt asked.
“That is a fantastic question. Have you been sticking to your menu?” Maritza asked.
“Yes, I have been eating, but nothing since, you know, because my stomach is in a quite a state right now.”
“You need to stay healthy. Just one or two bad days can lead to a slippery slope,” Maritza said. She stood up, and Matt followed.
“We’re supposed to be brainstorming ideas about Van and making a video of Matt.”
“My video can wait. This beauty isn’t going anywhere.” Matt circled his finger around his face.
I got up and followed them inside.
When Matt and Maritza left, I pulled out my tablet, set it up on my nightstand, and took a seat on my bed. I hit record.
 

 

 
“Hi, Van, I know I can say I’m sorry a million different times, and it still won’t make a difference from what I did. I don’t know what else to do. This video is in no way an excuse for my actions. That was just beyond crappy of me. I froze. It was all about me, Van. You, you’re the best. And this is the video I owe you. Here I am in front of the camera in a video for someone else to see.”
 
I didn’t want to watch it any further. I wasn’t sure what I wanted from her, but that wasn’t it. I didn’t want her to do something just for me. I wanted her to do it because she wanted to. But since she already had, I guessed the least I could do was watch it. From the date on the e-mail, she sent it to me a couple of days before. I hadn’t left my room for days, just stayed in my bed, but for some reason, I decided to check my e-mail, and there it was. An e-mail with a video attachment from Tabitha Dubanowski.
I hit play again, and my heart swelled with feelings for her. I couldn’t keep them locked up anymore, so I listened to what she had to say.
 
“I wanted to start fresh this summer, forget who I was, become a new me. But you can’t forget or hide from your past, only work toward your future. So, I’m still working on things. I think I’m almost there. I had a weak moment. Just with Maggie right in front of me, it all felt like too much. But I had some words with her, and I’m still not sure how much it’s helped me, but I’m sure when I look back, I’ll know it did. I just need to be honest with myself, and that’s what I think was holding me back with my film. Before I tell other people’s stories, I need to tell my own. I need to get it out there, stop holding it all in. I might start by releasing my video diary into the wild, upload it online, and then start on my film. There was nothing to hide from or be ashamed of. I didn’t realize the me I am is good enough. I didn’t need to be a new me or a better me. I just had to keep being me. I had to learn to accept myself, love myself, so I’m starting a new mantra. This is me. This is my body. This is my life. And it’s a pretty damn good life but would be even better with you in it.”
 
The screen faded to black.
I had to see her.
I jumped off my bed and ran out of my room, through the dining room and front room. “I’ll be back,” I screamed as I darted out the door.
“Van,” my mom said after me as I jumped down the steps.



Chapter Thirty-Six 
 

 
 
I took off in a sprint. I wanted to get to Tabitha and kiss her all over and tell her I loved her. That I was quite certain it had been love at first sight. That I was still upset with her, but also, I wanted to tell her how great it felt to be with her and how there was a hole without her. I shook my head as a breeze tossed my hair around. My hair brushed all over my face, and the feeling made my shoulders jerk and my nose scrunch up, but I didn’t plan to stop until I got to Tabitha’s. After I had run about a block, I heard a noise behind me, like the bloop of a cop car’s siren. I looked over my shoulder and there right behind me, a police vehicle came down the street. I paid no attention to it and kept running. But the cop car sped up, stopped in the middle of the street and an officer got out. He stepped onto the sidewalk in front of me. My nerves went into overdrive.
The cop looked at me and held out a hand. “Stop right there, son.”
“What?” My eyes blinked, and my mouth opened wide and slammed shut.
“Just a few questions.”
“I have to get somewhere,” I said, my right shoulder jerking up.
“Whoa, whoa, calm down there.”
“No, what? Can I just go?” I grimaced, knocking my head into my shoulder.
“What did you take, son?” He tipped his head a bit, maybe trying to look sympathetic.
“I … no … what?”
“What are you on?” he asked. He matched me in height but had several pounds on me (all in muscle mass). Outrunning him probably wasn’t an option.
“I just want to go.” I tried to suppress all the big tics that I knew were coming. I was getting too stressed. What did this guy want? I didn’t take anything. What in the hell was he talking about? Oh shit, my upper body twisted, and my hand slapped up to my shoulder. My mouth opened and closed again and again. “I’m not on …” I started to say, but my mouth opening wide again didn’t give me a chance to finish.
“Just have a seat on the ground and put your hands on your head. Simple enough. Can you do that for me?”
“Yeah,” I got out. Trying to avoid a big scene, I sat down on the sidewalk and did as the cop asked.
The cop strode over and squatted down next to me. “I’m Officer Rodriguez.”
And of course, as he introduced himself, my arm jerked out, and I slapped him in the chest. Then my head jerked in his direction, so it might’ve looked like I attempted to headbutt him. Just great. Officer Rodriguez shot up to his feet.
“You are not under arrest as of yet, but I am going to put handcuffs on you just to make sure you don’t hit me again or anything worse. Do you understand?”
“Please, no,” I squeaked out. “Tourette. I have Tourette syndrome.”
“Okay, son. This will just be until this situation is under control. Until we can verify things.”
Officer Rodriguez took my hands from the top of my head. Oh, God. Not good. Holy shit he was going to handcuff me. My shoulders started jerking, and I twisted my torso back and forth.
“I don’t want there to be a struggle.” He brought my wrists together behind my back. And then I felt a coldness rubbing the skin on my wrists, and the sensation made my entire body shudder, and then I knew what was coming next. Tic monsoon. My arms jerked, my shoulders shrugged, my legs kicked, and my face grimaced, and I went down to my side on the sidewalk. With all my ticcing, I started to roll to my front as my chin tried to slam to my chest but didn’t quite make it because my forehead met cement instead. Automatic dizziness, and then my jaw locked, and my back arched and arched more. It kept bending and bending and then finally that was where I stayed. Shit. I could hear Officer Rodriguez shouting things. He might’ve called for backup because I heard another voice or maybe he had a partner. One of them said the word seizure. Crap. They thought I had a seizure. That meant they’d more than likely call an ambulance. With my jaw locked and my eyes squeezed shut, I couldn’t tell them anything.



Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 

 
 
My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it from my nightstand. I got a text from Van’s sister, Tru. Which I found odd. Why was she texting me and not Van?
 
Tru: Last night Van almost got arrested and ended up in the ER. He’s okay and at home now. Just thought you should know.


 
What the hell?
I went straight to his house. When I got to Van’s, I rang the doorbell, chewed on my lip, and stood on the outside edges of my shoes. It took way too long for someone to answer. And of all people, Tru opened the door. She looked at me with her arms crossed and didn’t say anything.
“What happened?” I asked.
Tru continued to stare at me. After several more uncomfortable moments, she said, “He’s in his room, but I don’t know if he’ll talk to you. He’s barely talking to us, let alone you,” Tru said, voice dripping with venom.
“Can I try? I just want to see him.” And hug him, and hold him, and tell him how much he means to me.
“Go for it. But you’ll get yours from me. I could punch you in the face right now.”
“Go ahead. I deserve it.”
“I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction.” Tru strode off to the kitchen, and Jemmie came in from the hallway where Van’s room was.
“I understand.” I pointed in the direction Tru went.
“Yeah, I swear she was going to go find you and murder you once we found out what happened with the two of you,” Jemmie said.
“Not my best moment.”
“You better not fricking go in there and make him cry.”
“I’ll try not to,” I said.
Jemmie pointed her finger at me. “No, you won’t. You hurt him enough already.”
“I know.” I went to Van’s room and knocked on the door frame.
“What?”
“Can I come in?”
“I guess,” Van said. He lay on his floor with a giant piece of paper in front of him. The paper lay horizontal and was, at least, six feet wide and a couple of feet tall. All that he’d drawn on the paper was one small fish in the middle. Bucky lay next to him.
“Your sister texted me.”
“Jemmie,” Van said.
“Not Jem, Tru.”
“Oh.”
“She’s not very happy with me.” I stepped farther into his room.
“She’ll get over it.”
“I’m so sorry about everything, Van.”
“I was on my way to tell you that I love you,” he said. He lay his head on his bedroom floor.
“Oh, Van.”
“Never made it.”
Bucky got up and left as I went and sat down next to Van, noticing he had a large, purple and blue bump on his forehead with those little, butterfly bandages across it.
“Your forehead.”
“Yeah, I hit it on the sidewalk, a tic.”
“Tell me what happened.”
Van closed his eyes. “Some things get better for some people, but for me, it’s not in my cards.”
“Van, things are going to get better. They’ve already gotten better. Look at all you’ve done so far over the summer.”
“But it all came apart.”
“Want me to lay on your back?”
“Yeah.”
I lay on Van’s back and rested my head on his shoulder blade. “Tell me what happened.”
“Tabitha?”
“Yes, Van.”
“What would you have done if I showed up to your apartment and said I love you?”
“I would’ve said it back.” Tears formed in my eyes, and my heart skipped a beat.
“And now, if I say it?”
“I’d still say it right back to you.”
“Okay.” Van stayed quiet for a minute before he spoke again. “I’m still mad at you. What you did really hurt.”
“I know, and you don’t ever have to forgive me.”
“I will. I think my heart just needs some time.”
“That makes sense,” I said.
“Do you need a timeframe?” Van asked.
“I think I’ll know when. Do you want me off your back?”
“No, please stay there.”
“Okay.”
Van didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I just listened to him breathe.
“Somebody called the police, saying that there was a young man possibly under the influence, walking through the neighborhood and making a disturbance,” Van said. “I wasn’t loud. Somebody just saw me in the midst of a bunch of tics and got scared. The cops approached me; I got cuffed. They thought I was having a seizure, so the paramedics showed up. And oh my God, so many people were touching me. Didn’t help my situation at all. When people normally touch me how I don’t like I’ll tic, or it makes my innards shiver, or I want to barf, but if I’m stressed or freaking out, and then people go and start touching me, it feels like I’m poked by all these needles. So, I’m in pain, and my damn teeth gritted together so hard. I tried to scream, but no one heard me. By the time we got to the hospital, I’d switch between the tics that I held and fits of me jerking all my body parts. It was pretty bad, and they shot me with something, and I kinda entered la la land, but supposedly, it helped calm me and my muscles down a bit. Finally, my mom got there after a while, and I was still ticcing but not nearly as much. I was so tired afterward, and my head hurt. My mom went and yelled at people, and I eventually got to go home.”
“That sucks so much. How are you now?” I asked.
“Okay, I guess. In a way, the same. My head still hurts, and my body is still tired, and I’m humiliated. Supposedly, people came out of their houses and gathered around and watched. I’m never leaving the house again.”
“I’ll stay right here with you until you’re ready to breathe outside air again.”
“If I have you here with me, then I’ll never have a reason to leave,” Van said.
“I’ll have to go home eventually.”
“Try not to forget about me.”
“What about work?” I asked.
“Not going back.”
“Van, the campers will miss you. We’ll miss you.”
“Arnold Park will get by without me,” he said.
“I’m coming back every day for you.”
“I’ll probably be in this same spot.”
“I love you, Van.”
Beneath me, I felt Van take in a deep breath and let it out, and then he sniffled.
“I love you too, but I’m still not leaving my room.” Van reached up and with the side of his hand, wiped the tears that rolled down his cheek.
“I’m not saying that to get you to leave your room. It’s the truth, and I wanted to make sure you know,” I said.
Van nodded.
I lay on top of him until his mom came in and said that he needed his rest.
“I’ll be back tomorrow and the next day and every day after that.”
Van didn’t hear me; he had already fallen asleep.
 

 

 
After Tabitha had left, I slept for a while, and then my mom came into my room.
“Hi, baby.” She went and sat down on the edge of my bed while I stayed on the floor. “I know you need some time to get over what happened.”
“Is this a defining ‘I told you so’ moment?”
“Of course not. What are you talking about, Van?”
“All I wanted was for you to see that I’m not a kid anymore. I’ll be able to transition into adulthood. I’m not a failure.”
“Van, honey.”
“How many times did you say that I should quit? I was just fooling myself.”
“Van, baby, you are the furthest thing from a failure. I am so proud of you. Yes, maybe I didn’t think you were ready at first, but I just don’t like seeing you hurt. You’re my son. It’s my natural instinct to protect you. That night at dinner when Tabitha first came over, Jemmie and I weren’t just beaming because you let her touch you. It was so much more than that. You put yourself out there. You made friends. You opened up. You held a job and gave it your all to do your best. That is not being a failure. You showed me you’re growing up. You’ve matured so much, and I have no doubt you’ll be able to do whatever you want after high school.”
“You really think so?” I asked, and once again I cried.
“I know so.” My mom took my weighted blanket off my bed and got down on the floor, laying the blanket on me. She took my right arm, and starting at my wrist, sandwiched it between her palms and pressed them together as she worked her way up my arm. Once she made it to my shoulder, she went and did my other arm, and I finally stopped crying. She pressed my shoulders between her palms, and then took off my blanket and worked her way down my back.
“You’ll be okay, Van.” She covered me with my blanket again.
I nodded and felt a lot calmer, but still didn’t plan on leaving my room.



Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 

 
 
“I, we, have to do something for him,” I said. Maritza, Matt, and I sat at a picnic table outside a hot dog stand. The fact that I sat at a place with such an atrociously unhealthy menu was a pretty big deal for me. Cars swished past on the street and pigeons cooed at our feet, gobbling up other patrons’ dropped crumbs. It had been a week since Van’s cop incident. He still had not left his room.
“God, I still can’t believe that happened. It’s just crazy.” Maritza took a fry out of the cup of fries she and Matt shared. “I still can’t wrap my head around it.”
“I just want him to come out of his room. For himself, and purely selfish reasons.”
“Okay, so we’ve gone over to his house. We’ve hung out with him, even though all he does is lay on his floor and work on that giant drawing he started. We begged. We pleaded. We’ve been there for him. We’ve said all the nice things we could,” Matt said. He picked up his Italian beef and was about to take a large bite, but it stopped right in front of his mouth, and he kept talking. “He needs to want to leave his room on his own accord. So, we need to show him that it’s safe out here, and this is where he needs to be. If we put our brains together we should be able to think of something to help him see that,” Matt said.
While nodding along with what Matt said, Maritza kept glancing at my sandwich wrap, and not because she was hungry, but because she wanted to make sure I ate. I had the best friend ever.
“Nothing big or showy. No marching bands. Well, that’s about it, no marching bands,” Matt said.
I laughed. “Glad we ruled that out.” I picked a tomato off my sandwich and ate it. Some things were easier to eat in pieces.
“But I think we need to remember he’s probably traumatized by what happened and combine that with other occurrences, even if he’s forgiven certain parties, he needs to heal himself first before we force the world upon him,” Maritza said.
“Yeah, I think you’re right, but I’m still going to think of something.”
“Remember, no marching bands,” Matt said.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
 

 

 
I heard a noise that sounded like someone talking, but I continued drawing. I had done nothing else for the past week. The whole paper was full (except for a small spot or two) of my pen and ink drawings. As I penned in a squirrel, the voice got louder, and someone squatted down in front of me. Rolling my eyes up, I said, “Hi, Tabitha.”
“Hi, Van.”
“What’s up?” I asked.
“Can you do me a favor?”
“What?” I still drew.
“Come with me.”
“Nope.”
“Just real quick.”
“Nope.”
“The world needs you, Van. I need you, Van. Even if you’re still mad at me, I need you out there with me. I don’t know if I would’ve made it this far through the summer without you.”
“You would’ve done just fine, and I’m not mad anymore.”
“Maybe, but everything was just so much better with you there, and I want you back there with me, and I’m glad you’re not mad at me anymore. I’m super very glad,” Tabitha said.
“I think I stopped being mad a few days ago.” I put down my pen and sat up.
She gave me one of those super adorable smiles of hers.
“Go hold that yarn,” Tabitha said. She pointed over to a long piece of yarn on my floor.
“What for?”
“Come here.” She walked to my doorway and picked up the yarn. I went over to where she stood. When I wasn’t drawing, I had done a lot of thinking in my room about what my mom said, about what everybody had said. I needed to go out there and just be me, but I didn’t know if I was ready for that yet. What if something else happened?
Tabitha handed me the piece of blue yarn that stretched out my bedroom door and took a right into the dining room. “Follow this. Collect it as you go along.”
“Are you fishing me out of my room?” I asked. My shoulders shrugged up to my ears, and I ticced, “Yet, yet, yet. Yet, yet, yet.”
“No, that’s your decision. Just read everything that’s attached to the yarn.”
“Just looks like blue yarn to me.”
“Follow it.”
“Is there something cheesy at the end of this?” I held up the yarn.
“Depends on who you ask.”
I scanned Tabitha for any more clues. “Nice sundress.” She wore a red dress over a pair of cutoffs.
“Thanks. I’m still expecting everybody to stare at me, but it’s not so bad.”
“So, follow this yarn, huh?” I asked.
She gave me a small sweet smile. “Yep.”
I gathered the length of the yarn in my room and followed its path into the dining room where I saw a bunch of paper circles hanging from it. “What’s this?”
“Look and find out.”
I collected a bit more yarn until, in my hand, I held a rabbit made from paper plates. “Are these all paper plate animals?” I asked, looking down the line that went through the front room and to the right into the small front hall.
“Pretty much.”
“Did you make this?”
“I strung them together, but that’s it. Just look at the plates.”
I looked down at the rabbit I held and written on its stomach was Van has really hairy legs. I flipped it over and on the back in crayon Phoebe had signed her name. “Funny and true. But why?”
“Read the next one and the one after that, so on and so forth.”
“Okay.” Next was a turtle. Van makes me laugh. Signed by Lucy. Then a fish. Van said shit. I looked up at Tabitha.
“We told them to write whatever they wanted about you, but if they could, what they liked about you as a camp counselor.”
“That’s nice, but …” I sighed and looked at the fish that said shit. “I’ve been thinking and stuff, but … I don’t know.”
“How about you just keep reading your plates?”
I nodded and read the next one. Van is nice was written on the stomach of a puppy. Carlos signed the back. Van is a bunny was written on a bird, and written on a cat by Russell was Van has us play fun games. And on a hamster written in a very neat script was We miss you. Belinda signed the back. I followed the collection of animals all the way to the front door where they went out and down the stairs.
I held the pile of plates and yarn in my hands and sat on the floor right in front of the open front door.
“This is, um.” I tried not to cry. “This is really nice. I miss them too.”
“There’s still more to read, Van.” Tabitha pointed out the door. Out to the real world that kept deceiving me.
“What if something happens again? Something happens just because I’m me.”
Tabitha stepped around me and sat to my right. “No matter what, Van, things are going to happen. The good, the bad, and everything in between. And there’s nothing you can do about that besides live your life.”
“What if bad stuff keeps happening?”
“We’re right here for you, Van. We’ll help you through whatever life throws at you.”
“What if my Tourette never gets better or never goes away?”
“Still here.”
I thought about a few things and stayed quiet for a minute before I spoke again. I thought about how I managed to be pretty good at my job (only lost the clipboard a few times) and was still good at it up until the week before, and how I just let myself quit. “I think I just have to learn to not let it and everything else hold me back. You know how you said we were a lot alike?” Van opened his mouth wide and smacked it back shut several times.
“I was wrong saying that to you, saying that we both worried about how other people perceived us. You have so many things you’re dealing with. I shouldn’t have just assumed.”
“But you were right. I did. I was so worried about what my family thought of me, what people saw when they looked at me.”
“I think it’s just learning to accept yourself as you are. And as Matt said, fuck them all. I think that was my main problem all along. I wouldn’t accept myself.”
“And that’s where you’re trying to get.”
“Yep.”
“This all is just so hard, and what happened with that cop is still at the forefront of my memory. The police said they felt bad about what happened and apologized, but it still just makes me upset,” I said. My bottom lip started to tremble as I tried to blink back the wetness that built in my eyes. “And, and, and …” And then it rained. Tabitha put her arms around me as I sat there crying and holding paper plates. The plates that’d help get me through so many bad days, but through the bad days, there are always good ones. I just had to try to remember those the most and remember I had family and friends that cared about me. I cried and ticced and rocked back and forth, and Tabitha didn’t let go.
After a bit, I calmed down some. Matt and Maritza sat out on the front steps (I swear they weren’t sitting there earlier). And through my teary eyes, I saw Tru walking down the sidewalk toward the house. She glanced at the string of animals out the door as she got closer and looked at all of us when she walked up the front steps. Matt and Maritza scooted over, so she could get by. Tears still trickled out of my eyes. I sniffled and looked up at my sister. Her shoulders dropped, and she didn’t say anything at first. After a few tense seconds, she said, “Goddammit, Van,” and shoved Tabitha out of the way and sat next to me.



Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 

 
 
Tru took Van’s arm in her hands and started smooshing it between her palms. “You know pressure has a calming effect on him, right?”
“Yeah.”
“It settles down his nervous system. Some people call these hand hugs, but I think those people are idiots. Just squish him, but don’t even think of using your fingertips.”
Van raised an eyebrow at me and looked at his sister.
“Lie on his back for him too.”
“She has,” Van said.
“I’m not talking to you,” Tru said to Van. “Squish him with a bean bag chair, couch pillows, use that blanket of his, and don’t ever buy him socks with seams. Dear Lord, you’ll have one hell of a meltdown on your hands.”
“Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked.
“Because you’re his girlfriend and girlfriends should know shit like this about their boyfriends. Now do his other arm, shoulders, back, and wherever else that doesn’t feel too awkward with these two weirdos watching. And yes, I know, it sounds like I’m giving you instructions for a baby or a child. I know he’s practically a grown-up, but he’s my little brother, and goddammit, that’s it.” Tru wiped her eyes and stood up.
“That was the most emotion I have ever seen her express before,” Van said.
“In her rude, swearing way, she cares about you, Van.”
“Yeah.”
“Why didn’t you tell me more about the pressure stuff?”
Van shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought it made me seem like a kid.”
“You still technically are,” Matt said from over on the steps.
“I wanted to be totally independent, you know? Prove that I’m capable of taking care of myself. That I’m ready for life. But you know what?”
“What?” I asked.
“I think it’s okay if you get help along the way. I’ll still be independent. I’ll still move on to the next phase of my life after high school, but I might need help with some things that other people don’t, and I think that’s okay.”
“It’s very okay, Van. Want me to do your other arm?”
Van nodded, and I climbed over to his other side and took his wrist between my palms. “Like this?” I pressed my hands together with his arm sandwiched between.
“That feels nice. And that thing you said in your video, your mantra. Mind if I borrow it?”
“Not at all.”
“Thanks for all of this, and thanks for being you and being there for me. Earlier how you told me you wouldn’t have made it this far into the summer without me? Well, the same goes for you.”
“Hello, those two weirdoes still sitting here on the porch,” Matt said.
“I would’ve been sad and friendless if it wasn’t for you, Matt.”
“Damn straight.”
“And thanks, Maritza. You barely know me, but you still showed up for me.”
Maritza was a great friend to all. “I know you plenty. I even made you a paper plate animal.”
“Let me guess, a squirrel,” Van said.
“You just have to finish going through them all and see, but after she’s done squishing you.”
After Van fully calmed down, he collected all his plates—he found Maritza’s, which was a penguin—and the two of us stood alone in his front yard. Van hugged me to his chest.
“I love my paper plates.”
“That makes me happy. I like to see you happy,” I said.
“You’re the best.”
“Van?” I asked.
“What?”
“You’re also the best. The best of the best. Remember that.”
“Only if you do too,” Van said.
“I think I can do that.”
This is me. This is my body. This is my life.
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