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            Chapter 1

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      I used to wonder how other kids got a mom and I didn’t. My dads told me I was special, of course – like a gift – and in my five-year old mind, I thought they meant Santa left me under the tree for them. In reality, I was just adopted.

      Growing up with two dads was all I’d ever known. But even so, during that first week of grade school, when the pigtailed girl beside me pointed at the drawings in my All About Me book and asked, “How come your picture has two dads?” – I quickly drew another square alongside them, trying to make it look more like the teacher’s example. My dads found out. I still remember that first lecture – the gentle, empathetic, but clear message. It was a lecture about courage, and not having to pretend to be something you’re not.

      That’s what I’m thinking about, tonight, when the knock comes at my door. It sounds like a knock on the head to reconsider this idiotic plan. I don’t have a chance to answer these second thoughts before the door opens, and Hayden’s face appears.

      “Max, what are you…?” Hayden’s voice jerks to a halt. His eyes travel a downward route from the bandana tied around my head, past the red velvet vest and the too-tight black pants, and onto the abominations covering my feet.

      “Are you seriously going to the Hallowe’en party in that?” he says.

      Let me be absolutely clear about this: thigh-high black leather boots – especially on a seventeen-year-old guy – should never be a thing. But, clearly, this is an act of desperation. And in times of desperation – high school, for example – pretending to be someone else can seem like a pretty good idea. Particularly when you’re trying to impress the girl you’ve been in love with for years – and she’s not even aware of your existence.

      “What do you think?” I ask.

      His astonished look says everything. Hayden’s been my best friend since we met in middle school. And over the years at our performing arts high school, I’ve seen Hayden dressed up in some wild costumes – but he knows this is far from my standard uniform in the back row of stage band.

      “I thought it might make me look mysterious,” I say, slowly turning on the lone remaining island of hardwood floor to display the black cape that hangs down my back. I’ve dressed up as Don Juan – one of the most famous seducers of women in the history of literature. The inspiration for this get-up came from an old DVD my parents have, with Johnny Depp playing this character. Of course, in the movie he’s a bit of a nut case. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

      Hayden approaches and slowly reaches out to touch my chin, grimacing. His short, dark hair is slicked back, and he’s wearing a tie, with some sort of poufy handkerchief in his suit pocket. Quite unfairly, he looks like a model on a billboard, all angular and pensive.

      “Is that real facial hair? It looks like you ate a small rodent for dinner,” he says. I push his hand away from my unsuccessful goatee attempt, and he steps back towards the door. “Who are you supposed to be, exactly?”

      Now, this I’m ready for. I’ve already auditioned in front of the bathroom mirror about fifteen times, trying for a swoon-worthy accent. I stretch my arm forward and stamp my foot on the floor for effect before stammering through my practiced speech. “My name is Don Juan, and – um – I am the greatest lover in the world!”

      Hayden’s eyes widen like raindrops on a puddle, and he forcefully bites his lip. He manages to squeeze out one high-pitched syllable in response, “You?”

      His hand rests against the doorframe, as he struggles to hold all six feet of him upright, and he clutches at his navy pinstriped suit jacket. Hayden is not one for uncontrollable bouts of laughter, but there are actual sniggers escaping his nose right now. In fact, he’s on the verge of appearing atypically unattractive.

      “Right. Thanks for the compliment.” I sigh, knowing I’ve already failed at Sexual Swagger 101. I look him up and down, trying to figure out if he’s just dressed nicely, or if there’s a theme to this. “So what are you dressed up as? James Bond?” This would suit his demeanour perfectly: charming, composed, enigmatic.

      He puts his index finger up to request a moment of recovery and takes a deep breath. Pulling himself together, he looks at me, seemingly baffled by my question.

      “Vladimir Putin.”

      I shake my head at him. He has to be kidding. “No one is going to get that, man.”

      His fingers splay out in front of him, gesturing his disbelief. “Didn’t you see this antique Russian tie pin? I found it in a second-hand store in Gastown.” He points to the shiny gold, double-headed eagle, then shrugs his shoulders like it’s self-evident. “It’s ironic.”

      “You mean – the irony of a bigoted regime?” I reply, skeptical. The real irony is that Hayden doesn’t need to dress up to get someone to notice him – everyone notices him. Groaning inwardly at this frustrating thought, I fasten the black mask around my eyes, appreciating too late that it will obstruct my peripheral vision.

      “You realize you look like a Conquistador superhero with that on.” Hayden smirks at me. I re-adjust my cape and grab my cell phone and wallet. “And where did you get those ridiculous black boots, anyway?” he asks.

      I step over the cord to my bass guitar and make sure the amp is turned off. Pushing past him, I make my way down the stairs from my bedroom loft to the lower hallway below. When I don’t hear footsteps follow me, I look over my shoulder to see him standing in the doorway with his arms crossed, waiting for my answer.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, annoyed. “I just found them in one of Jonathan’s boxes.”

      I have no idea where they came from, or why we have them. Thigh-high boots are not something either of my dads would be caught dead wearing – I may be adopted, but we definitely have that in common – or at least we had that in common. Strike one more thing off the list.

      Hayden still stands there, disbelief sketched between his eyebrows.

      “Listen – I don’t know where they came from – I just got them out of a closet in the basement,” I say.

      I hear his grin wrap around his response as he finally follows me down the stairs. “Now that sounds about right.”

      In the kitchen, the wailing horn of Dizzy Gillespie plays, speeding through a rainfall of notes on “Manteca”. My parents are having a late evening Mexican dinner after the last knock at the door for treats faded about an hour ago.

      I try to remember where I put Peter’s car keys. They aren’t hanging on one of the labeled hooks by the door with the other sets. I must have misplaced them again. He’s going to freak if I can’t find them – this will be the third time this month. Last time, I made him late for his shift in the Emergency Room.

      “Are you driving tonight?” I ask Hayden.

      “Only if you promise to drink, and make an ass of yourself at the party.” He smiles gleefully.

      “Yeah, about that,” I admit, “I snuck a few beers from the bar fridge this week, but it didn’t go unnoticed. Had that whole ‘talk’ about just asking for them, and that they’d be reasonable.”

      Hayden shrugs his shoulders like it’s of no consequence to him. “Or we could just smoke some skunk weed with the poetry kids there tonight. No one would ever know the difference – you’d still be a verbally-impaired wallflower with a monstrous appetite.”

      “Hey!” I have to laugh, shoving Hayden’s shoulder.

      He only stands straighter, dramatically wiping the ghost of my handprint from his suit jacket, and saying in a thick accent, “Watch it there, Don Quixote. Russians don’t like to be pushed around.”

      I call out to my dads from the front door, “We’re taking off! I’ll be home around midnight!”

      I feel Hayden’s hand grip my shoulder, and he mutters, “Unless this sexy superhero costume has any effect.” I turn to roll my eyes at him.

      Peter appears in the doorway, his “concerned parent face” shifting to amusement when he takes in the sight of us. “My goodness! Aren’t you two a dashing pair?” He grins appreciatively.

      Most of the time I call my dads – Peter and Jonathan – by their first names. I suppose it became a necessity from an early age, after I called for “Dad” in distress too many times, followed by tantrums when the “wrong” one showed up in response.

      “Hayden, you are looking especially debonair. I foresee a trail of broken hearts in your wake,” Peter says.

      Hayden’s disgusted tone answers the insinuation. “It’s a high school party – with high school boys.”

      “Ah, yes. I see.” Peter exchanges a sympathizing look with Hayden that agrees with his conclusion. There’s a lot of this whenever Hayden is around: it’s like a secret language from a club, and I can’t find my membership card.

      Jonathan appears from around the corner, then. He stands a few inches shorter than Peter, but makes up for it in the breadth of his shoulders. “You’re not drinking, Hayden? Correct?” Jonathan asks. I sense a lecture coming on from the more paternalistic of my two dads – the meticulous organizer, ensuring that rules are followed, and schedules are kept.

      “I’m afraid not.” Hayden smirks. “Unless there are Stoli vodka shots. Then, of course, all bets are off!”

      Jonathan tilts his head, his lop-sided grin meeting Hayden’s comment.

      “I told you – no one is going to get this.” I shake my head at Hayden, sighing at his understated, yet sophisticated, costume.

      Jonathan’s gaze lands on me, and he grins. “Max, I hardly recognize you in that outfit. You look so out of place here – like you belong somewhere else, altogether.”

      I don’t respond. Feeling out of place is something I can relate to. It’s that sense that you get sometimes – like maybe you have a doppelganger with an entirely different life somewhere else that you just don’t know about yet? And it makes you wonder: would things be any better there?

      Peter jumps into the awkward silence, then. “All right. Well, Happy Hallowe’en! And have fun at the party, Vladimir and Don Juan.”

      Hayden turns to me with a smug look, his costume acknowledged.

      “Make good decisions tonight, boys!” Jonathan calls as we head towards the door.

      We step out into the crisp October evening air where I breathe a sigh of relief for the dodged lecture. A silver convertible Audi TTS sits at the curb, in front of our house. It’s not out of place in this Vancouver neighbourhood, but I’m still surprised to see it.

      “Oh my God! Charles is letting you drive the chick magnet tonight?” I laugh, knowing Hayden won’t appreciate my joke. Hayden’s dad and his partner, Charles, are close friends with my dads. Charles doesn’t usually let Hayden take this car out – especially not to a party.

      Hayden glares at me from across the hood. “They needed the SUV for some art installation,” he replies in a steely voice while we fold ourselves into the seats. When he turns the key, one of the most clichéd Hallowe’en songs ever blares to life. I look over at him, surprised.

      “What? You don’t like the theme music?” he says.

      “Your Glee is showing.” I tease him. “It’s just hard to believe you’re not playing something more obscure – like David Bowie’s ‘Scary Monsters’, or something.” I’m used to Hayden’s more eclectic preferences.

      He gives me a long, steady look before calmly checking the rearview mirror and pulling out onto our street. “Maybe you’d prefer a werewolf theme instead of zombies? Howlin’ Wolf, perhaps?”

      He scrolls through some songs, pausing every so often to serenade me with his stage voice. I tune him out, just letting him sing while I imagine who will be at this party – wondering if she will be there. Hayden glances down at my fingers, which are dancing across my knees. He doesn’t say anything, but I clench my fists to stop fidgeting.

      It’s a short trip from my house in Kitsilano, past the trendy shops on Fourth Avenue, to the neighbourhood of West Point Grey. Vanessa, the girl throwing the party, lives just a few streets over from our school, the Lord Stanley School of the Arts. Her house is like many in this area: a small footprint, torn-down, and then stacked-high to maximize space on this expensive real estate.

      Cars line the curbs, and the closest place to park is a block away. As we walk towards the porch, I see stray pieces of candy wrappers lying in the grass, the only visible traces of young princesses and ghosts earlier tonight. Hayden pulls open the front door, and looks over his shoulder with a grin as we enter.

      “Looks like half the school’s here,” he says.

      When we step inside, I feel the steady pulse of blaring dance music compete with the nervous tempo of my heartbeat. There are people crammed together all along the hallway that leads us into the kitchen, which looks like it’s straight out of a reality chef TV show, with its huge stainless steel appliances and white marble countertops. The second story skylights are like giant domino squares on the ceiling, numbering the stars above. I recognize a couple students, but some of the costumes make it impossible to tell who hides underneath.

      “Hayden – dude!” Carl, a tuba player from senior band, yells from behind the kitchen counter. “What are you supposed to be? A funeral director?”

      Carl is dressed up as one of The Incredibles, complete with the shiny red spandex suit and black Speedo over top. It isn’t exactly flattering on him, and I can see in Hayden’s gaze that he’s thinking the same thing.

      Feeling justified after Carl’s misread of his costume, I lean in to Hayden, to quietly say, “See? I’m not the only one.”

      “Cretins,” he says under his breath, his head turned my way before facing Carl to reply, “Some might say you were close with that interpretation, Carl. And might I add that you, yourself, are looking quite incredible tonight.”

      I laugh at his ridiculously lame joke. Carl calls out again, waving his hand back and forth, from one of us to the other, smirking while giving an exaggerated puzzled look to Patel, who is covered in purple balloons beside him. “I still don’t get it. What’s the connection between the two of you?”

      I’m just appreciating that Patel, a trombone player, is dressed as a bunch of grapes when the insinuation registers with me: I hope Carl is talking about our costumes. I mean – he can’t seriously be talking about Hayden and I – again – like we’re actually together. I’m so tired of this kind of thing. As if we can’t just be friends because Hayden is gay?

      “Nothing.” I shake my head at Carl. “There’s no connection between us.”

      Hayden holds my cape between his fingers, leaning in towards me, and says, “Isn’t Max’s costume obvious? He’s a superhero – like you, Carl – only Spanish – and sexier.”

      I tug my cape away from him, annoyed for reasons I can’t even articulate. Jesus! Sometimes, Hayden doesn’t make it any easier to dispel the rumours that have followed our friendship all through high school. “Gracias, Vladimir,” I mutter.

      I turn away from him and walk beside the glass dining room table to scan the various characters on display in the sunken living room. You can immediately tell which kids are in the Visual Arts or Drama programs at our school by their elaborate costumes. Standing near the gas fireplace, to the far left, is a centaur, which is not only frighteningly realistic, but also ridiculously awkward and enormous. By the bay window, at the opposite end of the open living room, there’s a Man with the Yellow hat from Curious George. I also spot a butterfly with an expertly painted face and intricate purple papier mâché wings, perched atop a kitchen barstool.

      While I take in all of these costumes, it strikes me that Hallowe’en brings out one of the real ironies of high school. Everyone is always trying so hard to be unique – to prove their individuality, and how different they are from others; yet they all so desperately want to be accepted as part of some group – whatever group that may be. I guess we all want to be chosen by someone.

      A group moves from the centre of the room towards the stairwell, revealing an oversized couch behind them, where I see Vanessa – the girl who lives here. She’s dressed as Dorothy with her shiny red shoes, and leans suggestively across the couch towards a cowboy. In between them is a small figure, recessed into the dark blue cushions like she’s trying to disappear into their crevice. She looks down at her knees, which are completely covered in black fabric. Vanessa and the cowboy talk over top of her, as if she weren’t even there.

      Holy crap! Serena is here.

      It’s hard to get a good look at her under all that dark material. But even from across the room, I see the glow of her golden-hued skin that glistens like the Vancouver shoreline sand in summertime. Her lips look like they must be flavoured with pink cotton candy, but I’ve imagined countless times that they taste even sweeter. And the music that comes out of that mouth? It’s like nothing you’ve ever heard before. Serena Santos is beautiful.

      I’m lost in reckless thoughts of kissing her jaw and running my fingers through her spiralling black curls when Hayden’s hand on my shoulder jars me back to our surreal surroundings.

      “A nun. Well, that’s fitting: the ultimate unobtainable woman. Perfect excuse for you,” Hayden says, impassively, before adding, “Doesn’t look like she’s having much fun here tonight.”

      My preoccupation hasn’t escaped my best friend. And since I never do anything about it, I think the whole situation just irritates him. I jerk my shoulder away from his hand, but he leans in closer anyway, and whispers softly into my ear, “You should just go up and talk to her. That’s what you’re supposed to do if you like a girl – or so I hear – especially if you’ve been obsessed with her for months.”

      I let out a frustrated groan. I’ve liked her for much longer than that. Ever since high school started, really. During her junior year, she was away with her parents somewhere in Europe, though – at least until her untimely return. I don’t know a lot about what happened. I’ve never talked to her about it – I’ve never really talked to her at all.

      Still watching her, I heave a sigh before answering Hayden’s reproach. “I just can’t do it.”

      He shrugs, and then throws his arm around my shoulders. “You just have to convince her you’re interested – without being weird. That is, if you still are interested.”

      Just then, Serena looks up and across the room towards us. Her eyes are unfocused, though, like she’s wishing she were somewhere else. For a moment, I sense her sadness. But then, her gaze seems to sharpen, and one side of her mouth curls up slightly at the edge.

      I immediately register Hayden’s arm around me, and think back to Carl’s insinuation in the kitchen. Does she assume I’m with Hayden, too? Shit! Suddenly, I imagine gay transferring like a temporary tattoo, and before my brain convinces me how ridiculous this sounds, my body twists away from Hayden. I try to duck beneath his elbow, but in my hurry, his cufflink gets caught on the tail of the bandana wrapped around my head. Hayden pulls his arm in, trying to untangle us, but it only yanks me closer – into an awkward headlock type of grasp. Oh my God! Now I’m hunched over, my face somewhere around his waist, as he works to extricate us. Is this truly happening?

      “Okay. Relax, super Spaniard,” Hayden commands much more calmly than I’m acting. I mean – my head is practically in his crotch – and this is quickly turning into a raunchy Cirque de Soleil contortionist act. Talk about mortifying!

      There’s a twist, and then a ripping sound. “Just let me get this,” he says. And finally, we are freed from what must have looked like some totally warped PDA. I feel a gentle shove at my back from Hayden.

      When I stand up, worried that Serena’s been watching the whole thing, I find that she’s looking down at her lap again. A strange mix of relief and disappointment washes over me. Vanessa, on the other hand, is glaring at Hayden and me. Vanessa’s red hair doesn’t match her ruby red shoes, but is closer in colour to the dragon fire blowing out of her eyes. I flinch, feeling scorched by her gaze. She looks at me like I have no right to be watching either of them – like I shouldn’t even be here – as though I’m not worthy. This is how Vanessa looks at certain people, though. I think it’s like a sport for her.

      I spin around to find refuge in a conversation with my friend, only to realize that he’s moved over to the bay window. Three younger girls, dressed as cheerleaders, surround him. They’re wearing cute short skirts with bared midriffs, and seem to be in a competition as to who can outperform the other’s perkiness. That must be what Vanessa is glaring at.

      I can see from here that the girls are giggling at Hayden’s witty comments and fawning over his pinstriped suit. Hayden looks entertained, rather than flattered, a hint of amusement at the edge of his eyes. The whole scene is a bit funny. The girls prance around like deer tempting the wolf to bite. These fawns aren’t even on his menu, but he’s far from rude to them. Even with girls – even without meaning to – Hayden looks like he’s a good flirt: I’m clearly not.

      But could I be? Tonight, I’m Don Juan. Tonight, I could be anyone I want to be. I try to imagine what Don Juan – this expert in the ways with women – would do.

      Abruptly, and without much forethought, I spin around in the direction of the couch. Only, now, it’s empty. Dammit! I finally work up the nerve to do this, and now my opportunity has vanished before I had the chance! It takes me a few seconds of scanning the room, but I finally spot a black outfit disappearing down the back hallway, past the stairs.

      Moving quickly, I bound through the crowd towards the corridor at a speed that is probably appropriate for a Conquistador. With my mask acting like blinders on a racehorse, I focus on Serena. But with my impaired peripheral vision, I knock into several people along the way, leaving a stream of spilt beer and a torrent of profanity in my wake. When I reach her, I try desperately to stop short of a full-on tackle – but these drag-queen boots throw my running technique on its ass, and suddenly I’m practically on top of her.

      “Oh, crap! Sorry! I didn’t mean to…” I stumble through my words as awkwardly as my hands move, which are – oh, God – groping her, in an attempt to keep her upright. Did I just touch her boob? Grasping her shoulder with one hand, I hold her opposite elbow with the other, in what is probably an unregulated UFC hold. With an alarmed and perplexed look on her face, she takes a step back, trying to put distance between us.

      I have to do something – and fast. Fumbling for an introduction, I repeat the gesture I made when Hayden first came over tonight. I thrust my arms in opposing directions and stamp my foot on the ground. “My name is Don Juan  – I am the greatest lover in the world – and I would like to share the gift of pleasure with you!”

      Jesus.

      Did I just say that? What a complete ass for brains!

      There are moments when growing up in a gay household is, perhaps, not very helpful: this is one of them. Clearly, I have no idea what to say to a girl when I’m attracted to her. Briefly, I wonder if having a mother helps you with this stuff – like, talking to girls, I mean. And well, I guess I do have a mother – somewhere. Wait. Is that gross? How would you learn about hitting on girls from your mom?

      Oh, fuck it. She is definitely going to make a run for it now. No question.

      But, slowly: it happens. Little by little, the corners of her mouth lift up – just the tiniest curl to them. Then, she actually smiles – the pink candy, slay-me-through-the-heart smile.

      “Hi. I’m Maria von Trapp.” She reaches her hand out to shake mine.

      Oh! Now, I get it. She’s a singing nun.

      I start to shake her hand, but then decide if I’m going to do this, I should take it all the way. Practically folding myself in half to bend forward, I kiss the back of her knuckles – her glowing, amber-smooth, delicate knuckles. Man! If this is what it feels like to be slain by the hands of God, I’ll take it.

      “So… are the hills alive with the sound of music?”

      She stares at me for a moment without saying anything. It’s a long enough pause that I let go of her hand and consider running for the hills – so far away I won’t have to die of the embarrassment crawling up my throat – the Swiss Alps sound about right to me.

      “You’re that friend of Hayden’s – that plays double bass.” Her head is tilted like it’s a question.

      I should have expected this – being the “friend of Hayden’s”. I mean, obviously she knows who Hayden is – they’ve been in Vocal together all through high school and have more than one class together.

      In a moment of panic, I try out the accent again. “And I would be pleased to serenade your delicate ears, if you would only grant me the pleasure of your company this frightful evening.” Maybe this is why all those Drama geeks at school act out different characters all the time. It’s sort of easier to talk to her this way, pretending to be someone else.

      “I’m Serena… by the way.”

      She thinks I don’t know her name? Her smile has faded somewhat, but at least she’s still talking to me. Maybe telling her my name would be a good idea.

      “Maxwell. I mean, Max. My name is Max.”

      A hint of a smile creeps back onto her lips. “I know.”

      She knows! Angels sing a chorus of Hallelujah in my ears.

      “But you don’t sound so sure about that,” she says.

      My less-than-smooth talking is amusing her, at least. Still, I can’t help but be surprised that she knows my name. The last time I had a class with her was Grade Nine math – and I never even talked to her then.

      “Maybe, for tonight, I should keep the Spanish thing going?”

      “Que divertido, Señor Don Juan,” she says with a flawless accent. Okay. That was undeniably sexy. I am momentarily mute. I realize I should shut my gaping jaw when she shrugs her shoulders slightly and looks down towards the wood floor. “My dad is Spanish.”

      “Oh, right. Santos,” I say, as though she doesn’t know her own name.

      I look down at her while she looks down at her foot, which kicks out rhythmically from beneath the long black habit she’s wearing. The music playing in the background is suddenly deafening, which is ironic, considering the silence bomb that has dropped between us.

      She lets out an abrupt, quiet laugh, and then seemingly catches herself, like she’s embarrassed for the outburst. When she looks up again, the smaller smile is back. “You know, your costume looks more like something Hayden would wear – not you.”

      I can’t believe she has an opinion on this. I try not to sound too eager to hear her answer. “What costume did you think I would wear?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, like, a rock star? Like Sting or Keith Richards?”

      “Keith Richards?” I ask, wondering why she chose a guitarist. Maybe she means something else. “Oh, I get it. You mean like a different Johnny Depp character – what he was supposed to be like in Pirates of the Caribbean?”

      Her eyes brighten a bit more, but her answer is tentative. “Sure. Yeah. That seems about right.”

      I’m not sure she knows what I’m talking about. But, right now, I don’t care. This is definitely the closest I’ve ever stood to Serena, which makes me feel uncomfortable in all kinds of good ways. It seems unreal that we’re having this conversation.

      “Well, for the record, I think you should have dressed up as a jazz icon like Billie Holiday or Ella Fitzgerald – instead of a singing nun who ends up taking care of a bunch of motherless children.”

      Her face falls, and with it, I watch any ground I’ve made tumble into the same abyss. It’s only then that I realize what I’ve said: her mother. My ridiculous knee-high, drag-queen boot is so far down my throat, it’s now choking me.

      Her gaze leaves mine, and becomes firmly fixed somewhere on the beige-painted wall beside us. “Um. I think I’d better go now. I was just about to leave the party, anyway. It was nice to meet you Don – I mean, Max.”

      In a split second, she turns on her heel and moves quickly away.

      “Wait! Do you need a ride?” I scramble after her to fix this. It can’t end this way. I want to keep talking to her, no matter what idiotic things I’m sputtering.

      She speaks in what is barely a mumble over her shoulder. “No, thanks. I mean, thank you. But, I can’t.”

      “You can’t?”

      “I mean, I won’t be able to…” She’s making excuses, and not any sense, so I follow her through the corridor on the way out to the kitchen area.

      “It’s no problem,” I say. “Hayden’s car is just down the street.”

      I slow down, motioning to Hayden on the other side of the room where he leans against the window. He’s talking to our band’s zombie-clad percussionist, and a blue-haired girl with multiple piercings, and so much dark eye make-up, she looks like a raccoon – I’m not entirely sure it’s a costume. I see Hayden signal to them that he’ll return before I resume sprinting after Serena. She’s already walking out the front door.

      “Serena, wait! Are you sure you don’t want a ride?”

      But her head is decisively down, and by the time I reach the porch, she’s turning off the front pathway and onto the sidewalk.

      I hear footsteps behind me, and I know that it’s Hayden.

      His shoulder leans into my back before he whispers in a sarcastic tone,  “So, did you ‘share the gift of pleasure’ with her? Is that why she’s running?”

      How could I possibly screw this up so fast? Frustration with my incoherent blathering, and anger at my own stupidity, boils out of my mouth like water spouting from a trembling kettle.

      “Fuck you, Hayden.”

      As the top of her habit moves between two parked cars, headed to the next block, I watch her disappear, ultimately turning what might have been a fantasy night into fiction.
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          Serena

        

      

    

    
      Some secrets are too hard to tell – even to yourself.

      And so it is that you can be sitting in a fancy, oversized, chrome and black leather chair, staring across a glass coffee table at a sharply dressed man on a Tuesday after school.

      I imagine that the secret sits on the table between us, gift-wrapped in shiny gold paper with a red satin bow.

      He’s waiting for me to give it to him.

      “Is there anything you want to talk about since I saw you last week?” he probes gently.

      I shift in my seat, and my eyes travel down to the alluring gold offering between us. On his side, it may look pretty, but on my side, the box is smashed in at the corners, the wrapping torn, and the satin ribbon a deep blood red that burns welts into your fingers upon contact.

      “Not really.”

      There is a quiet ping from behind him on the desk. Must be a text on his phone.

      It takes me a little while to notice he isn’t saying anything – I realize this when I finally raise my head. His small, patient smile appears.

      “Are you sleeping at night?”

      My shoulders shift upwards.

      “Kind of.”

      The dreams with the black birds haven’t gone away: the ones where they bear down on me, screeching their accusations in a deafening chorus of conviction. I wake up at least three times every night. Bolt upright. Sometimes there are tears that have soaked my pillow. But most of the time, it’s just my pulse racing as fast as the oncoming car had been – my heart feeling like it’s going to burst from my chest. Dad had stopped sprinting into the room after the first month or so, finally convinced that my cries weren’t the result of an intruder in the house. Sometimes he still calls out, “Everything okay, Serena?” The answer to that seems obvious enough.

      “You said you were having trouble focusing on your mid-term tests. Have you tried any of the techniques we talked about last time?”

      “Kind of.” I try not to outright lie. I had tried – a bit. When I thought of it. When it occurred to me to care.

      The man clears his throat softly.

      “Serena, you know how this works. I’m here if you want to talk about anything at all.”

      I do know how this works. I know that my dad gave me a huge lecture several weeks ago about my borderline grades and decided I needed to “talk” to someone. That was after the meeting with the guidance counsellor at school, who said, “We know you just need some time. We all understand. But we think you need something more than that, too.”

      How can they possibly understand?

      I know my dad is heartbroken. I know he’s sad. I know there are days where he is absolutely lost. But he still doesn’t understand. He doesn’t know. He wasn’t there.

      The man is speaking again. I look up from where I had been staring at the floor.

      “But Serena, you must realize that you have work you need to do, as well. I don’t think you’re telling me everything that happened. And until you resolve this, you’ll continue to have trouble with all of your symptoms. Now, I know you said you don’t want to be ‘drugged out’ on medications, but if you’re not progressing in therapy, if your grades and your sleep are still suffering, if your desire to sing remains affected, and if you still have all these signs of depression and anxiety, I think we need to seriously consider it. The medication will at least alleviate those symptoms. That would allow you to better re-engage in your regular activities until you are able to deal with the root cause of all of this.”

      I guess he’s decided that since I’m not talking, maybe he should.

      “No pills. I don’t need anti-depressants. I’m not depressed. I’m just… upset, that’s all. Anyone would be.”

      I don’t want anyone to know that I’m in therapy – I haven’t even told Vanessa. Imagine if she finds out that I’m on medication, too? She’d think I was a basket case.

      The man’s eyebrows are drawing closer together as he begins to speak again. It seems like he’s trying to control the sigh escaping his lips.

      “No one is questioning your response to the accident, Serena. It wasn’t your fault. Of course you are upset.”

      I swallow down the bile rising in my throat.

      He pauses for a beat, as his fingers meet in his lap, making a steeple.

      “Tell me something you did that was new and out of the ordinary this week.”

      This is an unusual detour. I’m caught off-guard by the request and also by my memory’s response. Max’s terrible impression of a Latin lover, from some movie I don’t even know, immediately comes to my mind: the dark mask he wore, and the colourful bandana tied tightly over the messy, light brown waves of his chin-length hair. I carefully dole out my reply.

      “Well…I went to a Hallowe’en party.”

      Sliding back in his chair, a satisfied smile creeps across his lips.

      “That’s good. You were out socially. Did you meet anyone new?”

      I shrug one shoulder. It dawns on me that I get a lot of shoulder exercise in here.

      “Kind of.”

      He chuckles.

      “There’s that stubborn response again. Tell me, what was the name of your new friend?”

      I remember Max, and how he’d made me smile with the absurd idea that the greatest lover in the world – that had just about knocked me off my feet – might proposition a nun. The whole scenario was pretty funny.

      “Don.” I don’t know why I say it, but it just slips out.

      The man obviously wants to know more. His head is nodding while he continues to probe. “Tell me about Don. Does he go to your school?”

      “Yeah, he does. I don’t know him that well, though.”

      It’s hard not to notice him. His towering height makes you feel as though you’ve been shrunken by a magic spell. And he has the appendages of an octopus – maybe a cute, socially awkward octopus. All I know is that he mostly hangs out with Hayden.

      “This is good, Serena.”

      “Yeah, well. Not everything was so good. He mentioned driving me in his car.”

      And then, I remember what he’d said about my costume. Did he mean to make such a cruel comment? He wasn’t exactly a smooth talker. But then again, he was right. I am motherless – just like the children in the movie. And, even worse: it was my fault.

      I do not want to talk about this.

      “Did you practice your self-talk and script of safety? Were you able to use your mindfulness techniques to breathe deeply and count?”

      The man is nodding reassuringly, as though certain I’d have followed the plan. I imagine breathing heavily and muttering to myself as I prepare to get into some boy’s car. It’s hard to envision this not drawing attention to me. I’d look crazy.

      “Kind of.”

      His eyebrows are in his hairline.

      “Okay, no, not really. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I’d be too nervous in an unfamiliar car – especially one that looks like it might go too fast.”

      Thank God I don’t have the same response to city buses, or I’d be stuck riding my bike everywhere.

      “That’s good. You’re identifying triggers. These are things you can deal with in our sessions.” He glances down at his watch and grimaces. “Unfortunately, we’ve run out of time today,” then continues with a smile, “but, Serena, I feel that you can make some changes here with a little more work. I want you to keep trying to use the techniques we’ve practiced, okay?”

      “Sure,” I readily agree.

      It’s over. And I don’t have to do it again for another week.

      The man is nice enough – but trying not to talk about the only thing he wants me to talk about is exhausting.

      My dad is waiting outside the office in his car. I reach for the door handle and pull it open. When I sit behind the front passenger seat, he looks over his shoulder at me, with a smile that holds so much concern in his eyes, it almost breaks me.

      “How did it go this time?”

      I click the seatbelt into place and try to calm my heart rate.

      “Okay,” I reply. I hold the inner door handle and sit rigid in my seat. My neck and back are aching from keeping myself clenched shut the entire session, and my upper arms have red marks from where my hands circled tightly around them.

      My dad reaches between the seats and squeezes my knee.

      “Good.” He tries on another one of his ill-fitting smiles. “It’s going to be okay, you know.” I’m not sure if he’s talking to himself or to me.

      “I know.”

      This is something we agreed on – that my dad would pick me up after my sessions – for me to practice being in the car with him. The first time I tried to sit in the front seat, I vomited. Even now, I’m on the edge of a full body sweat and feel like my neck is breaking out in hives.

      At any moment, someone could make a wrong turn or barrel through an intersection unexpectedly, and our lives would be changed forever – again. Maybe it’s absurd to think this way, but I can’t help it. What if the next driver doesn’t see my dad’s blinker when he’s turning? What if a street racer suddenly decides that he’s going to make a break for it up this avenue?

      What if, because of me, it happens all over again?

      I’ll never tell. I’ve already lost one parent – I can’t lose another.

      There’s a talk radio show playing as we drive through the rainy streets back to our house. It’s something about hospital cutbacks and unions. More talk: I’m barely listening. Sometimes I wear my iPod to drown out the sound of cars – trying to distract myself from where I am – and what I remember. I don’t know if it really helps, and I’m sure I look like I’ve been ostracized, alone in the backseat.

      I sense my dad looking back towards me every minute or so while we drive. Each time, I dig my nails into the seat and will him to keep his eyes on the road. If I start talking, he might lose focus.

      When he pulls down the laneway to the garage behind the house, and the car is finally parked, it’s like extra air fills my chest. I can feel the pools of sweat under my armpits: I’m disgusting. I fling open the car door.

      “I’ll get dinner started,” I tell him.

      “Do you have any studying to do tonight?”

      It sounds like an innocent question, but it’s not. He’s referencing the marks that came back after the first round of quizzes and tests this term. After that, we had a “plan”. Going to a specialized arts school doesn’t leave much room for slipping grades – especially when other students are waitlisted for your spot in the program.

      “I’m working on an English essay. I’ll get to it tonight after we eat.”

      I run upstairs, first, to quickly change my shirt before returning to the kitchen.

      Our kitchen used to be a place of mouth-watering spices, fried plantain and crawfish – and singing, always singing. I grew up listening to her voice carry over the onions frying on the stovetop.

      After getting the potatoes into the water, I squirt some type of brown sauce on the chicken and put it into the oven before tossing a quick salad together. My dad is in the other room, sorting through the mail and intermittently tapping on the computer. He spends most of his time in there. After our urgent return home in the spring, and a summer I can barely remember – one dreary sunny day drifting into the next – my dad threw himself into his teaching and research this fall.

      I sit on one of the rustic wooden stools at the counter and stare out the window at the rain. Suddenly a buzzer goes off, and I realize the chicken must be cooked. I’d obviously lost track of time.

      “Dinner’s ready!” I call out.

      This is another change since the meetings. There had been a lot of take-out containers that littered our recycling box back then – all of them brought home by my dad from wherever he’d stop on the way back from the university. When everything blew up with school, he decided we needed to have a family dinner each night.

      So here we are, sitting down at the table – with empty chairs surrounding us.

      “It’s delicious, Serena. Thank you for cooking tonight.”

      The potatoes are overdone to a mushy paste and the chicken is charred on one side.

      “No problem.”

      In between bites, my dad asks about the pieces we’re working on in senior choir, and I tell him.

      “Ah, one of your mother’s favourites.” He smiles sadly, and the weight of her empty chair presses upon me with such force, I can’t seem to swallow the bite of chicken in my mouth. “Perhaps you should invite Vanessa over to practice? It would be so lovely to hear your sweet voices fill this kitchen again.”

      How many nights did my mom help the two of us with our parts? I take a big gulp of water and try to clear my throat.

      “How did your lecture go today?” I ask. Thankfully, he begins to rattle on about the Spanish Inquisition, and I attempt to look interested.

      Eventually, Dad offers to clean up and do the dishes.

      “Are you all finished there?” he asks me, looking down at my plate, which is still mostly covered with food.

      “Yeah. I had a snack late this afternoon between periods. I probably just took too much – I wasn’t as hungry as I’d thought.”

      “You sure you don’t want to have a little more. You know how much we worry about you.”

      He does this sometimes – talks like she’s still here.

      “No, I’m good, Dad. I’m going to head upstairs to work on that English essay.”

      He looks so pleased. I wish I could somehow keep that expression on his face.

      “Don’t stay up too late, Chispa. You have to get your rest, too.”

      My dad has called me this Spanish nickname ever since I can remember. My parents liked to say that, in our family, black and white hadn’t made grey: they’d made silver – and I was the bright “spark” in their lives.

      “I know.”

      I climb our creaky, narrow stairs up to my room and close the door behind me. Pushing the clothes that litter my bed onto the floor, I find my iPod. I press play. Billie Holiday’s “Good Morning Heartache” drawls between my ears. Just like the lyrics, the song haunts me and won’t leave me alone. I’m used to these blue feelings hanging around. I sit down.

      It isn’t just playing in my ears – it’s echoing deep in this hollow chasm inside of me. With my notebook out, I find a pen from my shoulder bag and sprawl across my bed. I stare at the blank page, waiting for inspiration, knowing it disappeared with her months ago.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      The Bricklayer’s Coffeehouse is full to the brim with people on a Saturday afternoon. I like to come here for the kick-ass coffee, but they also bring in some great performers. Today, it’s just Finnegan and me, though.

      Last Tuesday night, Finnegan told me he’d lost his backup player and asked me to help out. We both work at a downtown music store – not the kind that sells super hip vintage vinyl, but the kind that sells actual instruments to make music: guitars, saxophones, flutes, and that sort of thing. The store’s been around for years, and I spent a lot of time there as a young kid as soon as my parents let me ride public transportation alone. It was also where I first began plucking away at stringed instruments, and eventually tested my height on the double bass.

      We’re playing two sets today for the late afternoon coffee crowd. Finnegan’s song list is mostly covers of Neil Young, Simon and Garfunkel, and U2 – old folk/rock stuff. The first set went fairly well considering we’ve only rehearsed one night at the store this week. Finnegan does all the singing today, of course. I only add a few harmony “oohs” and “aahs” when absolutely necessary. The worst part about being in a school full of Vocal students – other than having to suffer through their relentless “sotto voce” rehearsals in classes like Calculus and English – is that they’re a constant reminder that the rest of us are substandard singers.

      The song ends, and there is sporadic clapping from a few attentive customers before the conversation noise level swells again. But even above the chatter, amplified by the cave-like acoustics from the plaster walls, the Dragon Lady’s voice reverberates.

      “Can you believe that Malik posted that picture of the two of us from my party? I mean – come on, people! – I looked terrible in that one!”

      To everyone else in the place, Vanessa, with her mane of flaming red hair, probably draws the most notice. Even I can hear her self-important, announcement-style delivery – as inane as a verbalized Twitter feed – above Finnegan’s singing. But, when Serena walks through the door with her, I feel as if I’m in the desert, and she’s only a mirage.

      “Oh my God! Emily, is one of my eyelashes coming off?” Vanessa squeals.

      I know the blonde is Emily something-or-other, and she’s in Vocal. The other girl with brown hair is quiet and shy, and I don’t remember her name. All the girls that surround Vanessa are like the chorus in the show: hand-picked to support the star, not to overtake her. Serena used to be an exception to this rule.

      Serena is one of the best vocalists at our school. It’s no wonder. Before her mom died last year, she was a well-known opera soprano – Cecile Besson – who had toured with companies all over. Genetics must be some sweet gift, because Serena has one of the most distinctive voices I’ve ever heard – smooth and sultry, yet precise in all the right places. Man, just seeing her makes me lose my place, and I almost forget the key change at the chorus. I’ve only caught glimpses of Serena in the halls this week but haven’t had the courage to approach her. It all ended so weirdly that night.

      None of the girls pay any attention to Serena. She stands behind them, holding her arms by the elbows, shrinking into her already small frame, and stares off towards the colourful chalk designs on the menu blackboards above the baristas. Her expression is distant, like there’s something other than contemplating coffee choices running through her mind. Once they’re served, they sit at a table near the wall of sliding glass patio doors.

      By the time we hit the last couple songs on our playlist, it’s obvious that my mind control techniques, summoning her to turn my way, have failed. The three girls are watching Vanessa flip through photos on her jewel-encrusted phone. Vanessa has a part-time job managing her own social media empire, apparently – I mean, about her, of course. If she isn’t posting or tweeting, she’s chirping and preening. I’ve heard that her dad works for some tech company, and she always seems to have the newest and best of everything. She turns it towards her friends for comments after every few finger swipes. Serena’s expression, each time, resembles a smile you might wear after getting your wisdom teeth pulled: thin, forced and painful to watch.

      I desperately want to get her attention, so before I can think it through, I lean over to Finnegan and whisper in his ear. He returns to the microphone hurriedly, and I only hope she can understand his heavy Irish accent as well as she did my lame Spanish attempt at the Hallowe’en party.

      “Oh! And, um, we’d like to dedicate our last song here today to a certain singing nun that has inspired millions around the world – Maria von Trapp.”

      It works. It’s like her eyes roll out of their trance, and she finally glances over towards us. I grin like an idiot when she catches my eye. I swear she’s fighting it all the way, but her mouth turns up the slightest bit. She looks away at first, but during the song, I catch her watching us a few times. For once in my life, I can’t wait to stop playing.

      Finnegan repeatedly strums the last chord in his dramatic finale. “Thanks everyone for coming. Hope you enjoyed the set!”

      “Be right back,” I sputter and rush off the stage, my footfalls creaking loudly on the old wooden floorboards.

      “Hey, if it’s about that girl – take all the time you need, boyo!” he calls after me.

      Moments later, I am standing at her table, the back of Vanessa’s chair at my waist.

      “Hey!” This is my brilliant opening.

      “Hi.” Her voice rises at the end, like she’s wondering what I’m doing here.

      Has she already forgotten meeting me at the party? I shove my hands into my jeans pockets before they start to do something embarrassing.

      “Max,” I say, prompting her.

      And there it is – the hint of the sweet-candied smile. “I remember.”

      Vanessa has obviously been interrupted from her monologue, and is now leaning away from me, as though I were diseased.

      Serena’s mouth has blossomed into a perfect smirk. “What exactly does The Sound of Music have to do with inspiring ‘Brown Eyed Girl’?” she asks.

      “Well, you know – the hills are alive – the grass is green – there’s lots of green grass and sheep in Ireland – and, suddenly, it’s six degrees to Van Morrison.”

      I get the other side of her mouth with that one.

      Vanessa is looking from Serena to me, and back again, like she doesn’t recognize either one of us. I wonder if this is the most Serena has said since she’s sat down with her friends.

      Before I can lose whatever nerve it was that got me over here in the first place, I blurt out, “So, um, I was wondering if you wanted to go for coffee tomorrow?” Like a country singer rapping, I am sandpaper smooth in my delivery.

      Her smile falters, but doesn’t disappear completely. “Why?” she asks, shifting in her seat like she can’t get comfortable.

      Why? I’m not prepared for that question. I fumble for an answer, thinking that maybe it sounds too much like a date for her to say yes – which is technically the point of asking her out in the first place! “Oh, well, I figured I owed you that, at least – knocking you over and acting like such a bumbling idiot the other night – I thought I’d make it up to you by buying you a coffee, or something?”

      Vanessa is leaning towards Emily, using her own unique decibel level to whisper,  “Isn’t he the one – you know – with Hayden?” Emily does a better job of whispering, so I can’t hear her answer.

      I ignore this. I try to ignore this.

      Serena steals her eyes away from me to check out the faces of her friends seated at the table with her. I can tell that Vanessa is truly surprised that Serena and I are even having this conversation when her eyes widen wickedly, and she coos, “I’m sure Serena would love to go.” Serena shoots her a stunned look. “What?” Vanessa asks, seemingly annoyed. “You hardly ever go out anymore, and this is a perfectly good opportunity to go out with…” She motions with her hand in my general direction.

      “Max,” I remind everyone again before turning to the only person I really want to hear from at the table.

      Serena is playing with the zipper on her shoulder bag, pulling it back and forth, opening and closing it. “Where did you want to go?”

      I try to act as cool as possible. Only, my right hand has escaped from its cage and is now moving in a type of incomprehensible sign language in front of me. “Oh, I don’t know. How about The Daily Grind over on Broadway? I can pick you up around two.”

      “No!” She jumps slightly, knocking the table with her knee. The brown-haired girl quickly reaches out to prevent any of their coffees from spilling. “I mean – it’s okay – I have some stuff to do before that, so I can just meet you there.”

      Holy shit! Did she just say yes? I reign in my hand and shrug with purposeful casualness, but can’t seem to stop grinning. “Cool! Well then, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Spinning around quickly before she can change her mind, I head back to the stage. Finnegan is giving me the inquisitive eyebrows, wondering how it went. I try to return an understated look of success, but my face probably resembles the subtlety of a fireworks display. We pack up our equipment, and by that time, the girls have disappeared.

      The waiting for Sunday afternoon is more unbearable than the time we had tickets to see Willie Weeks play with Clapton. My unfinished history assignment fills some of this void. But the rest of the time is spent between practicing the concerto we’re working on, and occasional licks on my bass guitar. Thankfully, this is a place that I can easily get lost.

      My bedroom is in the loft of our house. This was probably a tactical decision by my dads, since I’ve been playing music up here for years – some of it pretty awful when I was younger. A short set of stairs descends from my door to a narrow passageway with railings on each side, suspended above the open living room. As a kid, I constructed elaborate barricades there, as though it were a drawbridge over the moat below. I also pretended that my room, with its light green walls and ceiling, was really a tree house. My parents would find branches that I’d brought in and stuck out of bookshelves and drawers and stuff, along with old bird nests, seashells, and various kinds of vines ripped from the neighbour’s garden. I got into trouble with the vines fiasco, but it was nothing compared with the time I started a little construction project up here with a hammer, some nails, and pieces of spare wood from our first of many kitchen renovations. I think they instituted a ban on me ever watching the Swiss Family Robinson movie again – and completely regretted allowing me to see it in the first place. That’s when they decided to build me a real tree house in our backyard.

      These days, the tree house is a little cramped for me, seeing as how my limbs have practically doubled in length. But I can still see it from my bedroom window while I play music, sitting on the side of my bed.

      I’ve picked up the bass to trip through some of my favourite blues riffs – Duck Dunn and Willie Dixon – when Hayden opens the door without knocking.

      “Maxwell! Keep it down in here! Who do you think you are? Some kind of rock star?” His voice roars like an angry father figure. It’s an Oscar-worthy performance, as usual.

      I actually met Hayden on a rainy afternoon in the tree house just after my tenth birthday. I’d been balancing a stack of comics and my brand new CD player up the ladder when I popped my head through the hole. There he was, reading comics from my collection. And, just like now, he wasn’t the least bit concerned with my surprised reaction.

      My fingers move across the frets like racing spiders in a Red Hot Chili Peppers riff. He waits patiently for me to finish, a bored expression on his face.

      “So how did the show go yesterday with Finnegan? Any producers eager to sign you and the Leprechaun to a recording contract?” He’s obviously joking.

      “No recording contracts, but I made an extra $50.” I open the hatch before dropping the bomb. “And it just so happens that I’ll need that extra money for my date this afternoon.”

      He stops leafing through the stack of recent photos I’ve taken down on the beach, and his right eyebrow bunches up like an inchworm.

      “Really? Poor, unwitting soul. I didn’t realize there was a genus of ‘coffeehouse groupies’.”

      “Not a groupie,” I clarify. “I asked out Serena.”

      He stares at me, his amused expression gone blank.

      “Huh,” he comments, long and drawn out.

      “I’m meeting her at The Grind this afternoon, in – ” I look over at the iPod dock radio. “Shit! Twenty minutes!”

      I jump up and begin unplugging, turning knobs and stashing away my bass. I brush by Hayden in my tornado of activity, and he pulls back with a look of disgust.

      “Good god, Max! Are you planning to shower? Or are you going to drag her back to your cave once she passes out from your manly aroma?”

      I give my pits the sniff test. Change of shirt is definitely in order. I pull off the ripe one, begin riffling though a pile on my dresser, and after smelling two or three of them, make my final choice. Turning back to Hayden, I discover him looking resolutely up at the ceiling.

      “What? Do I need to change my pants too?”

      “No!” he answers with hands held up. “Pants can stay on. But you might want to check out that curly mess of hair.”

      Hayden is rolling his eyes, clearly confounded by my ineptitude with grooming. Why I consider Hayden’s opinion should matter is a good question – but I hear girls talk about him in the hallways at school – being gay doesn’t change their opinion of him being hot.

      “Okay. Thanks. Better brush my teeth too, I suppose,” I say with a grin, rolling on some deodorant.

      “That’s some confidence, coming from the guy who took three years to ask for this date. Moving at that speed, I estimate consummation of this as yet non-existent relationship at” – he checks his fancy silver watch, looking decidedly disappointed – “twenty-five years of age.”

      “Whatever, man.” I’m already headed out the door and down to the hall’s landing when I call over my shoulder, “Hey, thanks again for the grooming lesson! You can hang here or let yourself out whenever you want.”

      Driving over the speed limit is not something I do regularly – especially since, on a novice license, I am more than one infraction-free year away from getting my real license. But this date thing requires throwing all caution to the wind, which today is blowing yellow fall leaves along the sidewalks.

      When I arrive, ten minutes late after some shoddy attempts at parallel parking, Serena is sitting by a window, looking out onto the street.

      “Hey, hi! Sorry I’m late. Lost track of time.”

      She mashes her lips together and looks down at the table.

      “Oh, I mean, not that I wasn’t thinking about meeting you. I mean, I was. A lot. I just was playing music, and then Hayden showed up, and…”

      “It’s okay.” She nods, looking more relaxed now. “I haven’t been waiting all that long.” She motions towards the counter. “Are you going to get something?”

      I see that she’s already bought herself coffee. Crap! I’d meant to do that.

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. Can I get you something else? Would you like a muffin, or a – I don’t know – something else, anyway?”

      She lets out a small laugh. “First time at a coffeehouse?” She jokes, and then shakes her head in response. “No, I’m good, thanks.”

      I get a coffee and a muffin as fast as I can order them and sit down opposite her. Her eyes dart from side to side. The conversations all around us only amplifies my realization that I have no idea what to say to her – at least, not without sounding like an idiot, anyway.

      She finally speaks first. “So are you Max or Don Juan today?”

      I have to laugh at that. I make a point of looking over each shoulder, and relax a little. “I think Max came today.”

      Serena takes a sip of her coffee. I notice that her hands are small and delicate looking, with fingers that taper at their tips. She’s twisted her black hair up into a knot kind-of-thing at the back of her head. I don’t know what makes people beautiful, but whatever it is – good bone structure, wide dark eyes, smooth skin – she has it.

      “What type of music do you play that makes you late for coffee?” she asks.

      I’m chewing a piece of my blueberry muffin, and struggle to swallow quickly before answering her. “Mostly blues. A lot of jazz too, but we do so much of that in Stage Band. What about you? What sort of music do you listen to when you’re not singing Arias?”

      This is good. Talking about music seems easy. At least we have that in common.

      “I like a lot of jazz and contemporary R&B. Stuff like Amy Winehouse and Alicia Keys. I think Molly Johnson’s cool, too. I met her a few times at concerts. Backstage and stuff.” She looks down at the table and shrugs when she says this last part.

      This is just what I imagine her listening to. I’ve also fantasized about her singing some killer scat riff with my double bass – like Esperanza Spalding. Okay, well – I’ve fantasized about a lot more than that, too.

      “So, I guess you’re applying to one of the big schools? Like, Indiana or Michigan?”

      She chews on the inside of her cheek. Her only response is the shrug of her shoulders.

      “I guess you probably have a lot of places to choose from,” I suggest.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” she mutters, staring into her half-empty coffee cup. “We’ll see.”

      Serena has always struck me as humble about her talent. But I’ve liked her for a long time, and I know that she hasn’t been acting like herself this year. She’d been really outgoing during freshman and sophomore year – invited to all the parties of the older “in” crowd. She was always smiling at people. Not those fake “Aren’t I such a nice person that I’m smiling at you” type of smiles. She was more like a permanent sunbeam in the drab grey of Vancouver at this time of year. I’m not a complete idiot – I mean, I know it has to do with her mom dying. And I’d do anything to get that smile to light up her face again, like it had at the Hallowe’en party.

      “I was thinking this whole post-secondary education thing gets blown way out of proportion, anyway. I mean, who needs to do things like get a job, or buy a house, or a car? I was considering setting up residence in my back yard tree house and living off the neighbour’s garden for a while.”

      It’s started. The corners of her mouth are inching their way up. She eyes the empty plate where my muffin sat moments ago. “I imagine you’d need quite a bit to sustain you. What would you do when they noticed their kale and carrots were disappearing at such an alarming rate?”

      I drum my fingers against my coffee cup. “Well, of course, first I’d watch them blame it on the rabbits – I’d have used my lucky rabbit’s foot to leave a false trail.”

      “Of course.” Her lips twitch further upwards.

      “And then, after they began to run out of supplies, I’d just move on down the block to the next one, and repeat. You know, there’s a fairly untapped market in backyard garden pillaging in this fair city of ours.”

      Bingo! I’ve found the smile I’ve been searching for. And, man, it’s hard not to stare at the unbelievably kissable colour of her lips.

      “You are one weird rock star, Max.”

      I feel like a rock star right about now. “I don’t think there are many that would disagree with you, there.”

      When I finally blink back up, away from her mouth, I find her eyes lingering on mine for a beat. As they shift away, I’d swear we just shared something. But I’m probably reading too much into this. Maybe she’s just trying to decide how crazy I am.

      Both of us are finished our coffee. I get up to grab glasses of water and bring them back to our table, trying to delay her from leaving. I’m not sure how this date is going – or if this even is a date – but I know that I want to go out with her again. Despite my lack of practice coming onto girls, I give it my best try.

      “So, what was the last good show you were at?”

      Her face darkens slightly and she looks off to the side. “Well, I was at your show.”

      I let out a snort. “Not sure that qualifies as the sort of ‘show’ I’m talking about,” I say. “See, I happen to know there is an amazing blues singer coming to a bar in Gastown in two weeks. I know the guys who are doing the sound there, and I don’t think we’d have any trouble getting in. Would you like to go with me?”

      This is the real test. Today is only coffee. You can meet your grandma somewhere for coffee. You wouldn’t necessarily ask her out to a dimly lit bar, hoping to at least hold her hand.

      She fidgets with her glass, drawing lines with her finger through the condensation on the outside. “How would we get there and back?”

      I definitely don’t have Serena Santos figured out yet. I‘m asking her out on a late-night date to a bar – and this is what she wants to know? “Um, well, I would drive us.”

      I can’t tell if she is chewing the inside of her cheek or counting under her breath, but she seems a little nervous all of a sudden.

      “Are you okay?”

      Just then a voice erupts from behind me. “Hola, Chispa! What a nice surprise to see you here.”

      I twist around in my chair, startled to see a slim, older man, wearing khaki pants and a blue button down shirt.

      “Hi, Dad.” Serena looks apologetic. Did she plan to meet her dad here? Maybe he’s supposed to rescue her from this alleged date with me.

      “And who is this?” he asks.

      “Oh, this is Max. From school.”

      I start to stand from my seat but he motions for me to stay, reaching out his other hand to shake mine.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Max. Are you two working on something for school?”

      I look to Serena for guidance, trying to figure out what I’m supposed to say.

      “We’re just grabbing a coffee,” she answers.

      His gaze shifts from Serena to rest upon me like a heavy hand gripping my shoulder.

      “I was just telling Serena about a great blues singer that’s coming to town in two weeks,” I blurt out. I have no idea why I’ve said this. Serena looks alarmed.

      “A concert?” He looks to his daughter, scratching the dark hair of his closely trimmed beard with one hand. “That sounds very intriguing.”

      “I was trying to convince her to come – to go with me.” My verbal diarrhea continues to pour out. I sound like I’m asking for his permission.

      He smiles at Serena, but there’s definitely some discomfort there. He looks worried or cautious, and I speculate it’s probably about me. I’m not surprised – he doesn’t even know me. Maybe he’s here to check up on her? We’re both waiting for her reply. The colour seems to be draining from her face, and it hits me that this whole situation might be embarrassing for her.

      “What kind of car do you drive?” she asks unexpectedly.

      What kind of car? This matters? I didn’t think Serena was the type of person who judged people that way.

      “Uh. Well, it’s not mine. I usually drive the Range Rover, though. My dad is extremely particular about his BMW, and I’m terrified of putting a scratch on it.”

      It looks like she’s clenching her jaw for a moment, but then it’s gone, and her reply comes out all breathy. “Okay, yes. I’ll go.”

      “Great!” I practically shout.

      I look to her dad, whose eyes have gone wide. He leans closer to her and squeezes her shoulder, in a gesture that appears protective.

      “It sounds like it will be a good time.” He then looks to me, seriously. “You are a good driver, Max?”

      It’s not a question: it’s a warning.

      “Very careful,” I reply, equally serious.

      He nods. “See you at home later, Chispa?” He leans down to give her a soft kiss on both her cheeks. Oh, man. Is it weird to be jealous of her dad’s lips?

      “Bye, Dad.” She glances at him as he walks towards the exit before her gaze falls to her half-empty glass.

      I’m a little stunned by the whole interaction that’s just transpired. I’ve met her dad; we negotiated some strange medieval suitor request; and now, I will be going out with Serena to a concert in two weeks. We have another date planned! Don’t we? Or did she just agree to this because her dad was here, and it was awkward?

      “I should probably get going,” she finally says. “I’ve still got some prep to do for this week’s vocal challenge. Vanessa’s really been on me about getting our harmonies right. I’ve got to meet her and Emily before dinner tonight.”

      It’s hard for me to understand why Serena hangs out with Vanessa. I just don’t see them as having very similar qualities.

      “So, you’re good friends with Vanessa, hey?”

      “Yeah. Well, we’ve known each other since fifth grade. We were lucky enough to get into the program together after auditions. I didn’t know anyone else that got accepted at the time, so it felt like just the two of us at the beginning. Why?”

      “Nothing.” I wasn’t going to say anything, and then change my mind. “It’s just that she strikes me as very… driven.” I decide that is the best substitute I can come up with for bitch. “The two of you seem like very different personalities, that’s all.”

      “Oh.” Serena’s eyebrows have moved into a perplexed formation. I may have overstepped my bounds here – and it wasn’t the first time I’d put my foot in my mouth with her. I pick up the glasses from the table and return them to the counter.

      Once we’re outside, we stop and look at each other, like we’re unsure of what to do next. I want to hold her hand; I want to reach out and touch her cheek; I want to kiss her. Can she sense any of this?

      Her foot brushes along the sidewalk close to mine.

      “How are you getting to Vanessa’s? Do you need a ride?” I ask, eagerly hoping to spend a few more minutes with her.

      She casts her eyes down at the sidewalk where her foot still moves like she’s revving her engine to take off. “Thanks, but no, I’m covered. Vanessa is picking me up.”

      I look up and down the street, briefly, and don’t see Vanessa’s canary yellow Prius in sight. “All right. So. Thanks for meeting me for coffee. I’ll see you around? Maybe at lunch sometime this week?”

      The urge to reach out and touch her is unbearable.

      “Yeah, sure. That sounds good.” She’s looking up and down the street now, too.

      “See you, Serena.” I raise my fingers awkwardly and wiggle them.

      “Bye.” She nods absently.

      I don’t want to leave her standing here, but I don’t know what else to do. She’s adamant that Vanessa is picking her up. And, at least, it’s not raining. Finally, I nod and turn to walk towards my car.

      When I start driving home, though – it’s the weirdest thing – I think I catch a glimpse of Serena, between the parked cars, walking in the direction of Vanessa’s.
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      My walk to school is wetter than usual today. The fog lays over the city like a toque pulled down too low, hiding the tops of the downtown buildings and the crests of the two bridges that connect the South Mainland, where we live, to the city’s business centre peninsula. I’ve got my head-to-toe Vancouver armour in place: insulated rubber boots, fisherman-worthy knee-length raincoat, and umbrella shield. It takes me almost twenty minutes to walk to school, but I like the solitude. The soft, misty rain somehow makes things even quieter.

      Vanessa started driving to school while I was away last year. I could have tested for my license as soon as I got back from Spain – I already had my Learner’s permit before we’d left that summer. But it was out of the question now. My friends think it’s crazy. What seventeen-year-old doesn’t want that kind of freedom? But cars don’t evoke freedom to me. They symbolize something altogether more menacing.

      Like most days, I arrive at school just a few minutes before class is about to start. I don’t like to spend extra time in the hallway where everyone gathers in the morning to talk about what show they watched last night, the harmony parts they’re working on for class, or the gossip that someone posted the night before.

      Vanessa usually finds me right before we head into first period English. Today is no exception.

      “Hey Serena! Did you see the photo I posted of Grace and me, wearing the dresses that we got at that Starbright store on Broadway on the weekend? I bought one for her too. It’s so cute on her!”

      Grace could never afford the things that Vanessa buys regularly, but Vanessa is generous like that. It’s not for show. She just wants her friends to have what they want, and she doesn’t understand why money should get in the way.

      “Uh, no. I missed that one.”

      I watch as her lips purse and her eyebrows draw together, and I work to repair my mistake. “I’m sure you looked great though, Ness. You always do.”

      Her lips press into a line, and her fists come to rest on her hips. “You really need to ‘Like’ some more of my stuff. Honestly, Serena, it’s like you don’t even care about what any of us are doing anymore.”

      I shrug and let out a sigh. “I’ll try to look at it later today when I get a chance.”

      Suddenly, she grins, jumping in front of me, effectively blocking our path into class. She claps her steepled hands together like one of those wind-up toys. “So, are you excited?”

      I look from one side of me to the other, trying to find a source of excitement, but see only the steady stream of students trying to make it to their morning classes on time.

      “About what?”

      Her eyes roll a full circle, and she lets out a gasp. “The holiday concert parts! They’re being posted today, remember?”

      “Oh. That. No, I forgot about that.”

      She puts on a stage-worthy incredulous expression. “Are you serious? How could you forget? Mrs. Alonso said she’d be announcing the list before Vocal ensemble today. I wonder who will get the solos?”

      Oh, yeah. The solos. I know Vanessa wants this. We are both sopranos, and over the years we’ve always had some friendly competition as to who would get a soprano lead part at school. I had quite a few of the leads when I was here in tenth grade. Vanessa and I have always supported each other. Even when she was an understudy to me in one of the shows we put on, she was constantly giving me advice to improve my performance.

      “I mean, I really hope you get a great part too, but I think I might end up getting the solo again this year, don’t you?” She is practically teetering on her toes in front of me.

      “I’m sure you will, Vanessa. Mrs. Alonso has said really nice things about your work since school started.”

      This is true. On the other hand, I’ve been hearing a lot of: “Let me feel your emotion, Serena!” “Where’s your effort, Serena?” and “More passion, Serena!” And I know they’re not only talking about my singing.

      “Will you help me with rehearsals if I get it? Just like we always do?”

      It had become a habit, of sorts, to work through our parts together. Over the years, my mom had helped both of us. There had been a lot of nights singing over the food that was frying on the stovetop, my mom pushing us to reach higher and stronger notes.

      God. It feels like the air just got thicker – heavy and hard to breathe.

      “Yeah. Of course. Maybe I’ll come over to your house this weekend?”

      She seems to flinch at the suggestion, maybe still worried about the parts to be announced today. “I’ll have to see if we’re doing something special with my dad when he’s back,” she says.

      Her dad is always overseas working somewhere, it seems. Vanessa’s mom doesn’t need to work, and she spends most of her time at various salon appointments, or organizing their gardeners.

      Just then, Emily runs up beside us and squeezes both our arms. “Hey! Today’s the day! Can you believe it?” She is bouncing too, like her shoes have springs under them. “Saw your post, ‘Ness. Those were the cutest dresses ever! I already tweeted it to Malik and Suki. Did you see?”

      Vanessa beams in response. She stands on her tiptoes and speaks in a pitch only a soprano can pull off. “’Kay, we better go! It’s going to be so exciting!”

      Then she pulls us into class just before the bell rings.

      By lunch period, I’m sitting at our regular table, waiting for Vanessa and Emily to buy their food when Max appears in the doorway. I see his face light up with a smile when he looks over towards me. It’s like I’ve caught him off-guard, though, and he swiftly works to reign in his grin as he approaches me.

      “Hey,” he says, self-consciously pulling his fingers through his messy hair.

      “Hey,” I reply. I duck my eyes away from his gaze.

      “Mind if I join you today?”

      Over the last couple weeks, he’s sat with me a few times, but still seems tentative each time he asks.

      “Sure. Of course.” I nod, waving my hand across the empty space.

      He folds his long legs under the table, sitting on the bench opposite me, and busies himself with his lunch bag. I remember Max, in Grade Nine and Ten, as that really tall kid that looked completely uncomfortable in his gangly body. He moved like a giraffe: graceful and intentioned in slow motion, but jerking and bizarre looking with any speed. Now, he’s just doorframe-tall – and equally sturdy. He has arms that you wouldn’t quite describe as skinny – more like smooth and lean with some of the longest fingers I’ve ever seen. If we were at a regular high school, you’d probably assume he was on the basketball team. He pulls out a huge sub sandwich with meat, lettuce and tomatoes oozing out the sides, and then takes a T-rex-sized bite from it. I can’t help but smile a little. He catches a glimpse of this and smirks through his chewing.

      “What?” He struggles to swallow the mouthful before continuing. “What’s on your menu for today? A celery stick? Maybe a raisin or two?”

      I look down at the two bites I’ve taken from my apple, and the unopened yogurt.

      “I’m half your size.” I try to defend myself. Sometimes, eating just seems like a tasteless chore.

      “Ah, but twice my talent.” He grins into another huge bite.

      His eyes dart over towards where Vanessa and Emily are standing. They’re gathering with some others, not far from the bulletin board by the doors, buzzing with talk about the concert roles like bees around a lilac bush.

      “Are we still on for tonight?” he asks, licking some mayonnaise from his bottom lip. My eyes linger there for a moment too long. I’m not sure if he notices.

      I still can’t believe I’ve agreed to go to this show with him. I don’t know why I keep saying “yes” to Max – there’s just something about him.

      “Yeah, sure.” I swallow around the lump that has swiftly appeared in my throat. “Are you still driving?”

      I’ve been “self-talking” and rehearsing all week. Or – as I like to think of it – I’ve been having imaginary conversations with myself like I’m a crazy person.

      Max nods, and for a moment, I think he’s confirming my unspoken thoughts.

      “I’ll be there at eight. You live on 7th, right?” His lips twitch a bit, and his eyes shift away from mine for a moment. “Or – somewhere around there.”

      “On the corner of Sasamat. The blue house with the green roof.”

      A shrill shriek goes off like a warning alarm. Vanessa is jumping up and down and clapping her hands by the cafeteria doors. Grace is beside her, looking much less excited while Emily gives her a comforting one-arm squeeze around her shoulders.

      “I guess she got the part,” I comment.

      “What part’s that?” Max asks, seemingly oblivious.

      “The soprano solo, Maxwell. You do attend this school, correct?” Hayden’s voice startles me more than it seems to do Max. I whip my head around to where he’s standing just behind me, while Max barely lifts his eyes.

      “Right. The soprano solo. You didn’t get that part?” Max looks genuinely shocked as he takes another bite of his sandwich. His reaction is just a little bit endearing.

      I shrug and glance towards Hayden, whose smug look makes me wonder if he already knows he’s got the solo male lead. It wouldn’t be at all surprising. He gets a lot of lead parts at our school. “Probably not. That’s okay, though. I’m glad Vanessa got it.”

      “Well, I’d rather hear your solo any day.” Max grins.

      “Might be waiting a while for that one,” Hayden says under his breath.

      Max shoots him a dark look.

      There was a time back at the beginning of ninth grade when I would have considered Hayden a friend – but by the following year, he’d started giving me the cold shoulder, and now he hardly talks to me at all.

      “I just mean that the next opportunity for solos won’t be for a while,” he adeptly states.

      I catch sight of Vanessa practically skipping over to us from across the room.

      “Looks like it’s you and me singing the main solos again this year,” she coyly states to Hayden. She flips her long auburn waves over her shoulder.

      “How exciting for you,” Hayden replies in a flat tone that doesn’t seem to match the grin on his face.

      “Rehearsals start on Monday.” Vanessa turns to me. “Oh, and Serena, you’re in the chorus. We’ll probably be able to practice harmonies together! Isn’t that great?” She clasps her hands together like she’s just finished saying her bedtime prayers.

      Blending into the chorus sounds perfect to me.

      “Yeah, that’s great.” I feel Max’s eyes staring at me. “Congratulations, Vanessa.”

      She lets out a shrill, excited noise while leaning closer to Hayden with her phone stretched out in front of her. It dawns on me that she’s trying to take a selfie with him in it. But, like opposing magnet poles, Hayden’s grimace leans as far away as Vanessa’s photo-ready smile leans in. He finally takes a few steps around the table to escape, and leans in closely over Max’s shoulder.

      “See you tonight?”

      Max doesn’t shrug away from his proximity, but turns to meet his face. They are inches apart like they’re trying to share a secret between them.

      “Oh. Um. Actually, Serena and I are going to the Gaslamp tonight.” His chin lifts in my direction as he says this.

      Max didn’t say it loudly, but Vanessa and Hayden seem to freeze in tandem, Vanessa’s screen-tapping fingers halting while Hayden’s expression hardens. Hayden’s eyes flicker towards me, momentarily, and then return to Max.

      “How will you swing that underage accomplishment, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Finnegan.” Max shrugs.

      Hayden abruptly stands upright. “Oh, yes. The leprechaun. Well, don’t waste your wishes. Remember, you only get three.” And, with that, he turns away and leaves.

      Vanessa has returned to her phone, but I can see the impatience in her exaggerated finger swipes, waiting for me to walk to Calculus with her. She has yet to even acknowledge Max.

      I stand up from the lunch table, looking at the time. “I better get going, too.”

      Max nods, crumpling up the remains of his lunch wrappers. “Okay. I’ll pick you up at eight.” He grins.

      My shoulders feel immediately tense, but I exhale and grind out my answer, “Yes. Eight.”

      As soon as Vanessa and I are walking through the cafeteria doors on the way to class, she turns to me with a frankly baffled expression. “You’re going out with that guy?” she asks.

      “Max.” My answer is quieter than I mean it to be. “His name is Max.”

      Vanessa adjusts the shoulder straps of her leather bag, and lets loose a disapproving throaty noise. “I thought he was with Hayden? You know, like, ‘with’.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Vanessa, I’m pretty sure they’re just friends.” My statement came out more like a question.

      I think this is a date, but it makes me wonder. Am I misinterpreting this whole thing? Is it possible that he only asked me out because he feels like such a jerk for the way he acted the first time he met me? Maybe he just feels sorry for me. As we walk into Vocal together, I begin to wonder if I can be so far removed from reality that I can’t even tell if a boy likes me.

      

      It’s seven. And then, it’s seven thirty.

      I’ve changed my shirt once, and put on extra deodorant already. My jaw is cramping. I walk into the hallway again, trying to decide if I should head downstairs to wait, but then turn around, wearing down further the path between the hall and my bed. I lie back on my pillow and close my eyes, trying once again to calm down.

      That’s a mistake.

      Emerging from the silence in my ears, the sound of squealing tires returns. Behind my closed my eyes, I am turned towards her and yelling, the words lost in the high-pitched screech of metal on metal, followed by exploding glass. It is all so fast. Every time, it’s just too damn fast! And then the long, slow silence fills with a bone-deep pain mixed with regret.

      I can’t do it.

      I thought I could. But now – sitting here, waiting for him to pick me up – I know it’s all wrong. What if he sees how nervous I am? What if I freak out?

      No. I can’t. I pick up my phone to text him.

      Me: Change of plans. Going 2 b late. Meet me @ the door 8:30?

      The buzz comes almost immediately.

      Max: Everything ok? I can b late 2. Happy 2 come get u.

      There is no question.

      Me: No need. C u there.

      It’s a difficult conversation with my dad: one in which, I can tell, his hopes deflate like a slow leak from a celebratory balloon. But he eventually concedes.

      When we arrive, Max is waiting by the entrance, looking up and down the street. I quickly re-apply some deodorant and tell my dad to drop me off a block away so that Max can’t see I’m in the back seat. I point him out before leaving the car, and remind my dad that I have my phone with me. Before I leave, he gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze over the seat.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Have fun, Chispa!” He smiles tenderly.

      You’d assume most dads would be less than eager to drop their underage daughters off at a downtown club to meet a boy they didn’t even know. But, honestly, I think he’s just happy that I’m going out – somewhere – with someone – and maybe even that it’s a boy.

      Max spots me right away, looking somewhat relieved before a huge grin spreads across his face.

      "Hey. You made it."

      "Yeah. Sorry I'm a few minutes late. Did I keep you from the show? Has it started yet?"

      He shakes his head. "I don't think they come on until nine, so there's still loads of time."

      Max motions for me to follow him around the side of the building to where there’s a black door that blends in with the dark-painted brick of the building. He knocks on the door four times, his smile still radiantly in place.

      We wait. He drums his fingers against his leg, tapping his foot to the same beat. I can’t hear any music from the alleyway, so I’m not sure if this is a musical habit, or if he’s nervous.

      "Finnegan shouldn't be long." He gives me a sideways glance while his human rhythm section continues on.

      "You come here often?" I finally kid him, wondering if this might be the end of our evening.

      The door swings open suddenly, and from behind it, appears a fair-haired guy that I vaguely recognize from the coffeehouse. A huge grin is on his ruddy, freckled face.

      "Get out of here, you underage hooligans!" he yells loudly, making me jump and then stiffen.

      Max is smirking at him and doesn't seem taken aback at all.

      "Serena, this is Finnegan, the musical leprechaun." Max looks between us.

      "Ah, the lovely Serena." His lilting cadence makes the word lovely into loafly. "I do believe I've heard something about you from this laddie here. All good, all good, though. Glowing, really."

      "Finn!" Max cuts him off, seeming a bit embarrassed. "Are you letting us in here, or what's the story?"

      "Brilliant! Yes, yes. You're in, you lucky dogs. Right this way!"

      He ushers us through the door into a back hallway that is so dark, I startle when Max's hand reaches back to find mine. His fingers easily curl all the way around the back of my hand, but grasp it just tightly enough to assure me he knows where we’re going. I squeeze back to let him know that I’m okay. There are two corners, which he gently tugs me around, saying, “This way”; and then a set of three wobbly, wooden stairs up to an entryway that finally sheds some muted light onto our path. I see Finnegan, again, as he gives Max a quick salute and disappears behind one of the mixing consoles. We are side stage left, behind a dark purple velvet curtain. Max continues to lead me by the hand until we descend from the small platform stage and into the audience seating.

      It’s an intimate setting, with only about thirty tables spread across the three tiers in the dimly lit room. I’ve never been to this club in particular, but I can still remember how smoke hung in the air of similar places my parents brought me to in other cities when I was younger. The same apple-sweet cigar scent clings to the wood trim and the leather booths along the walls here.

      A dark-haired woman appears beside Max, her tray held high, a green snake tattoo wrapped around her copper hued arm. “My, my, Max. And who is this you’ve brought with you tonight?”

      “Hey, Eliza. This is Serena.”

      She looks down at our entwined hands, and I quickly drop Max’s.

      “Hi,” I say, flipping my fingers up awkwardly like I was about to shake her hand, and then realize she’s occupied with the tray full of drinks.

      She gives me a brief smile before turning back to Max. “You sitting in my section?” Her head inclines to the area over her shoulder, with several empty tables.

      “Sure thing. They’re coming on at nine?”

      “So they say. You know – Musicians.” She lifts an eyebrow at Max. “Bring you a Stella?” She nods towards him, and then turns to me. “And a...?”

      “A Coke,” I blurt out.

      Max eyes dart to mine, and he quickly says, “Make mine a Coke, too.”

      She nods, biting her lip, and giving me a look altogether different from what she’d reserved for Max. “Two Cokes. Sure.”

      We find a table a couple rows back from the stage, and Max pulls out my chair for me.

      “Guess you do come here often, hey?” I mumble to him.

      He laughs, looking around at the other tables. “Not that often. But, yeah, I’ve been here to see some great music this past year.”

      The bar isn’t full, by any means, but it’s still early in the evening. Our drinks are in front of us before I even shrug off my jacket, and the waitress moves on quickly to another table.

      “Who have you seen here?”

      “Mostly smaller blues bands you may not have heard of. Guys just making a living going from show to show all over North America.” His eyes become animated, even more so than usual, and he leans forward in his seat, drumming all ten fingers on the tabletop. “But years ago, some of the most amazing guys came through here – even before they were famous. Apparently Stevie Ray Vaughn played with Donald Duck Dunn. And even John Lee Hooker played a show here.”

      “Do you think it’s a prerequisite to have three names and come from the Mississippi Delta to be a blues guitarist?” I wonder aloud.

      He grins at my musing. “Maybe it’s so hot there, there’s nothing to do but sit on your porch, twang your strings, and sing about yo’ baby and da’ heat.”

      I try to hide my smile. “Trying on a new accent for tonight?”

      He looks like he is seriously contemplating this, his one eye scrunched closed. “Maybe I can pretend to be someone new every time we go out. Just think – it would be like you were dating internationally, but without the hassle of overseas travel.”

      Somehow Max manages to say things that make me both cringe with discomfort and practically snort with laughter.

      “Is that what we’re doing?” I ask.

      Max tilts his head, and his eyebrows furrow. “What do you mean? Dating?”

      I’m finding it hard to keep looking at him and begin to wipe at the condensation on the side of my glass. “Yeah.”

      Oh, God. Why did I ask this question out loud? I’d meant it to come off as more of a joke. I’m just not very funny lately.

      He waits for me to look up at him again. He’s chewing on his bottom lip like he’s trying to decide what to say. “Well, yeah. I mean, I thought this was… I guess, I hoped that we were…”

      I can’t help it – I’m smiling again. He finally stops stammering.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Okay,” he replies.

      I have a nervous feeling in my stomach. But this time it’s different. This isn’t the sour kind that has become both predictable and persistent: this is the oddly sweet kind, with the hint of possibility.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I answer.

      The gentle, rhythmic clap of hi-hat cymbals interrupts our goofy looks, and we both turn towards the stage. With an intro between the snare and cymbals, the drummer smoothly leads the band into their first song, which I recognize immediately as a standard played in our kitchen many times over the years.

      A tall black man, with grey hair around his temples matching his short beard, is perched on a stool at the front of the stage. He wears a charcoal suit with a white shirt and one of those shoelace string ties held together by a silver clasp shaped like an animal skull. The first few notes that he teases out of his guitar lets you know that he’s sat on his fair share of porches in the heat, working through many a heartbreak. And when he opens his mouth, what comes out sounds like it has stewed for years in the best Cajun gumbo: thick and meaty with sweet okra high notes for garnish. He sounds a lot like BB King, with a huge voice that bellows over the drums and the bass, as his calls are answered by blues licks he plays on the guitar.

      The musicians are clearly amazing. But what is even more entertaining is watching Max as he listens to their performance. He grins and almost begins to chuckle to himself in delight, looking down and shaking his head when a particularly good phrase is seduced from the strings. Other times he just stares in rapt concentration, watching the guitarist and bassist move through their solos. Every so often he looks over at me with an expression that seems to say, “Isn’t this awesome?” – I have to agree.

      After playing for almost an hour and a half, the band takes a break. Finnegan comes over to talk to us for a while about the show, and it’s like he’s the comedy act hired between sets. Max and Finnegan talk about what musicians have been at the store that week, and about Max joining him for another coffeehouse gig he’s lining up.

      I take another drink from my second Coke and look down at my phone. It’s hard to believe it’s already close to eleven. Eventually, Finnegan is called away to his mixing station backstage.

      “My dad is going to pick me up before midnight,” I tell Max.

      “Serena, I can drive you. I didn’t even have a drink tonight.”

      I have even less tolerance for drinking and driving than the zero tolerance rules for novice licenses, but Max only drank Coke with me, and had to deal with some gentle ribbing from our server because of it.

      “No. Really, it’s okay.” I have to think of something to justify this. “Um, my dad’s kind of protective that way.”

      Max leans back slightly, his eyebrows shooting up. “Protective?” He looks off to the side, like he’s contemplating this, and then nods. “Okay. What does your dad do, anyway? Is he a cop, or something?”

      I almost snort laugh at the thought of that. “No. He’s a Theology prof at UBC.” It’s one of the reasons we live so close to the University of British Columbia campus.

      Max’s eyebrows furrow. “A Theology professor? You mean, like, he teaches religion? Or is he some kind of minister?”

      I shake my head. “He’s sort of an expert on the Spanish Missions.”

      “Oh.” He looks like he’s mulling this over, trying to figure something out. “So, is that why you were in Spain last year?”

      I feel my shoulders tighten and try not to clench my teeth. “Yeah. He was on sabbatical, doing research.”

      “Research on what?”

      “On the similarities between the missions and western Canadian settlement – or something like that, at least.”

      Max’s face scrunches up. “Does that mean you’re going home early so you can go to church tomorrow?”

      I smile at this thought. My dad likes to go to lots of places of worship. I’ve been through so many different services of so many religions over the years; it’s hard to keep track of them all. “Probably not, but sometimes we do.”

      He presses his lips together.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Nothing. I just didn’t grow up in a religious house, that’s all. My dad just mutters about the ‘unholy’ actions of the Catholic Church whenever there’s a news item about their stance on things like abortion, and gay marriage.” Max shrugs, taking a sip from his glass.

      My dad doesn’t necessarily criticize religions so much as he debates their historical actions – but I don’t say this out loud. Max must mistake my reflection for awkward silence because he starts to shift in his chair.

      “Isn’t this, like, one of those rules people tell you? You know – don’t talk about religion or politics on dates?”

      I shrug, smirking at him. “Maybe we should talk about sports statistics and celebrity blog posts instead?”

      A squawk from the microphone inadvertently announces that the band is back.

      After five more songs, I look down at my phone to see a text from my dad that he is outside waiting. I touch Max’s arm to get his attention. When he looks over at me, I lean across, next to his ear, so that he’s able to hear me above the music. A patch of his stubble scratches against my cheek, and I feel him stiffen in his seat beside me. He smells like boy soap and some other earthy scent.

      “I’ve got to go. My dad’s waiting outside.”

      He seems to be frozen in place, listening carefully. Then he slowly turns, and I almost feel the brush of his lips as they move across my jaw to speak next to my ear.

      “I can walk you out.” He sounds breathless.

      I notice that my heart is beating faster with him so close to me like this. It takes me completely by surprise. When I turn my head, we are only inches apart now. I swallow and then lick my lips.

      My phone buzzes again in my hand, and I look down to see if it’s another message from my dad, but it’s only Vanessa sending a photo from her night out.

      I look back up to see Max’s eyes closed, and his head shaking back and forth in small movements. I would have thought he was lost in the music again, except that he’s cringing. I touch his hand to get his attention. He looks down at where I’ve laid my palm, wraps his fingers around mine, and then gets up. My heart skips a few beats at his touch. It’s different from when he first held my hand in the dark hallway tonight. This feels like intention – like he’s choosing to hold it.

      He gives a head nod to our server, showing that he intends to return, and walks me out to the front entrance. It’s a little quieter in the small foyer, but not by much. My ears are still ringing with guitar melodies.

      Max stops just beside the doors we’d by-passed when we arrived by coming through the alleyway. He turns to me, still holding my hand. He looks first to our hands, licking his bottom lip, and then his eyes lift to mine.

      “I had a really good time with you tonight, Serena.”

      I try to smile. “Yeah. Me too. Thanks for inviting me.”

      I know that on the other side of those doors, my dad is waiting in a car. I also suddenly know that I want Max to kiss me. Yes, he’s a bit tall and awkward. And yes, he sometimes stammers incoherently around me. And yes, he can be so clueless around girls that Vanessa assumed he was with Hayden. But clearly this isn’t the case. And his self-conscious behaviour is sort of endearing. And, I may be wrong, but I think he wants to kiss me, too.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about kissing any boy. In fact, the last boy that I kissed was in Spain. I kissed a lot of boys in Spain.

      Max stares at my mouth as he slowly raises his hand to place his thumb below my bottom lip. “Where did you get this?” he asks, absorbed by where his thumb is now brushing back and forth across the scar there.

      My body freezes immediately with the memory – the taste of blood in my mouth.

      His gaze eventually moves to my eyes, and when it does, he must see something there. He swiftly drops his hand away from the ugly scar.

      It’s the only visible mark. The fractured wrist from the door handle, the collapsed lung from the airbag impact – they were injuries beneath the surface. That’s how my mom died: internal injuries. They said they just couldn’t stop the bleeding. The pieces inside of her – what holds us together – were torn away from one another. That’s what I’d done. I’d torn her to pieces.

      That’s the thing: the worst injuries are the ones you can’t see. Those scars are more disfiguring and impossible to hide.

      Shit.

      I squeeze Max’s hand and lift up on my toes to try to put my other arm around his shoulders. It’s a long stretch, but he bends towards me. My lips are against his neck. He smells so boyish.

      “Goodnight Max,” I say in a rush, abruptly letting him go, and turning to swing the doors closed on the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, Maxwell! It’s just beautiful! Did you take all of these?”

      Nana is holding the framed photo collage I made as an anniversary present for my parents. I picked out some of their favourites from the shots I’ve taken while roaming the beaches at low tide over the last couple of years. It’s amazing what mysterious treasures the ocean abandons temporarily, only to reclaim them again in its next cycle.

      “This purple starfish wrapped around a red shoe is definitely my favourite – although it’s difficult to choose. They are simply remarkable!”

      “Thanks, Nana.”

      I have to practically fold myself in two, sideways, to drape my arm around her tiny shoulders as we stand, looking at the framed pictures.

      “They’ll have to make some space to hang it where everyone can see.” She scans the occupied walls around us in the den where gifts have been gathered.

      Our house is tastefully decorated, primarily with art pieces Peter collects. He likes a lot of abstract art – you know, the kind that has haphazard brush strokes on canvas with colours that don’t match the furniture. At least it’s spared me from people ogling embarrassing family photos, or worse yet, those sequential school pictures that document every humiliating and awkward phase I’ve managed to survive so far.

      I gently squeeze my Nana’s shoulder again, happy that she’s flown in from Toronto to attend the party this week.

      “Twenty-five years. My goodness. What a grand accomplishment for my Jonathan! He and Peter have something very special to admire.”

      My nana is one of those grandparents that uses a lot of clichés and clutches at her heart often when she talks. She’s so sweet and generous, though, that it’s easy to accept the corny stuff.

      The rest of our house is jam-packed with family and friends this afternoon for my parents’ 25th wedding anniversary. Okay, not their wedding, but their “commitment anniversary” – or whatever. They couldn’t get legally married until later, when I was about nine years old. That’s when they had a small civil ceremony with me as their “best little man”. A church ceremony had been out of the question, they’d said, because of Peter’s very Irish Catholic, O’Sullivan upbringing. The O’Sullivan’s had been anything but tolerant when discovering that one of their five children was, literally “God forbid”, gay.

      Only Peter’s two sisters, my Aunt Mary and Aunt Kathleen, have flown in from Toronto and Boston. I’ve never even met my other Aunt and Uncle, since they don’t approve of dad’s lifestyle, as they apparently call it. My nana – Jonathan’s mom – is the only living grandparent I have.

      “Nana, how long were you and Gramps married again?”

      She brings her hand up to her heart before she answers. “We were blessed with thirty-five loving years together before he passed. There were ups and downs in those times, but those years were truly a gift.” Her bright blue eyes are shining now, and the wrinkles on her cheeks multiply, like an accordion being squeezed, as she smiles. “And, of course that gift just keeps on giving. Not only did I get my beautiful boy, but I also got Peter – and the most special present of all – you, my dear Maxwell.”

      Peter had legally adopted me, since gay couples adopting children wasn’t exactly common practice at that time. Even after they married, and Jonathan formally adopted me, neither of them chose to hyphenate their last names for professional reasons – that’s why I’m still technically an O’Sullivan.

      There is the tinkling of a bell in the other room. I’m not sure how well Nana’s hearing aids are working, so I gently nudge her. “Nana, I think it’s time for the speeches.”

      “Oh my! Well, I guess I’d need be getting my cue cards ready. I hope you will be speaking too?”

      “A few words. We’ll need to leave enough time for all the others, though. You know how much this group loves to talk.”

      We join the full house of guests in our large, open-concept main area where we hear stories from family and friends of first dates, and home renovations, and vineyard trips from years gone by. Nana’s heartfelt speech doesn’t leave a dry eye in the room, of course. Soon enough, it’s my turn to say something.

      “Hi, everyone.” My voice breaks, and I clear my throat. “This speech thing might have been easier if I’d brought my bass – wish I’d thought of that.” There are a few laughs from the room. I’m used to getting up in front of a crowd – not so comfortable talking up there, though. “Peter and Jonathan have been the best parents anyone could have wished for – you know, most of the time.” I smirk at them. “But I feel lucky to have grown up with such a great example of the perfect couple. Hopefully, one day, I might find the kind of love the two of you have shared together for twenty-five years.” I raise my glass to the crowd. “Congratulations to Peter and Jonathan!”

      A chorus of clinking glasses and applause follows. Guess I survived that challenge without sounding like an ineloquent moron. I cross the room to give each of them a hug. Peter has tears in his eyes, and even Jonathan seems to be clearing some emotion from his throat.

      I shake a few more hands of family and friends, making hesitant small talk about the wonderful day, and how great it is to have everyone here. I finally escape from host duties by finding a corner table with a tray of meat-filled pastries that hasn’t yet been cleaned out.

      “Please tell me you did not get them silver salt and pepper shakers as a gift.”

      I turn to the voice behind me and find Hayden. He’s better dressed for this event than me, of course, and juggling a package of flowers and champagne in one hand, and a dog-eared copy of whatever play he’s re-reading in his other.

      “Hey, man. I thought you weren’t going to be able to make it?”

      “Miss this fairy tale ending? Are you kidding me?”

      I grin at him. “Which begs the question: where is the animated ‘Prince Charming meets Prince Charming with a happily-ever-after’ movie, anyway?” I joke.

      We are interrupted by Peter and Jonathan standing up to thank everyone for coming, and each saying a few words of their own. I’m used to my parents being fairly straight-laced – pun intended – but today calls for some uncomfortable mushy stuff. To top it all off, they end it with quite a show of affection. Hoots and hollers only egg them on.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, not sure if I’m more embarrassed for them or myself.

      Hayden makes a scolding noise from beside me, but smiles. “What’s wrong with it? It’s beautiful. Two men openly showing their love for one another.”

      It’s not like I don’t want to see my dads kiss because they’re gay: I don’t want to see my dads kiss because they’re my parents. I mean, seriously! “Yeah, like I said, gross!”

      “Hey, if I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were homophobic.” He elbows me.

      “Obviously not.” I dismiss this. “I just have a normal teenage phobia to parental PDA, that’s all. If I had a mom and dad, it wouldn’t be any different – I’d be disgusted by them kissing, too.” I realize what I’ve just said, and feel an immediate and crushing guilt for the questions running through my head right now. If I had a mom and dad. I do have a mom and dad – somewhere. The question is: where? And: should I look for them? My stomach knots up. God. I can’t believe I’m thinking about this at my parents’ anniversary party!

      “Yeah, that would be repulsive.” Hayden sneers.

      “Oh, like that’s fair prejudice.” I laugh. “Maybe you’re heterophobic! And, I should shame you online, or something.” I jab him with my elbow, in return, and we start to shove each other, joking.

      “I admit it. Nobody needs that girl-boy thing shoved in their face all the time, you know.” Hayden pulls a sour and dismissive face that’s a pretty good one for an actor. “And speaking of heterophobia – I don’t see Serena here today.”

      I glare at him and sigh. I’d thought of inviting Serena to this party, but I’m not sure we’re at that stage yet. “Might be a little much for her. Maybe another time.”

      Hayden nods like he’s agreeing with me.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be with your mom and step-dad this weekend?” I ask.

      “Left Burnaby early. Any more than twenty-four hours with Big Bad Bigoted Bob, and your dad’s therapy couch is looking extremely comfortable.” He smirks, but I know he’s probably serious. “I have no idea how my mom ended up with him. Then again, her track record for seeing beneath the façade wasn’t exactly exemplary.”

      Hayden spent the early years mainly with his mom after his parents split up – which I gather was fine until she re-married, and his two half-sisters came along. Not long after that, the custody arrangement got a bit of a shake-up, and that’s when he came to live in our neighbourhood with his dad most of the time.

      “What about your sisters? No one to play with?”

      “Gymnastics competition. And mother hen was out in full force,” he says.

      I smile at this. I’ve met Hayden’s mother a few times over the years, and she is exactly what you’d think of when someone describes being “s-mothered”. Still, there was something appealing about it. It’s the way I imagined all moms act – at least, that’s how it seems on TV.

      We both pop another pastry into our mouths, shielding the tray with our bodies like it’s the last ration at the orphanage.

      “Your dad and Charles dropped by at the beginning of the party,” I say, still chewing.

      “Yeah, I guess my dad had to make a speech at some exhibit opening at the Gallery downtown.” Hayden’s dad, Gary, and his partner, Charles, are two of my parents’ closest friends. They would be very sorry to have missed much of this party.

      Eventually Peter makes his way around to Hayden, who gives Peter the gifts he’s brought. They strike up a short conversation before Peter is pulled away to see off some departing guests. The party takes a while to wind down, and when the last of their friends have gone, I send my nana to the couch in the living room to rest her feet, and make her a cup of tea. She spent much of the party attending to guests and refilling glasses while she told one story after another about my parents to the groups that milled about. I know she must be exhausted.

      Hayden and I head to the kitchen to start cleaning up the mess left behind by all the celebrating.

      “How are things going with Serena, anyway?” he asks, as he takes up the washing in the sink full of soapy water.

      “Fine. I mean, I think it’s fine. I had a really good time with her on Friday night.”

      Hayden is nodding his head, staring down at the sink. “So, are you getting anywhere with her?”

      I give him a sideways glance while I empty out a half-full beer bottle into the opposite sink. “Getting anywhere?” I repeat, confused. “What do you mean?”

      He shrugs, with an uneasy look on his face. Maybe he’s as concerned as I’ve been about how different she is this year. He certainly sees her more in his classes than I ever do. He takes an exaggerated breath and then turns to me, bracing his hands against the counter. “Well. Have you even kissed her yet?”

      I stare at him for a minute. Is he kidding? There’s no telltale smirk to this comment. I cough a response, shaking my head. “Hayden, you are such an ass sometimes.”

      He stares me down. I look away, feeling far too known to escape his assumption.

      “Why is it such a big deal if things are going slowly between us? I like her. I think she actually likes me. What’s wrong with that?”

      His hard look softens, somewhat. “You just seem to be doing a lot of chasing. Has she ever even called you?”

      This stings more than I want it to. The things that are true always do.

      “Look – she’s gone out with me on a date already. It’s not like she’s giving me the cold shoulder.”

      He turns back to the sink, and mutters quietly, “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t exactly guess she’d keep you warm at night, either.”

      There’s a long stretch of silence before I respond.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He tilts his head and only needs to lift his mocking eyebrow. “She just seems like one of those girls who’ll string you along, and you’ll never get anywhere.”

      I try to clear the irritation from my throat. “Are you kidding me? Just because I haven’t slept with her after a few weeks, it doesn’t mean that there’s nothing going on there!” It’s like we’re in a face-off now, where Hayden plays the cool, unaffected party, dropping platitudes like incendiary bombs so that I look like the out of control jerk in the argument. “What the hell, Hayden? Leave it alone, would you?”

      He smirks, shrugging his shoulders, and returns to washing the champagne flutes.

      “Well, maybe you just like the idea of a girlfriend relationship, more than the reality of relations with a girlfriend.”

      I stop what I’m doing and turn to face him. “I like her, Hayden. Okay? I don’t know what your problem is with her. What did she ever do to you?”

      He shakes his head slightly and chews at his puckered lips in an angry way. “I just don’t want you to go down a road that’s full of detours. I’m not sure she’s really all there after what happened to her this year. Are you ready to deal with all of that?”

      I practically pin him to the wall with the look I’m giving him, and utter my words with deadly precision. “Don’t go there!” I walk over to the corner and slam two bottles into the empty beer case I’ve been filling. “Jesus!” I mutter. Standing up again, I realize I’ve heard enough of his shit for the day. “You know, I think I’ve got it from here.”

      He looks over at me slowly. “All right then,” he says, then pulls the dishtowel from his shoulder and wipes his hands slowly before handing it over. “Thanks for the party. No need for an escort. I’ll see my way out.”

      He ducks his head once, his tongue firmly planted in his cheek, and walks through the archway to the front hallway. I watch Jonathan pull Hayden into a handshake hug, slapping him on the back, and then gripping his shoulder firmly.

      I hardly have time to process what a colossal asshat Hayden is being before Jonathan enters the kitchen and says, “It was nice to have Hayden helping out, even if Gary and Charles couldn’t stay.”

      “Yeah. Helping Hayden. Like always.”

      Jonathan nods slowly, and I sense his super therapeutic abilities to sniff out conflict emerging. “I thought I might have heard a certain tone of voice in here.”

      “What you heard was Hayden trying to give me girl advice,” I spit out. Jonathan’s face takes on a mild look of surprise. I continue on, in my exasperated state. “Why he thinks he can provide any expertise in this area – I have no idea.”

      Jonathan’s head tilts sideways in a revealing way, and I know what’s coming.

      “Relationships are relationships, Max. Don’t try to label something as different just because of gender.”

      I let out a groan that immediately labels me as a teenager, but I can’t help it. “Yeah, I know.” God, I’m not looking for more judgment.

      Jonathan is smirking at me now, and I’m sure it’s because he’s caught me in this vortex of teenage conventionality. “So there’s a girl, is there? What girl is this?”

      Oh, God. It’s only now, after this brief burst of anger, that I realize what I’ve admitted. It’s fair to say that I’ve been avoiding this tripwire of uncomfortable discussion with my dads forever.

      I vividly remember that first conversation we had, years ago – you know – the “sex talk”. Peter is a doctor, so that talk was a little more involved than it probably needed to be. And, ever since, if one of them got that look – the one that said, “We should probably talk with Max about this” – I was tying up my boots to run for the woods. So, as hard as it is to believe, we’ve never truly had a specific “talk” about the whole “you like girls” thing.

      Great. I do not want to do this.

      “No one. I mean – it’s just a girl at school.” It’s like I’m sprinting through an obstacle course of landmines. “You know, Hayden’s just got me a little bit irritated, and I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”

      He grimaces, and I wonder if I’m going to escape this interaction.

      “Well, Max, I’m very pleased to hear that you’ve found someone that you might be interested in. But based on the temperature left behind by your discussion with Hayden, perhaps you and he need to examine just how this is affecting your friendship.”

      I shoot him a look, and grab my throat, briefly, like I’m choking. He rolls his eyes at me.

      “I’m not one of your patients, Jonathan.”

      “No, Maxwell. Even more importantly, you’re my son. You know how this works. I’m here if you want to talk about anything at all.”

      I bet he says this to all of his patients.

      

      It takes another hour to finish cleaning up everything. Nobody feels like having an organized dinner because of the heaps of food we’ve eaten all afternoon – but I’m still hungry. I make myself a sandwich and carry it up to my room, walking quietly by Nana, who is napping soundly on the living room couch.

      Hayden pissed me off with his comments about Serena, but he’s dead-on that she never calls me. In fact, besides the occasional conversations over lunch at school, I really don’t see her all that much. Maybe Hayden is right. Am I crazy to be spending so much effort trying to date her? Am I just imagining something that is actually only one-sided? But I’d felt it – Friday night – I’d felt it. First, at the table, and then that moment by the doors before she left – I’m sure she was thinking about kissing me, too.

      I press her number on my phone and it starts to ring. After five rings, I’m preparing to leave a message, scrambling to think of how not to sound like an ass for brains. Then there’s a click.

      “Hello?” Her voice is raspy and thick. Is she crying?

      “Oh, hey! Hi! Serena. It’s Max.”

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line. Jesus. Of course, she knows it’s me! I’m calling her from my freaking cell phone.

      She takes a long, audible breath before she finally says, “Hi.”

      “Are you okay?” It sounds like she’s covering her phone, but I can still hear the clearing of her throat.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m fine,” she says, failing to sound convincing.

      “I can call back, you know. Or you could call me. I mean, call me back. If you wanted.”

      Is she rolling her eyes? Is she upset? Isn’t this why FaceTime was invented, so that you don’t have to guess these things? I’d remember to try that next time I call her.

      “No, it’s okay, Max. Really.” There’s a smile in her voice now. That’s all I’d hoped for, honestly.

      “So, um. What are you doing?” I ask.

      “I’m working on an essay for English.” There’s another pause, and I’m just about to ask her more about her essay when, at the last moment, she says, “What are you up to?”

      “Oh. Well, Hayden just left.” I try to keep the irritation out of my voice, but I’m not sure I succeed. “And now I’m just hanging around my room. Eating a sandwich, as a matter of fact.”

      “Why am I not surprised? You probably raided the neighbour’s garden to garnish it, too.” I think she might have giggled on the other end of the phone.

      “It’s a strictly legal snack tonight, I swear.” I raise my hand to gesture my honesty, even though she obviously can’t see. “What are you reading in English right now?”

      “Orwell’s 1984. That’s what the essay is on.”

      “Oh, Big Brother!” I make a corny joke, hoping to keep her smiling. “You have Polinski, right? I had him last year.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah. He was totally obsessed with thematic elements for every book we read.”

      “I can tell,” she moans. “I’m still trying to figure out whether to write about the theme of censorship or surveillance.”

      “Censorship! You have to pick censorship. Seriously! He never shut up about all the different books that had been unjustly removed from high school reading lists because of their content. You’ll absolutely get an A if you write about that theme!”

      She laughs again, and I consider this to be a small miracle. It occurs to me that if she’d been upset about something earlier, I’ve distracted her from it. I think about Hayden’s allegations that Serena isn’t “all there” and that I wouldn’t be able to “deal with it”, and feel a flash of anger towards him. If she’s sad, I want her to be able to talk to me. I don’t want to push it, though.

      “Hey, Serena,” I start, wondering how I’m going to put this, “You know, that you can call me any time you want, right?”

      Great. Am I sounding needy here? Just what every girl wants: a needy boyfriend. Man, who am I kidding? I’m not really her boyfriend. I can feel a stammering episode coming on like an out of control freight train.

      “Like, if you want some help with your English essay – I’ve got some great links online for theme elements that teachers just eat up. Or if you need me to give you some fresh ears for your vocal practice, I can do that, too. Hey, even if you just need to practice your voicemail message on someone before you record – I’m your guy.”

      She is laughing by this point. Well, at least I’ve got her laughing.

      “Thanks, Max. I’ll be sure to call you with my practice run next time I’m changing my voice mail message.”

      “And I’ll be here, ready to listen to anything at all.”

      Oh, Jesus. I sound like my dad!

      “When are you working this week?” she asks, releasing me from my self-deprecation.

      “At the music store?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tuesday night – till nine.”

      “Maybe I could stop by?”

      “Yeah, sure. That would be awesome. We could… grab a coffee or something?”

      “That sounds great. I’ll see you tomorrow at school?”

      “Yeah. See you then.”

      She is going to come to see me. She suggested we go out. She hopes to see me tomorrow.

      What does Hayden know about detours? Tonight I feel like I’ve found the secret passage, and Serena has given me the key.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Serena

        

      

    

    
      It’s weird, the things you notice – especially when you’re stuck in a room with someone for an hour, generally trying to avoid what you’re here for in the first place: talking about yourself. Today the man seems to match the furniture. His dark grey shirt and similarly coloured tie make his dark hair and eyes seem like they were orchestrated for a catalogue shot. Psychologists Weekly: Bring your dark thoughts – we will absorb them into our dark world.

      I’m back in the familiar black leather chair, answering the list of questions we seem to review every week.

      Sleep: Getting better

      Dreams: Still angry black birds

      Been in any strange cars lately: Dodge this question

      Self talk: Kind of

      School: Passing

      Singing: Yes

      Eating: Yes

      “Well then, Serena. It sounds like you’re having improvements in some of the problem areas we identified early on.”

      Passing the review so far.

      “I still think we need to explore more deeply what your experience was in the car at the time of the accident, however.”

      Can’t he see how fiercely I’m avoiding this? I don’t want to talk about it. I squirm in my seat, my hands tucked underneath my thighs on either side. The glittering box has reappeared on the table between us today, its ostentatious red bow calling out to him to be untied. Its promise tempts like fool’s gold.

      He levels his gaze at me for several interminable seconds. “But for today, I’d like to hear about more positives.”

      More positives? Have we not covered this? He strikes a pose, with his index finger crooked over his chin, tilting his head. “What about Don? Did anything ever come of your meeting with him?”

      Who? Does he have me confused with another patient? I search my memory for what he can possibly be talking about when it finally hits me. Don: he means Max. I never corrected this.

      “Oh! Don. Right. Well, yeah. We’ve become friends.”

      “That’s good. Does that mean that you’re getting out socially more often?”

      He seems to be smiling at me more today – and not in that sad “How are you?” way, or that attempt at encouragement “I’m here for you” way. Still, it feels like I’m on a game show – the kind where they don’t tell if your answers are the right ones; at least, not until you reach the ultimate jackpot question that finally gets you released from therapy.

      “Socially?” I weigh this idea in my mind. I went out with Max – I mean, I guess I technically went on a date with him. Will I win points for this? “Actually, I went on a date with him on Friday.”

      “Really? That’s wonderful, Serena. As you begin to see the new landscape of your life, it’s important that we keep in mind the goal for you is to not only survive this event, but also to thrive as you were prior to it.”

      His goal seems unfathomable. My life prior to this? It feels lost and buried like a forgotten treasure. And I’m not so sure I deserve to be thriving: my mom isn’t thriving. Still, deep down, I know that my therapist isn’t a bad guy. He seems to truly care about me improving. I decide to give him something he probably wants to hear.

      “Maybe one step at a time,” I say.

      He gives me the type of proud look I might expect from my own father.

      “Exactly what I would have suggested, Serena.”

      

      I’ve told my dad he doesn’t need to pick me up from my session today because I’m meeting some friends. I know he’s a little annoyed with the lost opportunity to be in the car with him. I make so few chances for this, and he considers this part of my therapy.

      The music store that Max works at isn’t far from my appointment, so I walk over there afterwards. I’ve been inside this store before, but it was a long time ago. I forgot how amazing the instruments look, lined up artfully along the walls like musical trophies. At the front of the store are the rows of brass instruments, arranged in sizes from largest to smallest: trumpets, saxophones, trombones, French horns, and tubas. There are string instruments along the opposite wall, and then towards the back of the room, where the cool kids sit, there are the electric guitars and basses.

      It doesn’t take me long to find Max, towering above the drum kits in the far corner. He’s talking to a younger boy and the boy’s father, and he appears to be explaining which cymbals come with the kit, and which are extra. He hasn’t noticed me, and I take the chance to watch the way he stands tall to his waist, but then stoops over at his shoulders, like he’s wary of his height appearing threatening. Max alternately grins at the boy, who is bug-eyed over the drums, and nods his head in serious contemplation of the dad’s questions. With an amused expression, Max bends to the boy’s eye level to hand him a pair of sticks, daring the boy to give them a try. The boy snatches them with obvious wonder spread across his face for this strange adult inviting him to make some serious noise.

      When Max stands up, he finally sees me. His eyes grow wide, and his grin even wider. I give him a small wave but don’t approach, waiting for him to be finished with his customers. The boy begins crashing around on the drums like Animal from The Muppets. Max leans in to the father to say something, and I can see the dad gesture with his hand, like he’s fine for the moment, absorbed in his kid’s musical enthusiasm.

      Max jogs over to the brass section where I stand waiting.

      “Hey,” he exhales.

      “Looks like a future percussionist in our midst. What do you think? Will he be a Buddy Rich or a Neil Peart?”

      Max’s eyebrows shoot up. “Impressive. You do know your percussion greats, don’t you?”

      I shrug, playing it cool. “You’re not the only one familiar with musical geniuses, you know,” I admonish him.

      Max scans over his shoulder at the father who is still listening intently to his kid, and then in the other direction, like he’s looking for someone.

      “I haven’t gone on my break yet. Do you still feel like grabbing a coffee? There’s a Starbucks on the corner.”

      I have to laugh at that. “Max, it’s Vancouver. There’s a Starbucks on every corner.”

      He grins in response, and then motions across to the cash register area. “Finn! I’m heading out for break. You good with the sticks at the back there?”

      There are only two other people in the store: an older man who’s been sitting in an alcove playing a six string acoustic since I arrived, and a woman leafing through piano music books near the cash.

      The ruddy Irishman beams a grin in my direction. “Miss Serena! Lovely of you to drop by to see our little Max here, it is. You’ll be off for a quickie down the way then, will ya? Well, maybe not that kind of quickie.” Max looks like he’s going to expire on the spot. Finnegan winks in return. “What I mean is, you’ll be, the two of you, taking yourselves for a right bit of liquid refreshments. Well, enjoy yourselves! And do come back to us, dear Max, r’else I’ll be telling the owner about your shyster work ethic, ya bum!”

      It’s hard to forget Finnegan.

      “Back in twenty, Finn!” Max calls over his shoulder, taking my arm and leading me towards the door in a hurry.

      When we pass through the front doors, a tall, slender man with light-coloured hair approaches. He’s wearing a navy pea coat and carrying a newspaper under his arm.

      “Well, fancy meeting you here, Max.”

      Max looks genuinely surprised. “Oh. Hey, Peter.”

      “I was just going to stop by the store on my way out.” The man’s blue eyes flash to mine, briefly, then back to Max. “We’re going to see a movie tonight. Your nana said she was too tired to come along, and insisted we go without her so that she could finally have an evening to rest.”

      Max smiles at this and shakes his head. “I’ll head straight home after work. I bought her some more of that herbal tea she likes so much. She said that it helps her arthritis.”

      The man beams at him in response, but his sideways glance moves to me again and rests there until Max finally notices.

      “Oh! Sorry. Dad, this is Serena – from school,” he adds in haste. “We were just grabbing a quick coffee. Serena, this is my dad, Peter.”

      The man stretches his hand forward, and I feel his long fingers curl around mine in a handshake that feels familiar in its breadth. “Nice to meet you, Serena.”

      “You too, Mr. O’Sullivan.”

      “Call me Peter.” He laughs. “Max does.”

      He turns back to Max, patting him on the shoulder twice. “Before I forget, Max, can you look for that memory stick I lent you when you get home later tonight? I need it for work this week.”

      I can see Max hesitate before he answers. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Well, I better run. Enjoy coffee, you two.”

      His dad walks away, and Max closes his eyes and grimaces.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “Yup,” he says, pulling his jacket tightly around him. “Just enjoying the irony of forgetting where I left the memory stick, that’s all.”

      The sun set an hour ago, and the November wind has us both burying our chins in our collars, even for the short walk to the corner. It’s a welcome burst of warm, coffee-roasted air that hits us when we hurry inside the door. We avoid the gingerbread and candy cane flavoured lattes recommended by the baristas already wearing their Christmas flair and settle for straight-up coffee: his, dark roast and mine, medium. We sit down at an empty table, wrapping our hands around our full mugs to heat them up.

      “So, that was your dad,” I say, making conversation.

      “Yeah. Peter is one of my dads.”

      One of his dads? Does he have a step-dad, too? “Are your parents divorced?”

      “No.” He shakes his head, laughing. “In fact, they just celebrated their anniversary on the weekend.”

      I still don’t get it. Had he been in foster care? It finally hits me. “Oh! Were you adopted, then?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He looks amused. “I thought you knew that. Obviously.”

      He’s never mentioned it before, and it doesn’t seem that obvious to me. “Huh. That’s funny. You look a lot like him. I wouldn’t have thought that.”

      He looks at me with a confused expression for a few seconds before he seems to realize something. “Oh! I mean, no, they didn’t do any of that surrogate stuff, or anything.”

      Now I’m confused. “Are you adopted if your parents use a surrogate?” I ask.

      I imagine we are wearing similar puzzled expressions.

      “Um. I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about that.” Max shakes his head slightly.

      “So, then… do you know who your real parents are?”

      “You mean my birth parents?” he asks, and I nod. “No idea.” He takes a sip from his mug and frowns. “I don’t think I’m supposed to know anything about them. I mean – it’s no secret that I was adopted, but it’s something I haven’t asked a lot about, either.”

      “Why not?”

      He looks up to the side like he’s searching for something. “When I was about seven, I overheard Peter talking to my nana about it. I’m not sure if he knows something about my birth mom because he’s a doctor at the hospital. But I’ll never forget how silent the room became when I walked into the kitchen, hoping for some cookies.”

      “And your birth dad?”

      “I know even less about him.”

      When I think about it, I realize I have lots of friends with divorced parents, blended families, and single parents – but other than a few kids in middle school that I remember, I can’t think of a single friend I have now that was adopted. What is it like not knowing who your birth parents are? What if you have a whole other family you don’t even know about? Will you always wonder what life would have been like if you’d grown up in that different family? I wonder if Max thinks about these things.

      “Is that weird? Not knowing where you came from?”

      He looks cautious about answering this. “Sometimes.”

      Max spins his coffee mug in careful half turns on the tabletop.

      “Do you think you want to find out someday?”

      “I’m not sure, yet – if I’ll do that to them.” He winces.

      I begin to think I’m pressing him too hard on this subject. And God knows, I’m all too familiar with that feeling. I stop short of asking him anything further.

      Taking a sip of my coffee, I decide to change the subject, entirely. “Tomorrow’s the first day of Christmas concert rehearsals for stage band and vocals together.”

      Max nods, and it seems like his shoulders relax a bit. “Have you guys started on your parts yet?”

      “Vanessa worked on hers all weekend. I did a little bit, but my parts aren’t quite so big. What about you?”

      “We did a bit of it in class yesterday and today. I’m sure it will all come together in the weeks ahead.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I reply.

      Max takes a last swig of his coffee before setting the empty mug on the table. He looks over at me with an apologetic expression.

      “I better get back to see if that kid’s going to get those drums tonight.”

      I nod. “And you probably don’t want Finnegan getting you fired, either.”

      Max laughs. “I think he’s the one that should be worried about that, not me. He’s constantly screwing around with the instruments instead of doing his job. But it’s hard to fire a leprechaun, you know. Testing your luck, and all, with that.”

      I laugh at his joke. It hits me that I really want to see Max again this week.

      “Listen, did you want to – I don’t know – maybe go out on Friday?”

      Max looks stunned for a good number of seconds. Then he busts out a grin that puts me at ease for being so forward – for once.

      “Yeah! Oh, but wait. No.” He shakes his head. “Crap! We’re going out with Hayden and his parents for dinner then.”

      “Maybe we could do something on Saturday?”

      “For sure!”

      “How about we talk about it tomorrow at rehearsal?”

      “Sounds good. Hey, how are you getting home? Do you want to stick around and I’ll give you a ride?”

      I’m ready to spend more time with Max. I like him. He seems like a good guy. I mean, what teenage boy buys herbal tea for his grandma, and then heads home to check on her? I am not ready to get in his car, though.

      “No, I’m good. I’ve got a ride. Thanks, Max.”

      I lean in and give him a quick hug before he turns to head out the coffee shop doors.

      

      First rehearsals are only the second-worst type of rehearsal. During the first rehearsal, no one knows their part very well, and the entire musical performance sounds a lot like a Manhattan traffic jam.

      We were supposed to have independently learned one of the full orchestra songs over the weekend. It’s an adapted finale piece from the musical RENT. Clearly, some had learned it better than others.

      Mr. Yankov is tapping his conductor’s wand rapidly on the music stand – and not to the beat. His hand streaks through the air in front of him, his fingers snapping to his thumb in a motion that resembles “shut your mouth” to the average person. It’s essentially the same thing directed at musicians.

      “Well! That was interesting.” He is craning his neck like a turtle, his head straining from the shell of his too tight turtleneck, and there is a sheen of sweat around his smooth, bald temples already. “Percussion: you’re late on the entry to bar twenty-five every time. Brass: tighter! Those fingers need to mover faster over those triplets. And bass: milk those notes so we can hear them.”

      I look over at Max, who has the same sheepish expression on his face as the rest of the band. There are no easy breaks given at our school. You are expected to work hard and to produce quickly.

      Our orchestra director then turns his attention to his colleague. “Mrs. Alonso?”

      It’s our turn for critique. Mrs. Alonso has been quieter than usual during this hour after school, but seems to have replaced her words with a multitude of throat clearing, lip chewing, and touching two fingers to her temple every few minutes.

      “Vanessa, you need to work on the grittiness of your vibrato there. Hayden, well, that was excellent, frankly.”

      She levels her eyes on the chorus. Beside me, stands Grace, chewing the nails on her slim, delicate fingers. I could hear that she knew her alto part quite well, in contrast to Emily, beside her, who flubbed a few sections of the song. There’s an overlay of call and response to these pieces, providing an opportunity for not only solos, but also groups of the chorus to stand out during different sections.

      “Timing. Watch your timing,” she tells everyone.

      And then, her eyes fall on me.

      “The passion of this piece: I’m not hearing it. It’s about remembering the ones you love and moving forward with them in your heart – grabbing life – excuse my French, but – grabbing life by the balls, and embracing all the joys and the heartache. That’s what this piece needs. Find it!”

      She’s speaking to me – I’m sure of it. It tears into me like fresh wounds all over again. My lip begins to tremble, and I have to forcibly hold my breath to keep down the sob that is rising in my throat.

      Mrs. Alonso’s eyes finally leave mine and she looks over to Mr. Yankov. “Let’s take fifteen minutes here to shake it out and re-group, shall we?”

      There is an immediate commotion of grumbling voices, instruments being set aside, and chairs scraping against the floor. Before looking over, I can feel Max’s eyes on me. He has set down his monstrous bass and is gazing my way with obvious concern. I concentrate on not blinking to avoid the tears breaking over their levees.

      “God, Serena. Can you believe that?”

      Vanessa has come up behind me with Grace, quiet as usual, at her side. I take a big breath and blow it slowly upwards, willing my eyes to dry up the moisture there. I was truly hoping only I noticed the words hurled at me, marking my shame like red paint across my chest.

      “Vanessa, I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”

      The look on her face grows even more disgusted, then. “What do you mean ‘you don’t want to talk about it’? How do you think I feel having her call me out like that in front of everyone?”

      I stare at her as a wave of incredulity washes over me, followed quickly by a trough of relief. Vanessa is talking about herself.

      Clearing my throat of the emotional web sticking there, I stammer through my reaction, “Oh. That. Listen, Ness, you were great,” I squeeze out. “Mrs. Alonso always has something for us to work on. You just have to expect that.”

      She shrugs and lets out an exaggerated sigh, resigning herself to this path of unrelenting critique in the pursuit of perfection we’ve chosen. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. Maybe I do need to work on that vibrato.” She immediately perks up, clutching my arm and trying to drag me towards the hallway as she insists, “You’ll help me with practice this week, right? Just like we always did at your house?”

      Practice together – just like we always did – with my mom.

      I hold my ground, trying to shake loose from her grip, now desperate to move away, to regain my steady breathing. “I think I… I’m going to get some fresh air – just for a minute.”

      I can see Max watching me, just off to the side.

      “It’s raining, Serena!” Vanessa says sharply, like I’m crazy. “Well, whatever.” She spins in the opposite direction, calling after Emily. Grace shrugs sheepishly and follows along behind her.

      I turn towards the doors that lead outside from the auditorium. Max follows. There’s a part of me that wants a few minutes alone – just enough time to let down my defences – a few moments away from the prying and judging eyes. But there’s also an undeniable comfort in knowing he’s close behind me.

      Finding a relatively dry spot from the cover of the roofing overhead, I lean against the brick wall, with my head back, looking up towards the sky’s grey ceiling.

      “You okay?” he asks, his shoulder pressing against the wall, countless inches above mine.

      It’s damp and cold, and I rub my hands along my sleeves trying to warm up.

      “Sure. Yeah. It’s just… it’s just hot in there, that’s all.”

      God, I want to forget all this stuff about my mom; I want everyone to stop telling me that I need to deal with it, and that I need to move on; and I want this suffocating weight to move off my chest so that I can breathe! I want to feel like I can feel again.

      Max is quiet until I finally glance sideways to find him staring down at me. He chews at his bottom lip, and his eyes narrow with a look of worry before he speaks.

      “Serena,” his hoarse voice strains and then stops. I can see his Adam’s apple move up and down again as he swallows, and then he tentatively reaches his fingers out to touch my shoulder. His fingers smooth along my collarbone, moving gently on their way to my neck. When his thumb strokes over my jaw, I close my eyes and let out the breath I’ve been holding.

      Without even thinking about it, my body turns towards him. And when I open my eyes again, he’s searching my face with such intensity I can’t tear myself away from the sapphire blue of his eyes. Max leans down slowly, his lips parted, but his eyes still cautious. He stops only a breath away, like he isn’t sure this is a good idea.

      I don’t care that only moments ago I’d been on the verge of an emotional breakdown. I don’t care that half the school is on the other side of this wall. All I care about is the feel of his calloused fingertips on my cheek, and the way his breath is mingling with mine. I’ve wanted to kiss Max for days now.

      My tongue quickly wets my lips as my hands reach up to his jaw, my fingers gently pulling him closer to meet me. I close my eyes when our lips brush against one another, and it feels like something lights up inside me that I’ve forgotten was even there. It’s deliciously sweet, and hungry, and shattering.

      When our lips come apart, I open my eyes to see a mesmerized expression on Max’s face. We both let out a short gasp before our lips meet again, like we feel an urgent desperation for this connection, yet his kisses remain soft and tender. Max holds me so carefully, his other hand stretching widely across the span of my lower back. It feels like being embraced by a cloud.

      Our kissing finally slows, and he draws back slightly, this time with a huge grin on his face. “Still okay?” he asks, the humour obvious in his tone, but maybe edged with concern.

      I swallow and manage not to drop my gaze, my hands now resting on his shoulders. “Better,” I admit.

      Max drops his head forward and lets out a sound of relief. “Oh, thank God!” He laughs, shaking his head.

      My pulse is still racing. There is no question: that was definitely my best first kiss ever.

      “So I just want to say,” he starts, raising his head again, and sounding frightfully serious, “that it is shockingly cold out here. And even though I can’t think of a better way to keep warm, I’m a little worried that your vocal cords and my fingers will be entering a state of deep-freeze momentarily.”

      Max is wearing a t-shirt. I haven’t even noticed until now that we are both trembling – although I’m not entirely sure it’s from the temperature. I can’t help but smile at his ability to distract me with his sense of humour when I need it most. Folding my arms around the back of his waist, I hug in close to him.

      “Max?”

      He has his arms around my back, his cheek resting against my hair.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.” I squeeze my arms a little tighter.

      He doesn’t say anything, and I feel closer to him because of it. It’s like he understands what I’m telling him: thank you for not pressing me to talk; thank you for just being here for me; and thank you for making me feel this way again.

      It is dangerously close to the fifteen minutes we were granted, so I pull away from him. He grabs my hand and gives it one last squeeze before he reaches for the door. We manage to sneak back during the reconvening chaos, just before the teachers call for everyone’s attention. But the rest of the rehearsal is a complete blur, with the buzzing sensation of Max’s lips lingering on mine like the hum of a sweet, seductive melody.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      It’s a rare clear November evening sky when we arrive at the restaurant. We’re ten minutes late because I lost track of time walking the shores of Jericho Beach, taking photos after school. I thought Jonathan was going to have a conniption fit. But, even so, Hayden and his dads are still standing at the reservation desk, waiting for a table.

      When Charles sees us, his palms fly up like he’s exasperated. He’s wearing a bright orange and yellow paisley shirt that makes me think he’s ready to stop traffic for us to cross safely. “They tried to seat us near the bar, but I told them they should check the reservation again.” He forcefully exhales, irritated, before saying, “Francis would not be pleased, at all!”

      Next to the Mardi Gras colour palette of his dad’s partner, Hayden looks like a lawyer in his blue button down and dark pants. I lean over to him and ask, “Who’s Francis?”

      “The owner,” Hayden mutters. “Charles just pulled a Kanye on the hostess. We’re waiting for a ‘better’ table.”

      “Right,” I say, looking out across the uniform, sparkling sea of designer glass tabletops shimmering in the backlighting. We roll our eyes in tandem. It’s the first time we’ve shared anything close to a smile with one another all week. After last Sunday, I’ve avoided meeting up with him at lunch, choosing to sit with Serena instead, or walking down to one of the cafes on Fourth Ave.

      The hostess returns to lead us to our table, but when I fall in line behind everyone, I feel Hayden’s hand grab my elbow. I stop short and look over my shoulder.

      “Wait,” he says, still holding my arm for a moment before letting go.

      We’re as close to eye-to-eye as we can get, given the few inches of height difference between us. I can tell he’s looking for something in my gaze, some indication of readiness for what he’s about to say.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, eventually. I shove my hands in my jeans pockets, waiting for him to go on. “I said some shitty things to you. I didn’t mean to be such a jerk.”

      I’m not entirely sure that’s true. “You didn’t?” I ask, my question laced with skepticism.

      Hayden’s shoulders heave, and then, looking towards the bar, he blows out a long breath before he turns to face me again. “I was trying to be a friend – but ended up being an ass.”

      I nod at him, accepting his admission for what it is. We’ve moved on from worse fights than this – like the time he “borrowed” my first iPod, and left it in his jeans pocket – which his mom threw in the washing machine. “Okay,” I finally say.

      Walking side by side, in the silent understanding that we’re now on speaking terms, we move past the restaurant’s presumably “bad” tables, to find our families seated in a section that straddles the inside glass-roofed area and the outdoor heated patio tables. There’s a bathtub-size, gas fireplace made of stone that separates the spaces, and I can feel the chill taken out of the air immediately.

      Hayden’s dad, Gary, reaches over to squeeze Charles’ hand and gives him a reassuring look. I overhear him say, “The view is wonderful from here, honey.”

      Across the harbour, Stanley Park is lit up by the streetlights encircling the seawall trail, where the grey downtown blends into green. There are rows of boats and large yachts in the nearby boat slips, and still more boats moored out in the bay. But beyond them, you can see the colossal giants that stand in the dense forests throughout the park.

      Our server is at our table straightaway, taking our drink orders. She looks like so many of the servers at these high-end restaurants we go to – striking, blonde, and probably a model or aspiring actress. There’s a prolonged discussion among the four adults about the wine list, appetizers, and recent reviews. You’d think that the girl would be annoyed by the eternity it’s taking them, but the longer they banter back and forth, the more amused she appears. I recognize this look of hers – it’s the one where she’ll head over to the other servers to tell them about “the cute gay couples” she has at her table. I’m never sure if I should interpret this as acceptance or condescension. When they’ve finally selected, she turns to Hayden and I, and says, “And what can I get for the pair of you?”

      I swear she says this like we’re a couple. I wish this didn’t bother me so much.

      “A Coke please,” I order, realizing I’m unconsciously leaning away from Hayden.

      “I’ll stick with water, thanks,” he says. He will, undoubtedly, empty his glass, only to refill it from one of the wine bottles during the meal.

      After she walks towards the bar, Charles is suddenly pressing his palm theatrically to his chest and saying, “I’m so sorry Gary had that gallery opening, and that we had to duck out early on your anniversary party, of all things! How did it all go?”

      Jonathan looks at Peter and smiles before smoothly answering, “A wonderful celebration. The house was quite a disaster afterwards, but we were fortunate to have Hayden drop by to visit and lend a hand with the clean up.”

      Four pairs of proud eyes land on Hayden. He lets the praise paint him a picture of perfect. It immediately reminds me of our argument in the kitchen that night. I know he’s apologized, but I still don’t understand why he’s so wary of Serena.

      “And sweet Nana Rose? Has she returned home?” Gary asks Jonathan.

      “We took her to the airport early this morning,” says Jonathan. “You know my mother. I tried to get her to change her ticket and stay through the weekend, but she insisted she needed to get home for a weekend luncheon with her Scrabble club.”

      They all laugh.

      “And I heard there was a special present between the two of you.” Charles winks and leans into Gary’s shoulder suggestively.

      Peter smiles, and says, “We’re planning a trip to Napa Valley.”

      “Lovely!” cries Gary. “You must visit the Redstones Vineyard while you’re there!”

      The cute blonde server returns, balancing a tray of drinks and appetizers. We place our food orders, and the conversation soon turns away from art galleries, wine tours and the municipal election candidates, to circle around to Hayden and me.

      “Max, have you started your applications to university yet?” Gary asks.

      There have been endless discussions about this very topic since our junior year. Schools were suggested, websites searched, and there seemed to be an infinite stream of advice coming from all directions – whether we wanted it, or not.

      I wipe my hand across my lips, sticky from chicken wings, and catch a glance of Jonathan giving me a look that suggests I use a napkin. “My nana wants me to consider one of the Toronto schools, where I can be close to her. I might apply to places like McGill and Humber – but maybe one of the schools in Los Angeles. I’m not sure yet.”

      Without a doubt, there will be several students, like Tim Poon and Marianna McArthur from our senior class, who will audition for places at Julliard and University of Michigan. I love playing music, but I’m not sure I want double bass to be my whole life. High school has been so focused on the evaluation of every performance – I don’t know if I want that all through college or university.

      “Hayden, have you made any definitive decisions about next year? I know you were considering York and the National Theatre School, of course,” Peter says.

      Hayden and I have always talked about going to a school in the same city – maybe living off-campus together, in a cheap apartment.

      “I’ll still consider those,” he says. “I might also apply to NYU. It’s got one of the best theatre programs. There are a few people from the playhouse that went to UVic, as well. But, I might just travel for the year. Maybe look into some theatre groups in Europe.”

      “It’s hard to imagine the two of you apart – each going in a different direction,” Peter says, and everyone around the table smiles.

      “Travelling? Since when?” I burst in, unable to hide the surprise in my voice. I knew about NYU, but the other options hit me completely out of the blue. Almost.

      Hayden levels his gaze on me. “It’s just something I’ve been thinking about.”

      Hayden and I spent the entire summer of grade ten plotting a trip through Europe after graduation. We came up with the ridiculous plan that we would busk, me playing bass and him singing, while discovering places like London and Rome together. Somehow, it seemed, the whole dream got long forgotten during the clutter of guidance counsellor meetings, university websites, and application forms. I can’t believe he hasn’t said anything to me about this.

      “It already feels like you’re drifting away from us a little every day,” Jonathan comments, sounding melancholy.

      Suddenly, Charles turns to me, and asks, “Speaking of the theatre group – what do you think of Bryan, Max?” He sounds eager for my opinion.

      I’m still reeling from Hayden’s admission that he might actually fulfill our tenth grade daydream travels without me, when I turn to Charles and ask, bewildered, “Who’s Bryan?”

      Gary raises his eyebrows at Hayden, who suddenly looks uncomfortable. “You haven’t introduced him to Max yet? I think our house has turned into Bryan’s favourite restaurant over the last three weeks,” Gary comments.

      I level a disbelieving look at Hayden. “You’re dating some guy named Bryan from another high school, and travelling next year instead of going to university?”

      “He’s not in high school,” Hayden says, and I’m not sure if he’s annoyed with Gary for bringing it up, or at me for alleging that Bryan is a high school boy. “He goes to the BC Institute of Technology.”

      Our food arrives at that moment, and the adult conversation turns to a typical detailed critique of the menu. I tune it all out. I can’t stop thinking about the distance I’ll be putting between my dads and me – and possibly Hayden – and how distant that makes me feel. Why does it suddenly seem like I’ve lost touch with Hayden? I know that he’s met a few guys through the playhouse on Granville Island where he does some singing and acting. Still, being in the dark about this guy, plus hearing about what he’s planning for next year: it feels like a bizarre kind of duplicity, not knowing this stuff.

      I stare at Hayden, sitting beside me, and wonder why he hasn’t told me any of this. When he brings his fork up to his mouth, I notice Gary at the end of the table, like a mirror image of Hayden: they’re both holding their utensils with the same grip – their eating bizarrely in sync. And even though their styles of dress are completely different, and Gary’s hair is grey around the temples, their jawline is identical, and their eyes a matching butterscotch colour – not to mention their indistinguishable laugh. There’s no question that Hayden is Gary’s son. I watch my own parents eat, and there’s none of these similarities. Besides the height and the hair colour, I don’t think I look anything like Peter. And Jonathan, with his dark hair and eyes, and his stocky build, looks nothing like me at all. Sometimes, it feels like I’m growing further away from them with each division of my cells. On a fundamental level, I will never grow up to be “just like dad”. How could Serena not tell that I was adopted?

      “Max,” I hear Jonathan call across the table. All eyes are trained on me. “Where are you tonight?”

      “Oh, sorry. Did you ask me something?”

      I realize, now, that I’ve been mechanically placing bite after bite into my mouth and chewing, but I haven’t been following any of the conversation going on around me.

      Just then, my cell phone buzzes in my pocket. We have a rule about this in our house. You’re not allowed to check your devices when we’re eating as a family. But I can’t help but look. Serena has already texted me a few times this week. I try to hide it under the glass table – although it’s not exactly a veritable shield. I’m thrilled to see her name glowing in the rectangular box.

      Serena: Movie tomorrow night still?

      I try to covertly type with my left hand while bringing the last bite of potatoes to my mouth with my right hand. You’d think I’d be better coordinated at this, given my musical talents, and all.

      Me: Yeah. 4 sure. Where?

      I don’t wait long.

      Serena: My place. 8?

      Me: K

      Peter clears his throat meaningfully from across the table. My eyes dart up to his and find he’s glaring at me – but lines of amusement bracket his lips. “Someone important texting you?” he asks. Heat rushes into my cheeks. I don’t know if it’s from being caught, or thinking about Serena tomorrow night.

      “Just his girlfriend,” Hayden says casually.

      My head whips towards him, my mouth gaping. I can’t believe he just said that out loud!

      Charles is choking on his water, and Gary is saying, “Girlfriend? You have a girlfriend, Max?”

      I’ve never had a girlfriend in high school – not the kind you’d bring home to meet your parents. Sure, I’ve kissed girls. That started in Grades Four and Five under the red slide in the schoolyard. You know, that type of kissing that happens because Kelly dares Madison to kiss you? I did it because the girls told me to – because that’s what their moms and dads did at home. But I knew that things were different at my house. I’d needed questions answered by my kissing dads, and had been bewildered, trying to figure out what my parents meant by advising me to “listen to what your body is telling you”. Most of the time, my body was just telling me that I wanted an ice cream cone, or that I needed to go pee.

      I can feel Jonathan and Peter staring at me before I even turn. Oh, no – not a “talk” – please, not here.

      “She’s just a girl from school.” I attempt casual indifference to avoid scrutiny. It doesn’t work.

      “Wait a minute!” Charles raises his palm in a dramatic circular motion like he’s cleaning a window. “Max, dear. You’re… not …”

      I know it’s hard to believe this subject has been avoided with this group. Most of the time, the pertinent questions have been worded to ask if there was a special “someone” in my life yet; or if I planned to ask “someone” to the dance. I haven’t specifically declared myself to anyone here. Not the way Hayden did.

      Hayden never wanted to talk about girls when we were younger, but it didn’t seem weird to me – we were into comic books, arguing over music choices, and playing Super Mario at his house. When Hayden came out, I wasn’t surprised – and neither were any of the people sitting around the table here tonight. It just seemed so easy for him. And after that, it was like everyone was waiting with baited breath for me to do the same. But I never did – one way or the other, really.

      When you think about it, though, shouldn’t we all have to do this? I mean, why should it be expected that I would like girls? Like it’s a default? It’s a little weird that only people who are not straight have to declare their sexual orientation. Why is that? It seems a little unfair. Maybe there should a sexual declaration day: like, when you turn sixteen, they throw a party where you announce it, and everyone cheers.

      Jonathan jumps in for the rescue. “I think Max is trying to say that he’s found someone he’s interested in. And now, it sounds like he’s dating this young woman.”

      Charles still looks traumatized. Gary just shrugs and raises his wine glass to me.

      I’m relieved to find my own parents don’t appear the least bit ruffled by this information. I know it’s stupid, but I have to admit there’s been a part of me worried they’d be disappointed that I’m straight. Maybe Jonathan told Peter about our conversation in the kitchen last weekend. If that’s so, it’s a small miracle we haven’t had some big family conference over the issue. Then again, maybe that’s what they’re trying to do: not make it into a big deal. After all, they firmly believe that sexual orientation isn’t a “choice”. You just are, or you aren’t.

      “We’re hanging out a bit, that’s all,” I say.

      Peter places his fork and knife carefully on his empty plate and looks pensive. “Is that like ‘hooking up’? Does this call for a review conversation about safe sex practices?”

      “Oh, God. Please, no.” I close my eyes and lean back in my chair. “We do not need to talk about safe sex,” I whine.

      “Is anyone ready for dessert?” The cute waitress has appeared next to me as she begins to clear our plates.

      Would it be weird if I crawled under the table? I shoot a sidelong glance at Hayden, looking for some sympathy for this teenaged horror show I find myself in, but his eyes are trained on the dessert menu, and he wears a dissatisfied grimace.

      When we finally leave the restaurant, Charles approaches me before we go our separate ways. Not tall enough to reach my neck, he wraps his doughy arms around my shoulders.

      “Oh, Maxwell. I’m so sorry. I just … I can’t believe I never knew.”

      This should definitely be awkward – but it’s Charles, and I feel like I’m being hugged by one of the Teletubbies.

      “Um. It’s okay.” I nod, my arms trapped at my sides in his embrace. We stand there in solidarity, like we’re mourning the death of my non-existent homosexuality.

      “No, it’s not. I should have known. I’m sorry I didn’t know. That must have been hard for you,” he says, getting a little choked up. He pulls back from me, holding my upper arms in each of his hands, and looks at me like he’s bringing me into focus for the first time. “We all know what it’s like to do that. We’re proud of you.”

      He’s talking like I’ve just come out – except as a straight white male in an upper middle class, albeit gay, family. It strikes me with considerable irony that this overweight gay man is congratulating me. He gives my arms one last squeeze, and then steps away to take Gary’s hand.

      “Catch you later, kid,” Gary says.

      While our parents say some quick goodbyes, Hayden stands a few feet away from me, looking up from under the hair that has fallen into his eyes. “Call you on the weekend?” he asks.

      “If you’re not too busy with Bryan.” I try to joke with him.

      He rolls his eyes, the hint of a smirk on his lips, and turns to go, calling over his shoulder, “See you, Max.”

      That talk I’d been avoiding all this time? It happens in the car on the way to our house. But, thankfully, it’s a short one, and not quite as mortifying as I thought it might be.

      Once we get home, my parents decide to put on a movie. I head up to my room, instead. When I open my laptop, I hit up a playlist that starts with some Albert King. All the talk of universities and plans for next year has me thinking about the crazy ideas Hayden and I once had – of maybe travelling, or going somewhere else to work for a while.

      As soon as the browser pops up, though, the last site I was on appears. It’s the Adoption Reunion Registry website from my Favourites tab. I think back to all the stuff that was coursing through my mind at dinner tonight – feeling distant from my dads and Hayden – thinking about exploring new people and places out in the world somewhere. It’s hard not to wonder about who my birth parents might be – and, also, where they are. Maybe I have a whole other family someplace. Imagine if my family tree is even more complicated than Hayden’s with his half-siblings, stepparents and committed life partners?

      The application form for an Active Search is staring back at me – but I can’t do it until I turn nineteen. I’ve already decided to put my name into Passive Registration, and have a copy of my birth certificate ready: if they’re looking for me, I want to know. But an Active Search would reach out to them. And what if there’s no answer in return? It asks the hardest questions: What if they don’t want to find me? Why didn’t they want me in the first place?

      There’s a quick knock on the door, and suddenly Jonathan appears in its entryway, his mouth open to speak. I slam my laptop closed, my eyes fixed nervously on him. His gaze moves from the laptop to me, and back again.

      “Everything okay?” He looks concerned, but then quickly suspicious.

      “Yeah,” I say too quickly, doing a terrible job of hiding my guilt. I can see he’s trying to decide if he should ask me what I was looking at.

      “I came in to talk to you, once more, about what happened tonight at the restaurant,” he says, still guarded at first, but then relaxes into the doorframe. “I know that Peter and I already said a version of this on the way home, but I don’t think I can reiterate it enough times. We’re proud of who you are, and only want you to be the person you were meant to be.” “

      I can feel the heat from the laptop on my palm, and the information beneath it burns like a scalding, punitive fire. This was supposed to be a father-son moment – one for the scrapbook pages. The thought makes me feel even more like shit.

      “Thanks, Jonathan,” I say sheepishly.

      He nods, eyes narrowed, probably evaluating the tone of my response and my body language with the astute perception he has honed over the years in his profession. Sometimes, it just sucks having him as a parent.

      “The most important thing is to find someone to commit yourself to – man or woman. You can do what you want on the way there. But, in the end, it’s about spending your life with someone you love.” He grins, lecture apparently completed.

      I sigh with relief, my eyes closing briefly.

      He lets out a short laugh, then. “Honestly, we’ve known for a long time. We were just waiting for you to be ready to tell us, yourself.” I look at him in disbelief, but he continues, “I think Peter hoped that eventually you and Hayden would end up together – but that’s just the corny kind of thing that parents wish for – that their kids will end up marrying their best friends.” My mouth gapes open at this. “Okay, that’s it. Just know that we love you.”

      I’m struck silent. Just when I think he is finally leaving, he stops in the doorway, hesitating, his puckered lips jutting sideways. Pointing towards the computer, he says, “You know. It’s fine what you’re doing. Healthy, even. Normal sexual curiosity is to be expected at your age.”

      “What?” I ask, puzzled by this.

      He goes on. “I know you’ve learned about Internet safety. Still, you need to be very careful about what you’re pulling up to check out. Okay?”

      My mouth has fallen open again, and I’m reminded of the copy of Munch’s modern art painting, The Scream, that hangs in one of the school’s art classes. Oh my God! He thinks I’m looking at porn.

      “No, Jonathan! It’s not – ”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay.” His palms face me in a pacifying gesture. “You may have questions. And just because we’re gay doesn’t mean we can’t answer them. Don’t forget, we’re here for you, Max.”

      I can’t even respond to this. I am now using mind control, begging him to leave. A parenting session about porn is not something I’m interested in. And it’s so ridiculous, considering what I’m actually doing. I honestly think about showing him what’s on my laptop, just so this topic will disappear.

      “Well, good night, Max.”

      My answer comes clipped, putting an end to this torture. “Yup. Good night.”
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      When I answer the door, Max is leaning against its frame, looking down towards the welcome mat. His eyes lift to mine.

      “Hey,” I say. I’m finding that my smiles come faster and more frequent when replying to his.

      “Hi,” he replies.

      I wave him into the hallway and offer to take his coat while he slips off his ankle boots. Our hands graze one another’s when I take his green army jacket. I feel the jolt of this connection, and our eyes lock for a moment, so I know he feels it too.

      “What are we watching tonight?” he asks before I begin leading him across the tile floor through to the den.

      “The Sound of Music!” I answer.

      I hear his footsteps stop behind me, and turn around to find him frozen, mid-stride, his mouth slightly open.

      “What? You’ve seen it?” I ask.

      “Um. A long time ago,” he says very slowly, obviously tentative.

      I’m biting my lip not to laugh. He’s always making jokes, so I thought I would try one on him tonight. “Okay. No, I’m just kidding.”

      He lets out a long breath and looks relieved. “Jesus! I thought you were serious there for a minute. I was going to have to reconsider this whole hanging-out-with-you thing.”

      Just then, he catches sight of the painting he’s standing beside, hung on the large wall in our hallway. The print is the size of our fridge, and shows a huge wooden cross, suspended above a lake, with the Son of God, himself, hanging from it.

      “Jesus!” he says again. “I mean. Holy crap! I guess I should watch my blasphemy around here. Wait. Is Holy crap considered sacrilegious?”

      He looks mesmerized by the image in front of him. I have to admit, it’s a little overbearing in the entryway.

      “It’s Dalí. I’m sure at least some people think his art is sacrilegious. Probably some even think it’s crap.”

      Just as I’m about to pull Max towards the den, my dad appears from the kitchen at the end of the hall.

      “You are a fan of Dalí?”

      We both turn to him, but when I look back towards Max, I realize his mouth might be trying to shape an appropriate response to this question.

      “Dad, you remember Max,” I jump in.

      “Max,” my dad says, extending his hand. “A pleasure to see you again.”

      Max takes his hand, looking relieved to avoid the question about the painting.

      “Nice to see you again, too, Mr. Santos.”

      My dad steps back, and his arm drapes around my shoulders, pulling me close to him. “So you are a student of music at Lord Stanley, as well?”

      Max glances at me, like he’s wondering what exactly I’ve said about him, then replies, “Yes. I’m in the Band stream. I play double bass.”

      Sizing him up from the floor to the crown of his head, my dad says only, “Double bass. I see.” He squeezes my shoulder again so that I look up to him. “And you will be in the den, Chispa?”

      “Yes, Dad. We’re just going to watch a movie tonight.”

      My dad nods at me slowly, his eyes crinkling gently at the corners with his smile.

      “I will be in the kitchen, then, working on next week’s lectures.”

      My dad’s gaze moves up to the Dalí painting, momentarily, before returning to Max. I see that Max has followed his gaze there, and then he seems to snap to attention when he realizes my dad is looking back to him.

      “Max. Welcome,” he says with a brief nod.

      When Dad returns to the kitchen, Max practically deflates, his cheeks puffing out in a burst of air.

      “Should we pick something out?” I ask, motioning Max to follow me around the corner and into the den. The smell of buttered popcorn hits my nose when we enter. My dad made a huge bowl for us just before Max arrived. I move to bring up the selections on the screen we have mounted above the stereo system.

      Max catches sight of where I’m pointing the remote.

      “Wow! A Bryston amp. Great sound system,” he comments.

      But his eyes have quickly travelled on from there to the shelves packed with CDs and records sitting alongside the turntable. He runs his finger along the sides of the record covers, his head tilted at an awkward angle, trying to read the titles.

      “It’s a lot of opera,” I explain.

      His careful gaze shifts over to me for a moment like he’s waiting for me to say more, and then he nods. He goes back to looking through some of the CDs.

      “Any of these yours?” he asks, pulling a case from the lineup and reading the back.

      “No. I mostly have speed metal on my iPod.”

      He turns to me, with a look of amused disbelief. “Not for a second do I believe that.” Then he wipes his finger absently through the thick layer of dust that covers the turntable. “You sure you don’t want to listen to a few of these instead of watching a movie?” he asks tentatively.

      I think back to that first week when we returned from Spain when my dad played my mom’s records non-stop, her voice filling our house. I had to leave, walking through the mossy Endowment land trails that surround the university for hours to avoid the suffocating grief permeated by her vinyl presence.

      I scroll through the options on-screen, asking him if he’s seen the latest dystopian action movie. Max looks up to the image, probably realizing that I’m avoiding his question.

      We end up settling on a comic series action flick. The bowl of popcorn sits between us on the couch until we clean it out halfway through the movie. He holds my hand after that, and I can feel something flutter inside of me just from his touch and the proximity of his enormous presence by my side.

      I feel the need to rest my head on his shoulder and curl my knees up on the couch, inching closer to him. But I remember my dad is in the next room. Even though I know he wouldn’t, I worry about him coming in here. And I can tell Max would be really uncomfortable. He’s practically hiding our hands between the cushions where he strokes my knuckles secretively.

      It’s a long movie that isn’t over until close to eleven. I can hear my dad still tapping away on his laptop in the kitchen. Max stands and stretches, his hands reaching up to touch the ceiling before he lets out a sigh.

      “So, can I see your room?” he says on a burst of air.

      I stare at him, shocked by his straightforwardness.

      Immediately he is shaking his head, and bumbling through an explanation. “No, I just mean – I meant that I was curious. You know, I just wondered what your room looked like, that’s all.” He groans, and runs a hand over his jaw. “Oh my God.” His eyes quickly dart from the poster at the far end of the room showing Gaudí’s Sagrada Familia cathedral in Barcelona to my dad’s various religious reference books on the shelves that dominate the wall opposite the music collection. “Seriously, is it bad to be saying the Lord’s name in vain here?”

      I laugh at him, my hand covering my mouth, and he immediately grins at my response. “Come on,” I tell him, “I’ll show you my room.”

      He follows me up the stairs, and we turn down the hall, past the bathroom, to my open doorway.

      “This is it,” I announce, shrugging my shoulders.

      It’s a bit untidy, I guess. I quickly grab a pair of jeans and a t-shirt off the floor and stuff them into my laundry hamper. My schoolbooks are sitting in a stack on my desk where I left them today, one of them open to the Calculus equations I was working on.

      Max stands in the doorway, his eyes moving from my unmade bed, to the dirty glasses on my bedside table, and then over to where I’m standing.

      “Wow. I didn’t take you for being so messy.” He grins.

      I put my hands on my hips, reproachfully.

      His gaze has moved over to my bulletin board, though, which is littered with old photographs and some sticky notes. There are also postcards from places my mom performed over the years. She used to send one showing a famous landmark from each of the big cities she’d visit. With his eyes trained on one photo in particular, he crosses the room in two long strides.

      “That’s you and your mom?” He points to the photo.

      It’s obvious, but I answer anyway. “Yeah.”

      He studies the photo closely. It was taken when we first arrived in Spain. We have our heads thrown back in laughter. My parents had taken me to an underground bodega, or wine cellar, for dinner. I’ll never forget how we had to enter through what resembled a bomb shelter in the middle of a field, and climb down a stone staircase to a dining area straight out of the Middle Ages.

      “Geez. You look so much like her,” he says. “I remember that. Her, I mean. It’s amazing how much you look alike.”

      He says it in the present tense. But it isn’t. I’m holding my breath beside him.

      He glances at me quickly, and then back to the photograph before he begins to look at the various postcards tacked all around it. “You must really miss her.”

      It’s like I am a pillar of salt wounds, every part of me stinging and raw. If I make a move, I will crumble into dust crystals.

      Max swallows loudly and straightens up, and I can feel his eyes on me now, but I can’t meet them. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it,” he says.

      It’s the vulnerability in his voice. I almost think I can answer – maybe start to open up about what this is doing to me – how it’s pecked away at my heart for months now, leaving it a disfigured, bloody mess, incapable of its intended use.

      There’s some noise in the hallway below, and I see Max turn his head abruptly towards my open door. “I should probably go,” he says, keeping his eye trained on the hallway and looking suddenly nervous.

      I grab his hand and squeeze it. He turns back to look at me. My throat feels so full of emotion that it can barely squeeze out a breath.

      “Max…” I try to figure out what comes next, but nothing does.

      I want to say: I do – I do miss her – I do want to talk about it.

      But I don’t say it. I just can’t.

      He tugs on my hand then, and pulls me into his chest, giving me a brief but powerful hug. I feel his lips quickly brush against my hair. He swiftly releases me, eyes still on the door, and repeats, “I should go.”

      As we make our way downstairs, I can hear my dad turning on the dishwasher while I grab Max’s coat off the rack in the hallway. He’s slipped his boots on already, so I follow him out and onto our porch, closing the door quietly behind me. I hand him his coat, and he shrugs into it.

      We’re both quiet for a moment. I realize that because of what happened upstairs, he’s probably not going to kiss me unless I tell him to. So, I grab the folds of his open jacket, forcing him to bend down towards me, his hands finding and bracketing the sides of my waist. We kiss like a slow, gentle caress – just our lips meeting and retreating over and over.

      Eventually we pull apart, and the smile I expect to see spread across Max’s face isn’t there – there’s only a look of concern. I feel the need to tease it out of him, with a smile of my own, but there’s only the tiny lift at the corners of his mouth in return.

      “I’ll call you,” I say.

      He nods in response. “Sure.”

      He walks towards the driveway, and I slip back inside.

      

      We’re coming into the last week before Christmas break, which means that final assignments and papers are due before the holidays. You’d think the teachers would be a little easier on us, considering that we have the holiday concert next week, and all the extra rehearsals for it. But that’s the way it goes at this school: extra is expected.

      So, although my dad has not been overbearing or nosy about Max, he is being all of these things about my marks. I did some online courses, as well as regular school, in Spain. But after everything happened, I lost some of my credits and needed to add some subjects this year to keep up. That means I have an even heavier timetable than my friends. There is a lot of pressure for me to pull up my grades from where they were in the first two months of the year. I’m still in a position of having to prove myself, so for this week, I’m not allowed to go out on any weeknight, and spend most of my time trying to either study for tests or finish assignments. And it’s probably the first time in forever that I would care if I got grounded – it would mean that I couldn’t see Max.

      Vanessa comes over on Wednesday night so that we can quiz each other for our Calculus test. I’m not sure if she’s any help, but it makes me feel better that I have the company. She’s brought us chocolate cupcakes with vanilla icing from the specialty bakery that just opened on Tenth Avenue, and a coffee for me in this cute mosaic travel mug as a gift. She is always far more generous than she needs to be.

      We’re up in my bedroom. Her papers are spread out in front of her on my purple quilted comforter. I’m on the rug, just in front of my grandma’s travel trunk at the foot of my bed. I feel like I’m drowning in quadratic equations. Meanwhile, Vanessa looks like she’s running some sort of multi-media office up there. Her phone keeps chirping with her Fame ring tone every few minutes. She’s giggling about something while swiping and tapping her screen. It’s distracting, but I don’t comment.

      She catches me looking up at her and finally says, “Did you see the photo Grace posted? The one where Mailk’s got the open-mouthed stare, watching Emily sing at rehearsal? Oh my God, it’s so funny! I just re-posted it with the caption: ‘And it sings too? It’s bee-u-tiful’.”

      Malik is a trumpet player that has an obvious crush on Emily.

      “Vanessa!” I cry. “That’s so mean! Why would you do that to him?”

      She looks offended, but swiftly turns her expression to dismissal.

      “What? It’s no big deal. I’m just salting him. And besides, maybe he needs a little nudge.”

      “Well, I hope he sees it that way.”
      Her phone pings again, and she reviews it quickly before smirking at me.

      “See? He replied ‘Funny’.”

      “Lucky he’s got a good sense of humour.”

      I go back to my problems and equations while she manages her kingdom above, in between her scratches of lead on paper and erasing. She’s also got her annotated musical score arrangement spread in front of her, and I can hear that she’s listening to the songs on her phone with one earbud in place.

      “What do you think about this phrasing?” She breaks into a few bars that she’s been struggling with in rehearsal, tearing me away from my multi-variable question on the page, once again.

      “It’s pretty good. I wonder if Mrs. Alonso is looking for it to sound more like this though,” I suggest, launching into a different interpretation with more legato phrasing. She copies me, and then we fall into a harmony, finishing off the last few bars of the piece together.

      “I like it,” Vanessa says. Her smile spreads upwards into her sparkling hazel eyes. “This feels like old times,” she comments contentedly. I feel it too. It reminds me of the things we used to do together with my mom, and I look up at the picture of us that Max had been staring at the other night.

      Suddenly, it’s my phone that lights up instead of hers. I pull it towards me and stare down at the screen.

      Max: Musical derivatives = Better known as “copyright infringement”

      This humour is so much like Max: it takes a few extra seconds to reveal his meaning concealed under first impression.

      Me: Tangential texts r not helping me w my vectors

      Max: If music is math 4 the soul, there r no limits 2 the effect your tune plays upon my heart. Want to c u this weekend

      Me: U r an upright geek of towering proportion. I hear chess club starting their own band – r u their lyricist? And…Me 2

      “Who’s that? Emily?”

      I try to, but can’t hold back my grin. “No. It’s Max.”

      “Max,” she repeats. There’s a prolonged pause before she asks, “Are you really dating him, Serena?”

      Max and I hung out all Sunday afternoon at my place, listening to music and talking about things we might do together over the Christmas holidays. He’ll still be working at the music store, but at least there won’t be any schoolwork keeping me holed up like a prisoner.

      “I guess so. I mean, yeah. We’re dating. Why?”

      “Nothing. I mean, I guess he’s sort of cute in a… well, he is… tall.” Not exactly a glowing review, but I don’t care. “But, seriously. I have to ask. The thing with Hayden. Wasn’t there something going on between them? Like, is Max bisexual, or something?”

      “Vanessa!” I cannot believe she’s asking this.

      “Well. Is he?” She looks completely unaffected by my alarmed response. “I mean, wouldn’t you want to know that? You know, before you get too serious with him?”

      I don’t know if Max and I are “getting serious”. But, I do know that he’s the first thing I’ve really cared about since the spring. I feel like something is beginning to change inside me, too. In place of the dull, nauseating vacancy that illogically weighed me down with apathy for hours on end, I’ve started to get that quickening feeling in my gut – the kind that seems to speed up time and space, and remind you what it feels like to care again about someone – something – anything.

      “Well, he doesn’t act bisexual.” As I say this, I duck my head, and I can feel the heat crawling up my neck.

      Vanessa’s intrigue is clearly peaked now. “Oh, really?” She pushes up on her elbows, alert.

      I’m trying not to look up at her. I don’t know why I said that. I have no idea if you act differently if you’re bisexual. And, I mean, who cares? This is ridiculous. I can’t even believe she has me thinking about this.

      “It just seems like Hayden spends a lot more time with Max than any other guy. And you know, he is gay,” she says.

      “Yeah, Ness, I know.” I roll my eyes. “That doesn’t mean he can’t be friends with Max.”

      “I know that!” she insists. “He just seems awfully close to Max, that’s all.”

      Now she’s being ridiculous. There’s nothing between Max and Hayden. Although, to be fair, I don’t spend much time with Hayden when Max and I are together.

      “I actually don’t see Max with Hayden very often,” I say.

      “That’s because you’re with him all the time.” She shrugs, having the last word on this subject. She’s finally gone back to her equations, but I can hear her grumbling every few minutes, and the scratch of her eraser on paper before she brushes away the remains of her mistakes.

      “Shit! I just can’t get this! Why do I have to know how to solve the derivative of x in order to sing? I mean, who cares how quickly the distance is decreasing between two speeding cars approaching an intersection?” She groans, with her eyes closed tight.

      I don’t say anything. I’m not at that problem yet. I pretend the idea doesn’t bother me – like the question doesn’t conjure up horrific visions in my brain all over again. Will this never end? I feel like the wounds are still open and seeping, awaiting any small amount of salt to be thrown onto them as a reminder of the deeper burn.  Luckily, Vanessa hasn’t noticed my paralyzed silence and keeps talking.

      “Serena, what am I going to do if this course pulls down my GPA? I have to get into NYU!” More than anything, Vanessa wants to live in New York City.

      “Vanessa, you’ll be fine. You only need a high GPA for a scholarship, not to get in, anyway. They’d be crazy not to accept you. Your audition video will show them that.” The tuition there is huge, but so is her dad’s salary.

      “Yeah, well…” Her eyes dart to the side, and she looks so frustrated, I think she’s going to cry. “At least I have the lead at Christmas to put on my application. You know how important it is to have those kind of things, as well as the teachers’ recommendations.”

      “Listen, do you want me to help with the question?”

      I sidle up next to her on the bed, about to explain the problem, but her phone goes off again. Frustrated with her divided attention, I grab my own and begin typing on the screen.

      Me: Is it Friday yet?

      Max: I hear chess club building time portals – will see what I can do.

      Me:   :)
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      The clear plastic boxes are neatly labeled and organized on the metal shelves in front of me: “Tree Ornaments”, “Mantel and Bay window”, “Outdoor lights”. I’m surprised they aren’t arranged in alphabetical order since this is Jonathan’s doing. Stacking one of the boxes on top of another, I maneuver my way through the labyrinth of grapefruit and orange crates that clutter the cement floor of our storage room. The fruit is part of the holiday fundraising initiated by the senior year music trip committee. Fittingly, we’re selling Florida citrus to raise money to go to Orlando. We are travelling to compete in Festival Disney. Yes, that’s right: Disney! Senior classes before us? They went to Toronto to the Mirvish Theatres and the Toronto Symphony Orchestra. They went to Broadway. They went to the Chicago Philharmonic. We are going to Disney.

      I’ve spent the past few weeks reluctantly badgering neighbours and co-workers to buy grapefruits and oranges. Peter offered to pick up the giant fruit order for Hayden and I from school, and has even managed to sell a sweet amount for me at the hospital.

      I balance the labeled boxes from the shelf as I trudge up the last step from downstairs. Jonathan is in the kitchen, unpacking the “Table Decorations” box, lining up and carefully inspecting each candleholder and ribbon encrusted holly wreath.

      “I hope you’re not planning to get this all done before you guys go to the Christmas party tonight. This looks more like an entire weekend project,” I remark to him, eyeing the Fraser fir in the corner that awaits trimming from the contents of another box I’ll need to carry up the stairs. Dean Martin’s lazy, velvet delivery of wintery wonderlands croons from the speakers.

      “You’re doing the hard part. Arranging it is relaxing.” He lifts his glass to his lips. “Did you want an egg nog?”

      I laugh. Jonathan loves Christmas. Every year, he insists on buying our tree in the first week of December and decorating it soon after. Despite Peter’s religious aversions, it was Jonathan who bought the Advent calendar every year, encouraging subversive acts of chocolate intake before school.

      “Thanks, but I’ve got to deliver some of the fruit with Hayden to his theatre group. I was going to take the Range Rover, if that’s okay.”

      I’d swapped my Saturday afternoon shift at the music store with Finnegan’s Friday night so that he could go out with some tattoo artist that came into the store last weekend.

      “Certainly. Peter and I are taking the M3, anyway. Do you have plans for tonight?”

      “Um, I don’t know. Probably just hanging out – playing video games with Hayden.” I was hoping to see Serena, but she had something with her dad, and then assignments to do.

      “No one else coming over?”

      My parents haven’t pried, and they didn’t probe me with endless questions after last weekend – but I can feel their curiosity like they’re solo diners at the next table, pretending not to eavesdrop on your dinner conversation.

      “Pretty sure.”

      I thought I’d feel a huge relief after our dinner the other night. But whether or not the apprehension is all in my head, I’m not yet prepared to invite Serena into this strange and uncomfortably new situation.

      “You know it’s okay to have her over when we’re here, right?”

      I pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about. I’ve all but avoided this topic, careful not to even mention her name for fear of sparking a firestorm of subsequent questions.

      “Max, I would never try to push you before you’re ready. I just hope there’s a chance this young woman will be joining us for some Christmas festivities, that’s all.”

      I grin, thinking about having her here for the mayhem of Christmas. Gary and Charles lording over the mulled wine preparation, peppering her with questions and stories of Hayden and I in our awkward years. Peter would be plying her with gourmet cheeses, and Jonathan would be trying to get her to harmonize with the Michael Buble carols.

      “I guess we’ll see.” I shrug, trying not to commit. “Maybe you’ll meet her at the Christmas concert.” I’m sure Jonathan can read the burn of discomfort I feel creeping into my face. He smirks like he knows it’s not as casual as my shoulder motion is trying to convey.

      “Okay. I’ll work on some patience over here.”

      The doorbell rings, and Hayden immediately enters our house like he belongs here. He stops midway through the front hall when he notices the music, the ornaments, garlands and wreaths. A smirk catches hold of his lips and pulls them into a grin.

      “Don’t tell me: there was a hostile takeover by elves fighting against the injustices of the reigning household giants?”

      I was supposed to pick him up, but as usual, Hayden just showed up instead of texting or calling my cell, preferring the element of surprise, I think.

      “Hayden! You’re just in time to partake in the festive cheer. Egg nog?” Jonathan raises his glass in question.

      Hayden looks to me, and I lift an eyebrow, subtly craning my neck towards the basement door. “Egg nog. I see. You know I’d love to, but Max and I need to get those crates of fruit delivered to the theatre before rehearsals begin this afternoon.”

      “Shame. I’ll have to drink it all myself if your dad doesn’t get back soon, Max.”

      “Are you sure the elves won’t return to tie you down in surrender if we leave?” I ask.

      Jonathan laughs and winks at me. “Enjoy yourselves tonight, boys.”

      I grab the keys in one hand and pull Hayden to the stairs with the other.

      We lug the crates out the basement door, load them into the Range Rover, and soon we’re battling Saturday traffic down West Fourth on the way to Granville Island.

      After making three delivery stops at the houses of two nurses and a doctor Peter works with, the colourful warehouse buildings of the trendy market and arts area come into view. The playhouse is near a popular microbrewery, and runs a variety of shows all through the year. Like several others in the past couple of years, Hayden has a minor part in the small-stage theatre production that will start its run for three weeks in January. I notice the Tennessee Williams book he’s set on the dashboard.

      “Is that the script the playhouse is doing?”

      “No. We’re doing something called The House is on Fire.”

      I quickly glance at him and then back at the road, needing all my concentration to avoid hitting the ant colony of shoppers on the peninsula. “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s an original piece by one of the actors,” he says, scrolling through the satellite radio stations to find something he likes.

      We circle for ten minutes before finally finding a parking spot. When we start pulling crates out of the trunk, I notice that Hayden is shifting from foot to foot and rubbing his neck. It strikes me that he’s acting a little weird, suddenly.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “So, um, Bryan might be, ah, here.”

      Hayden doesn’t stumble through his words – ever. I realize that he must be nervous. “The guy you’re dating? And by the way, thanks for telling me about him. Nice of you to keep your best friend informed.”

      He picks up a crate and appears to carefully read its label. “I wasn’t sure what you’d think.”

      I click the automatic trunk closure and we start walking towards the front doors.

      “What I’d think? Why?” I abruptly pause halfway across the road. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Is he a drag queen? Transgender?” Not that this would matter – but I don’t know what’s making him act so strange, either.

      Hayden stops and glowers at me, then continues walking, leaving me guessing.

      The theatre has a small lobby, with walls decorated in intricate scroll-like Baroque relief in red and gold to give the appearance of being more historic than it is. We make the first of several return trips to the car, piling the boxes just inside the doors. The fruit boxes are heavy and huge, making it difficult to carry more than one at a time.

      “Wow, man. Maybe you should get a job in sales. How did you get them to buy this many?”

      “Starving artists. They were a good deal – and it prevents scurvy.”

      I hope his friends aren’t taking public transit home.

      Just then, two guys and a girl come tripping through the doorway, laughing and balancing Starbucks coffees, and clutching some strange items, which I hope are props. A short girl, shaped like a fertility goddess, is carrying a six-foot trident and a bullwhip while a tall, blonde guy has a bust of Elvis under his arm. I try, but fail, to figure out what these things could have to do with one another. When the Elvis-toting guy catches sight of us, his face bursts into a grin.

      “Hayden!” he says as he starts towards us. “Oranges!” he exclaims almost immediately afterwards, spotting the citrus box tower. He pulls Hayden into an awkward threesome, including the Elvis, and I watch in amusement as a pink hue crawls up Hayden’s neck when this skinny boy kisses him exuberantly on the lips.

      I try not to stare. When I look over at the other two friends, they are intently watching me observe this embrace. The couple finally surface for air, and Hayden’s eyes dart to mine. He shuffles backwards a step before clearing his throat.

      “Bryan, this is Max.” He motions over to me with a cursory sweep of his hand.

      “Max?” Skinny blonde guy turns to me with a questioning look.

      “Yeah. He’s a friend from school.”

      “Well. Nice to meet you, Max From School.” Bryan extends a bony hand my way and gives my own outstretched fingers a gentle squeeze. There doesn’t appear to be any recognition as to who I might be in Hayden’s life – it’s like he has no clue that we’re best friends. An unsettling prickliness erupts beneath my skin, and I can feel it making its way into my throat.

      “Hey,” I say.

      I’m quickly disregarded by Bryan, in favour of Hayden and the joyful celebration of citrus among his on-looking friends. Clearly, I am a marginalized player in this theatrical scene, so I move to the exit.

      “I’ll grab the rest of the boxes,” I mutter pointlessly, turning away from the group who pays no attention to me.

      I make two more trips to the car to get the last of the load, and when I return to the front entrance, Hayden is there alone.

      “Where’d they all go?” I ask, unzipping my jacket to cool off from lugging the fruit.

      “They’ve gone in to set up for rehearsal,” Hayden answers from where he’s perched atop the stack.

      Peering over his shoulder, I don’t see or hear anyone, but I still keep my voice low. “So, Bryan,” I begin, trying to ease into the question, but give up and just blurt it out, “How old is he?”

      Hayden tugs at his ear, and then he says, simply, “Twenty-two.”

      “Seriously? Wow!” I don’t know why I’ve asked this, and I can see that Hayden is downplaying the age difference, so I try to make light of it. “Hey, maybe he can pick up some beer for us for tonight.” I grin, teasing him.

      “Right. Tonight?” He winces. “Bryan asked if I wanted to stay for their scene rehearsals and then go out with him and his friends.”

      After being so obviously disregarded earlier, I’m a little stung by this. I was sort of looking forward to hanging out with Hayden at my place, playing video games. I’m not sure I want to deal with being ignored the entire evening while we’re all out together.

      “Oh,” I say.

      He’s staring at his crossed ankles where black skinny jeans meet beige boots. When his head slowly lifts, there’s a troubled look on his face: like on medical TV dramas that Peter and I sometimes watch, when the doctor delivers fatal news to his patient. That’s when I realize that he said, “– if I wanted to stay” – not “we”.

      “Oh,” I repeat again, with a new level of understanding. “Okay.”

      I wait to see if he’s going to invite me along when it occurs to me that maybe it’s not up to him – or maybe he doesn’t want to.

      “You don’t mind? You sure?” He has the decency to ask this sheepishly.

      I try to shake off this ridiculous feeling of rejection. For some reason, I start to think of him travelling around Europe with Bryan and these new friends this summer – doing what we once planned to do together.

      “Yeah, man. No problem. Of course.”

      Hayden jumps off the stack of boxes. He’s coming towards me, but I only feel him slipping away. It’s like we’re on different courses now. He’s here with these friends he’s made, and next year, he’ll probably be somewhere across the country. Where will I be?

      “Thanks for helping me deliver this stuff,” he says.

      Suddenly, I reach forward and give him a brisk hug that startles us both, I think. I’m already turning away when Hayden calls out to me.

      “Hey!” I look back over my shoulder, hands braced on the door’s exit rail. “We’ll do this another night, okay?”

      “Sure. Sometime,” I say, already feeling these other nights slipping away from us.

      And then, I push open the door.

      The early sunset of this December day has vanished, and the marketplace is literally lit up like a Christmas tree, with oversized decorations everywhere that would make Jonathan giddy. The cool air down by the water is making me wish I’d brought mitts, so I rub my hands together and jog over to the Range Rover, looking forward to its heated leather seats. When I go to sit down, my back pocket buzzes, making me jump. I pull out my phone.

      Serena: Assignments all done. What r u doing tonight?

      Something deep in my chest sings out a high note.

      Me: Awesome! I’m waiting for u. Come over?

      I start the car and blast the heater settings, but I’m already warming up just thinking that I might see Serena tonight.

      Serena: Your place?

      Me: Sure!

      There is quite a long pause. I drive at least eight blocks before the next text arrives.

      Serena: B there around 8

      When the doorbell rings, I’m impatiently waiting in the kitchen, filling the time and my stomach with my second helping of spaghetti. I resist the urge to sprint to the door, and jog coolly before pausing at the entry to take a calming breath.

      “Hey, come on in.” I greet her once I swing the door open. “Can I take your coat?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      A curious smile spreads across her face as she shrugs off her jacket and surveys the main floor from the entryway. Jonathan must have either worked steadily all afternoon or enslaved some wayward elves because it looks as though he meticulously unloaded the contents of every ornament carton throughout our house.

      “I know, I know,” I say apologetically. “There’s a lot of glitter and gold going on. But ‘tis the season, and it’s just the way it is in my house.”

      “Wow! Your parents really get in the spirit, don’t they?”

      “Can I offer you an egg nog? Or perhaps some mulled wine?” I’m only half-joking, since we have these things on hand – and I’d get Serena whatever she asked for.

      She smiles. “A tea, maybe?”

      “Tea.” I contemplate this. Our house doesn’t typically have tea – except when my nana visits. “We may have some of that stashed away somewhere.”

      We make our way into the kitchen, and I begin to root through one of the cupboards while Serena perches on a leather stool at the black granite countertop, waiting for the kettle to sing its tune.

      “What were you planning on doing tonight, anyway?” she asks, playing with a crystal snowman set with tiny knitted scarves and top hats.

      “Just a tactical killing spree, probably. Hayden was supposed to come over to play video games, but he ended up going out with some friends.”

      “Oh.” She pauses. “You and Hayden usually hang out a lot.”

      I’m waiting for the question. Am I supposed to respond to this?

      “Uh, yeah.” I flick the kettle off when it starts blowing steam. “At least – we used to.”

      Her eyebrows come together and she chews on the inside of her cheek. I think she’s going to ask me another question about Hayden, but then her expressions changes.

      “And your parents?”

      “Won’t be back till late. They’re at my dad’s hospital Christmas party.”

      Serena smiles shyly. This is the first time we’ve been alone like this. And, it’s the first time she’s come over to my house. I’m a little lightheaded, realizing that she’s sitting in my kitchen, and we have an entire evening together. I pass her the tea-making options I’ve found, and she puts the bag in, followed by the water, and then stirs in two scoops of sugar.

      “Speaking of which – it’s okay if you want to park your car out back in our driveway.”

      “Oh, um, no,” she stammers. “No car. I… don’t drive.”

      I stare at her, trying to make sense of what she said. “Wait a minute. You don’t drive? Really?” How has this never come up? I can’t believe this is the first time I’m hearing this. “What do you mean? You’re not allowed to? Or, you don’t have your license?”

      I have the sense that her dad is overprotective, but this seems a little excessive.

      “I still don’t have my license.” She is keeping her gaze fixed on the snowmen, but her tone sounds deliberately light. “There’s a lot to be said for public transit, you know. It could be construed as a responsible choice.”

      This is starting to make sense – why she seems to be walking to places all the time. “Okay, sure,” I say, not exactly believing her conviction. “So, I guess I’ll drive you home tonight.”

      “No!” she says too quickly. “It’s okay. You don’t need to.”

      I’m a bit startled by her reaction. “Well, I can’t let you take the bus. That’s just…it’s just wrong.”

      “My dad will pick me up,” she replies, holding my gaze now, and looking uncomfortable. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      Her dad is going to pick her up. This is sounding familiar.

      “Listen, can we stop talking about this? It’s no big deal, really,” she tries to sweep this away.

      But here’s the thing: it suddenly sounds like a big deal. She’d been so relaxed, almost cheery before this came up. And it gradually dawns on me that she’s never accepted a ride I’ve offered. It must be her dad. He must not want a guy driving her – especially a teenaged guy. My mind is working through the reasoning for this when I finally come to her mom’s car accident.

      “Serena,” I say cautiously, “Does this have something to do with – ” I don’t finish my question. She’s trying to look away from me, but I see the anxiety narrowing her eyes. In fact, it’s much worse than that – it looks more like panic. I wonder if her dad embarrasses her with his sheltering tendencies.

      Slowly, her gaze shifts in the direction of the stairs. “Where’s your room?”

      I know she’s trying to avoid the topic. Part of me wants to spare her the uneasiness she is trying so fiercely to hide; another part of me desperately wants her to open up to me about it. Despite this, I can’t help but grin at her question – especially since I’d asked the same thing when I was at her house.

      “You want to see my room? So soon?” I tease her.

      She looks appreciative of my response, which is steering us away from the prickly topic. Still, the blush creeps up her neck, regardless.

      “Come on.” I grab her hand and leave her tea to cool, maybe even to be forgotten.

      When we reach the landing below the stairs to the loft, I try to recall what state I’d left my room in this afternoon. I probably should have thought about the practical realities of bringing Serena up here – like tidying up my shit – instead of just daydreaming about the fantasy aspects when she’d texted.

      “It might be a bit messy,” I warn her.

      She raises her eyebrows at me.

      I pull her towards me and lean down to place a kiss on her lips. She lingers there for a moment, and then smiles. I usher her up the stairs, and a newly placed bell ornament jingles when she reaches out to open the door.

      Having the girl that you’ve been crazy about forever see your room for the first time is – well – just weird. I’m suddenly aware of how green it is, and the leftover childish relics of superhero figurines lined up on my bookshelf with the City Music Festival ribbons tacked to my bulletin board alongside newer ticket stubs and concert posters.

      Her eyes have gone wide, and her mouth looks poised to say something while she looks all around the room. I wait uncomfortably.

      “It’s like a tree house in here,” she finally says with wonder.

      “Um, yeah. I was kind of hooked on the whole tree house thing as a kid.” I shrug. “A Swiss Family fetish. Just never re-painted, I guess.”

      She wanders over to my desk and picks up one of the photos from the latest stack that I’ve printed. “Did you take these pictures?” she asks, looking at a red starfish in a tide pool filled with grass green algae.

      “It’s just a bit of a hobby. I like to walk down by the water. I don’t know – I feel connected to something there. Does that sound weird?”

      She shakes her head, leafing through the pictures of washed up garbage and abstract kelp formations. “Not weird. These are good.”

      Setting down the photos, she continues her tour to where my electric bass stands in the corner, leaning against the amp by the window. Her fingers brush across the strings, and it makes a gentle chord progression that needs tuning.

      “Did you ever have a real tree house?” she asks.

      I cross the room and lean into the window, placing my hand tentatively on the small of her back.

      “Yeah.” I incline my head towards the outside. “Out back.”

      She looks to me, her eyes shining with intrigue, and then back to the darkness of the yard. “Really? Is it still there?” she asks excitedly. “Could we go?”

      My hand stiffens, and my head pulls back. “Now? You want to go out there now?” She can’t be serious. It’s almost Christmas, and she wants to hang out in a wooden shack in our backyard instead of here in my room?

      “Why not?” she challenges.

      “It’s not exactly a hot summer’s night, you know.”

      “Well, let’s grab some blankets, then.” She motions indistinctly, and continues as if this is the most reasonable idea ever. “It’s such a clear night. I bet you can see the stars from there.”

      I stall for time, attempting to think of alternatives to this impractical whim. “Okay.” I speak slowly, trying to placate her. “You can probably see the stars from the porch, too.”

      “I’ve never been in a tree house. Please?” She sounds unequivocally set on the idea. And it’s becoming clear that there is no limit to what I will do to make her happy.

      “Okay. Sure,” I answer reluctantly.

      We gather up my comforter and pillows, and I find a flashlight on our way out the basement door. Serena was right on one account – the stars seem to overpopulate the clear night sky – but that’s only because there’s no moon or clouds, which makes it that much colder.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve been up here. It’s funny how much closer to the ground the tree house seems. I need to boost Serena up to the first branch, but after that, we easily navigate the footholds nailed into the trunk to climb through the trapdoor space above us. For me, it’s like the ceiling has shrunk, so although Serena explores the small space easily, I’m stooped over as I move in the direction of an upturned old plastic milk crate, lighting one of the many candles left half-melted there.

      “This is so awesome! You can see the whole sky from here, and all down the lane into your neighbours’ yards,” she says from one of the two lopsided windows. I’m not sure I’ve seen her this animated about anything this year. She almost seems like the Serena I remember from a couple years ago.

      “Told you, that’s how I plan to subsist on garden scavenging. The key is to have a great look-out,” I remind her while I scroll through my iPhone for a good playlist. I’m engrossed in the choices of Muddy Waters versus Miles Davis when Serena finally speaks up again, hesitantly.

      “So, is this your secret spot to bring girls?” I can’t tell if she’s kidding or not, based on her tone, but the corner of her mouth twitches as she shivers, still staring out into the night.

      I shake my head and crouch my way towards her, moving like the Hunchback of Notre Dame around a weathered pile of comic books I must have left up here long ago. There’s also a copy of Waiting for Godot, which doesn’t look quite so worn, which is strange.

      “You have no idea how ridiculous that question is.”

      As I stoop to stare out between the splintered boards of the window frame, Serena laces her fingers through mine. “So you’ve never been up here with anyone before?”

      “Only Hayden.”

      Suddenly, I’m thinking about how odd the whole thing was with Hayden’s boyfriend down at the theatre – how excluded I’d felt – and how mixed up that was. It hurt that he’d let his boyfriend disregard me like that, and I’m annoyed with Hayden for implying our friendship was so insignificant, but I’m also irritated with myself for letting it affect me so much. I mean, why should I care, anyway? I swallow this uneasiness and try to clear it from my throat.

      “We used to hang out up here all the time when we were younger.”

      We did a lot of things together when we were younger; things I’ve never talked about with anyone before; things up in this tree house. I lean down to kiss away these thoughts into Serena’s mouth.

      She’s shivering, and so am I. “Do you want to stay up here?” I ask.

      She nods her head enthusiastically.

      “Is it too shady to suggest we get under the blankets to keep warm, then? I don’t think I’ll be able to talk when my teeth start chattering.”

      She is still giddy with tree house delight, and follows me to the spot where the pillows and blankets are set up, close to the candlelight and the soft music streaming from my phone. We lie down close together in the cramped space on one of the blankets, my long legs stretched out all the way to the opening where the ladder descends below. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, our heads upon pillows, with the comforter draped over top of us. There are some cracks between the boards above us that rain used to drip through. You can even make out a star here and there when you look up to the ceiling.

      “Hey, it’s like being in your bedroom at night with the real thing instead of glow-in-the-dark stickers,” she laughs. God, I love to hear her laugh.

      “What’s your favourite constellation?” I ask.

      “I don’t think I have one. I only know the common ones. What about you? Do you have a favourite?” She snuggles in close to my chest, escaping the chill in the air. My skin is on fire with her proximity.

      “I’ve always liked Delphinus.” I point out to her where it would be. “I look for it when I’m walking down by the water, taking pictures. Do you know the myth?”

      She shakes her head.

      “There was this Greek court musician, Arion, that made a bunch of money touring. On his way home, the crew of the ship conspired against him and planned to kill him to take his money. He was granted one last wish before his death, so he chose to sing, and his sad hymn charmed some nearby dolphins.”

      When one of her legs drapes over mine and her hand splays across my ribs, I need all my concentration to control my breathing. If I keep talking, it will distract me from the thoughts going through my mind right now.

      “When he flung himself into the sea, one rescued him, carrying him to the coast of Greece. Apollo, the God of poetry and music, finds out, and he places the dolphin constellation amongst the stars for saving the life of the musician.”

      She just raises her eyebrows at me. “So, the moral of the story is to sing if you’re ever mugged on the East side?”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Yeah. I’m sure that would work.”

      She is rubbing her hand across my ribs, clearly without any idea what she’s stirring up.

      “So, um, it seems like rehearsals have been going okay. Has Mrs. Alonso given you any more feedback?” I’m starting to feel like I might combust. Or even worse, she’s going to get a pretty good idea of exactly what I’m thinking – especially if she moves her hand any lower.

      “It seems to be going okay. Hopefully, it will all come together this week. She’s been a little hard on Vanessa lately, though. I feel bad for her.”

      Yep, this topic worked. Talking about Vanessa is the equivalent of throwing a bucket of ice water on me.

      “Vanessa thinks everyone should worship her. She’s a performer. I’m sure she can handle it. It’s not like it’s an audition for schools or anything. It’s just a performance for our families – so the school can show us off to our parents.”

      Serena’s quiet for a long pause until I realize what I’ve said. And then it’s out there: between us.

      “I guess it’s going to be hard for you. I mean, without your mom there.” I wonder if I’ve gone too far. But then again, maybe she’ll talk about it this time. I saw a tiny crack that I almost squeezed through the other night when we were in her room.

      She is staring towards the opening in the floor, but with an unfocused gaze. The movement of her hand has slowed to its resting place, so close to my heart she must feel its shuddering beats, as I wait to see if she’ll say something.

      “Why do we fear disappointing others so much?” she asks, sounding distant.

      I know we’re talking about musical performances, but it feels like we’re talking about something else. It’s probably a rhetorical question, but I tentatively answer her anyway after a few moments. “I think we always worry about disappointing the people we care about. When you love someone, you want to do your best for them – be what they want you to be, and do what they want you to do – and failing to meet their expectations feels like hurting them.”

      It’s the reason we fear telling family and friends that we might be different from what they’d thought; that we might want something that could tear us away from them. Fear and guilt are the prices to pay for these secrets that we keep. But I don’t say any of this out loud. It makes me wonder what Serena isn’t saying out loud.

      Instead, I lift her chin so that I can see her face. I rub my thumb along the faint white scar under her lip, a tiny imperfection that only highlights her beauty. Her eyes are shining with moisture in the candlelight. I touch her jaw and bring my mouth to hers. Kissing her gently, I feel an unspoken truth there behind her lips. She opens her mouth to mine like she’s trying to share it, and suddenly she is climbing up my torso, kissing me harder. Her hands are in my hair now, and I’m clutching around her back, trying to hold her tight in this moment. I want her to feel the strength that I could give her, as much and as long as she needs it.

      Kissing Serena is like being set on fire and finding an oasis in the desert to quench my thirst, all at the same time. I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of it. With her stretched across me like this, it’s probably obvious to her that I want to do much more than kissing – but I’d keep doing only this, all night long, if that were all she wanted.

      And then – just when I think this is the sexiest and most romantic moment of my entire seventeen-year-old life – my stomach lets out the loudest groan you could ever imagine: it’s like a giant dragon roar announcing its fury from deep inside its cave.

      Serena stills. And then she begins to giggle against my lips. Soon, we are both shaking in a fit of laughter together.

      “Max,” she says, barely able to breathe. “What sort of monster is in there?”

      “God, that’s so embarrassing,” I moan, draping the inside of my elbow across my eyes. “It’s clearly a spaghetti monster, though. The pizza monster makes more of an eerie howl than the thunder rumble you just heard.”

      She laughs harder at either my joke or my humiliation. I will never get tired of making Serena laugh – it is the sweetest sound. It’s like I’ve deciphered a top-secret code that she’s given only to me. I can’t resist the urge to make her laugh more, so I slide my hands down to her waist and squeeze gently. She squirms against me, making it all the more rewarding.

      “No! Oh my God. I’m ticklish!”

      But she’s not squirming away, she’s pressing against me, so I don’t stop. She lets out this hilarious high-pitched squeal, like the guinea pig I had in grade school, and then dissolves into a fit of giggles as she digs her fingers under my ribs, searching for a sensitive spot. She finds it easily, and I try to clutch at her hands, losing my grip on her hips. She just laughs harder when I do a ridiculous wiggly worm dance beneath her in response, and she cries out in her triumph. My eyes are squeezed shut, laughing, and I am trying so hard not to completely lose my shit while she’s on top of me.

      When I finally open my eyes, trying to regain control, it’s like a trick of the light at first, and I’m not sure it’s really him. I blink several times until he comes into focus. He’s at the top of the ladder, his head and shoulders visible above the opening. Hayden looks at Serena and I, his eyes darting from one to the other, and says nothing.

      “Hayden!” I shout in surprise. Serena stops tickling me instantly, and her head whips around in his direction. “What are you…?” But I don’t finish the question. There is an icy cold pulse competing against the fire in my veins – an arctic chill blown in by the look on his face.

      Hayden just stares at me. He is usually so good at controlling his emotions – saving the big show for the stage. But I can see what’s so plainly there right now: a mixture of fury and disappointment.

      “I saw the lights. I thought you were up here alone.”

      “Um, yeah. We’re just, uh, hanging out,” I stammer.

      “I see that.” There’s no smirk. He doesn’t crack a smile. There’s no humour in his voice.

      “Hi,” Serena says quietly. Hayden only nods in return.

      Why is he here, and not out with his new friends?

      “Hayden? What’s wrong? What’s going on? Did something happen between you and Bryan?”

      He’s shaking his head, looking down towards the ground below. Then he levels that disappointed look at me until a wave of indifference seems to overcome him. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. Sorry to interrupt. I’ll talk to you later.” He delivers each sentence more abruptly than the previous one.

      “Hayden! Wait!” I call out.

      But he only disappears down the ladder like a mole through its hole.

      Serena and I remain motionless, stunned into silence for a handful of slow, thudding heartbeats.

      “Should you go after him?” she asks.

      I wrestle with this thought. It might be important. Am I being a shitty friend? I have to choose between chasing after Hayden, and staying here with Serena. It feels wrong how easy it is to choose.

      I choose Serena.

      “I’ll call him later tonight.”
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          Serena

        

      

    

    
      An appropriately secular crystal snowman decoration sits on the sleek wooden desk, just festive enough to be a winter ornament instead of anything affiliated with actual Christmas. It’s a perfectly benign accent feature, but it stands out amidst the leather and chrome of the slate grey office. Actually, the office isn’t all grey, I’ve noticed recently. There’s a lavender tone to the grey paint, which is highlighted by flecks of the same purple colour on the dark velvet window dressings.

      Our weekly sessions have become fairly routine now, and to some extent, I feel like I’ve been coasting through them. It makes me wonder if this has been intentional – this relatively tranquil course of late – like maybe he’s trying to let me become more comfortable with him.

      I have just finished rattling off my list of improvements for the week.

      I’ve completed all my assignments three days early that are due before Christmas break. I feel confident about my parts in the holiday concert. I even had fun at the last rehearsal, playing around with harmonies with Emily and Grace. I’ve slept all night – and I haven’t had one of my nightmares in a couple of weeks. The only racing pulse I’ve had lately is with Max – just having him near me, much less touching me, makes my pulse thrum, it seems. But, of course, I don’t report this last part.

      “That’s quite good progress. Anything else you’d like to share?” he asks.

      I take a moment to think about it. “Well, my dad noticed me singing in the shower yesterday morning.” I roll my eyes at the memory. “You’d think I had regained my sight by his reaction to it.”

      He even chuckles at this. “Wonderful news, Serena.”

      Emboldened by my report card, I am daring enough to be smiling.

      He sits calmly, with his ankle balanced on his opposite knee. My back is leaned against the cushion of the chair, and my elbows rest comfortably on its arms. There are often quiet lulls like this in our session: time where it feels like he’s creating space in the room for me to expand on my thoughts, or to take the initiative to fill the void. In our earlier appointments, these lulls produced a sense that my skin was crawling, or that I’d been folded up inside a small box without any room to breathe.

      I can feel it building, though: his next question. It’s like the silence in the DJ’s club mix before the bass drops – the longer the pause, the more powerful it will strike, rattling deep down, viscera against rigid bones. I decide to distract him before he gets there.

      “I’m still seeing that guy,” I blurt out.

      His head tilts, and a small smile plays at the corner of his lips. “Don?”

      Don. Right. He still thinks Max is named Don.

      “Um, yeah.”

      He nods his head thoughtfully. “Do you think he has anything to do with the improvements you’re making?”

      Again, I can’t help but smile, even though I try to hide just how true this is by ducking my head. “Probably.”

      He presses a finger to his lips, like he’s holding back the next question, first allowing me the time to be pleased with myself. I have an unsettling feeling about this. It reminds me of an unsecured balloon, waiting to sputter off on an unpredictable course around the room.

      “Have you shared with him your anxiety related to cars?”

      The air goes still in the room. I imagine the smile has slid from my face, like a surreal Dalí painting come to life. He tilts his head, his neutral features always patient for my answer.

      “No.”

      This was the truth. I’ve done everything I can so Max wouldn’t figure it out.

      He nods again, concern entering his brow line.

      “Serena, have you told anyone the truth about what happened in the car that day?”

      It’s like a disastrous wrong turn, heading into the dark and dangerous alleyways of the downtown city core. How did we get here so quickly? I feel trapped in a dead end with nowhere to escape, the air thin and toxic.

      I can’t answer him: he already knows the answer.

      The shiny gold box has re-appeared on his desk now, sitting festively beside the glittering snowman, begging to be opened, like it’s Christmas morning. He must decide that I’m not going to tug at the red bow, and begins speaking again.

      “Although your symptoms may have improved, I’m wondering if Don might be serving as a distraction from the real issue here,” he muses.

      I close my eyes and grit my teeth, my fear replaced by the taste of anger growing under my tongue. I’m finally starting to feel normal again. So what if I haven’t been able to get into a car with Max, or anyone else besides my dad? Why should that matter? All this time Max and I have spent together feels like I’ve been stitching closed the hole in my chest – patching it over, and closing it up tight. Doesn’t he understand that telling Max will unravel all of that?

      “He’s not just a distraction,” I spit out. I have feelings for Max that I’ve never had for anyone else. I’ve probably fallen in too deep.

      He exhales and sits further back in his chair.

      “Have you been in a car with him yet?”

      I don’t want Max to know. He can’t find out about this – any of it.

      “No,” I mutter.

      “Do you trust him?”

      I think about the tree house. I think about him holding me close. I think about the vast uncertainty of the star-filled sky that was above us, and how safe I felt in his arms.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, perhaps when you’re with him, you could start using some of the deconditioning techniques we’ve talked about.”

      Right. Like sitting in the backseat of his car, blaring music on my iPod, trying not to throw up. That sounds like a great plan.

      He’s entered lecture mode now, and continues talking. “You can’t live the rest of your life avoiding cars, Serena. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to meet this head on, and deal with the root problem in order to get past it. What exactly are you afraid of?”

      What am I afraid of? Everything. I’m afraid of losing everything: my dad, Max – I’m afraid of losing myself.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. But I can feel the tide of tears rising, threatening to drown me beneath my feeble excuses and lies.

      His head nods only once before he speaks to me calmly, and gently, but firmly.

      “I think you do know. I think there is something that happened in the car that you are avoiding. And the longer you evade it, the harder it gets to go back there. Until we deal with what really happened, we can’t make sense of the repercussions on your life, which, in turn, makes it difficult for you to focus on the areas that require your attention. I’m trying to help you here, but you are going to need to participate more fully in the process. It’s been weeks now, and you’ve made some good gains, Serena – but without determining the root cause of the issue, it’s very hard for us to move forward at this point.”

      I rub my forehead. There are beads of sweat at my hairline.

      “Therefore, I’m going to ask you again. What happened in the car with your mother?”

      I can’t take it anymore. I don’t need this! I’m doing fine. I can deal with this on my own. I don’t need therapy!

      My legs have pushed me upwards into flight mode. I find myself standing, and my trembling fists are clenched at my sides.

      “It doesn’t matter! She’s gone! Don’t you get it? And nothing I tell you can bring her back!”

      I’m at the door already, swinging it open, and grabbing my coat from the hook. I run through the hallways of the building, my shoulder bouncing off of one wall before I regain my balance and continue hurrying on, the unopened shiny gift forgotten back on his desk. I wipe the back of my hand across my cheek and it’s wet with tears and snot. God, I need some fresh air!

      It’s too early for my dad to be here, but his car is in the small lot anyway, waiting for me. I start for the back door handle, then stop short, and look over to the front door.

      I can do this. I don’t need therapy. I can do this.

      Pulling the lever up, I startle my dad from his book, and as I climb into the front seat, I surprise him even further.

      “Chispa! What is wrong? You are crying. Did it not go well today?” His hand is on my knee, rubbing my jeans reassuringly.

      I can’t look at him. I reach for the seatbelt and tug it into place. Immediately, I feel like I’m going to vomit. “I just want to go home. Can we please just go home?” my voice squeaks out.

      He pulls his hand back very slowly, and rests his fingers on the keys in the ignition, waiting. “Are you sure?” he rasps. There is such concern in his voice; hope, too. It’s heartbreaking what I’ve done to him.

      I can only nod in response, my fingers shoved underneath my thighs, eyes closed, bracing myself for the engine to roar to life. The car inches slowly backwards, and I begin to blow out short bursts of air through my mouth. There’s a shift in momentum and now we’re moving forward, turning onto the downtown street. My stomach flips, and I can feel the rolling waves of panic churning inside of me as my rapid breathing turns convulsive. We haven’t gone more than a couple of blocks. But I can feel it – the stifling presence of every car all around us – the possibility that any one of them could just…

      “No! Stop! Stop! I can’t!”

      I’m sobbing now, my fingers on the handle, already starting to open the door.

      “Serena, wait! Let me park!”

      But I’ve swung the door open, the wheels having stopped abruptly. A horn blares from behind us, but I don’t look up, rushing to the safety of the sidewalk. I sprint as fast as I can down the street, fleeing the fear that chases me – leaving my secret behind.

      

      My steps fall in line with Vanessa’s in the long hallway that stretches between our Vocal classroom and the auditorium. Emily and Grace are walking arm in arm behind us, past the walls lined with framed cast photos and mementoes of our school’s award-winning performances from previous years.

      “I’m just not sure if I have enough of the vibrato in the right place. I keep practicing it, but my vocal cords are starting to feel sandpapered,” Vanessa complains.

      It’s hard to say who is moodier right now, Vanessa or me. Even two days later, I’m still on edge over the whole thing with my therapy session. My dad has forgiven me for taking off on him like that, but I can still feel his scavenging urge to break our agreement and ask me about it. Oddly, as I avoid voicing my own issues to keep my stress under control, Vanessa may be spending too much vocal effort trying to quell her own nerves over tomorrow’s show. We both know that overdoing it can be just as devastating to a singer as insufficient preparation.

      “Vanessa, it sounded just fine at practice yesterday. The bumps will get smoothed out by tomorrow night – it always happens this way.” I try to soothe her.

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t have the solo!” It comes out sharper than she means, I’m sure. My eyes snap up to hers, and I can almost feel Emily and Grace exchanging glances behind us, our footsteps having slowed. Vanessa lets out a huffy breath and shakes her head, despondently.

      “I just really could have used your help on Saturday night when we were practicing together, that’s all.”

      She’s still mad at me for “ditching” her Saturday night. I told her that I couldn’t go over to her place with Emily and Grace because I had homework. The next day, I wanted to share with her how spontaneous, and kind of romantic, it had been with Max. But when I told her about the night, her response wasn’t exactly as enthusiastic or supportive as I had hoped.

      “I guess when monkey boy calls from his tree house, we know where your priorities lie.” She smirks and elbows me, maybe having forgiven me somewhat.

      “A tree house?” Emily pipes up, “Wait! You were in a tree house with Max on Saturday night? Oh my God, that’s perfect!”

      Grace is coughing on her laughter now while Emily sings in her falsetto the “K-I-S-S-I-N-G” song. I can feel my face is flaming with embarrassment.

      “Oh my God! Did you guys hook up?” Grace gasps. “Imagine if your first time was in a tree house!”

      Emily grabs my arm, then. “Hold on! Was it his first time?”

      I can feel the red patchwork quilt rising up my neck like I’ve pulled up humiliation-patterned bed covers.

      “Stop it! There was no first time going on in the tree house. God! You guys!”

      “Oh, so it wasn’t his first time?” Vanessa asks teasingly. “He’s been up there with others, then?”

      Without even thinking, I answer with the truth, hoping this will shut down the whole conversation. “No! He’s only ever been up there with Hayden.”

      I realize how it sounds as soon as I say it. They all stop walking, now suspended from the ceiling by their eyebrows.

      “Not with Hayden! I mean…” I sputter.

      They collapse into a sloppy heap of giggles, tripping over each other, a mess of hands slapping one another’s arms, delighting in their inside joke, and spurred on by Vanessa’s lead.

      “Oh, I think we know exactly what you mean!” Vanessa cackles.

      Emily switches her song to “Max and Hayden, sitting in a tree house…”

      “Shut up, you guys!” But I’m laughing now, too. It’s hard not to get caught up in this teasing from my friends. And it’s nice to be laughing with them like this again.

      We spill through the doors of the auditorium into a discordant cacophony of instruments being tuned, and arpeggios warming throats. It’s an instant buzz kill to our giggling. I spot Max sitting over on the stairs at the side of the stage, listening to something with earphones. Emily and Grace head over to Malik and his friends, while I walk towards Max with Vanessa hot on my heels. He looks up when I’m steps away, and our beaming smiles crash into one another, as he pulls one earphone free.

      Vanessa breaks between us with a singsong voice reminiscent of a schoolyard bully. “Hi, Max. Where’s Hayden?”

      I’m seized with the sudden fear that she is going to betray my revelation. But as Max’s smile falters, and his shoulders shrug in ignorance, Vanessa’s gaze travels the length of the auditorium to where Hayden is folded into an aisle seat, engrossed in a book. Without another word, she determinedly walks in Hayden’s direction.

      A pull on my sweater sleeve brings my attention back to Max.

      “Hey,” he says, as I sit down on the step next to him.

      “What are you listening to?” I ask, grabbing his dangling earbud and moving my head close to his, trying to separate the musical chaos in the room from his tiny speaker.

      “That song we’re doing from RENT,” he says.

      I make a slight adjustment of focus over Max’s shoulder, like changing the aperture on a camera, and Vanessa and Hayden come into view. She is leaning towards Hayden to speak to him. I wonder what she’s up to.

      “Have you seen RENT?” Max asks, and I shift the lens back to him again.

      Memories flicker through my mind: Mom was singing at the Lincoln Centre in New York City that week; we ate dinner at Sardi’s, competing to see who could identify the most celebrity caricatures that lined the bright red walls of the famous restaurant; we walked, mesmerized, all three of us, down Broadway to Times Square; and later, my mom and I sobbed through most of the musical.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen it – on stage, not the movie.”

      My hands rest on his thigh, and Max is twirling the thin gold ring around my pinky finger. My focus shifts again. I see only Vanessa’s back, but it’s obvious she’s still talking to Hayden. I see his eyes flash up towards Max, and his gaze fills with something fierce.

      “Do you think Hayden would play the part of the gay man who lost his lover better than someone else because he’s gay?”

      Max’s fingers tense, and abruptly stop twisting my ring, but he doesn’t look up.

      “Well… Vanessa is singing the part of a gay woman, who is dating a bisexual woman who is cheating on her straight boyfriend,” he replies.

      I see Hayden quickly shift his focus back to Vanessa, and then his face hardens into what looks like a controlled mask. I think he’s going to say something to her, but, instead, he shakes his head and stands up from his chair dismissively.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right – that’s a stretch for her,” I mutter in amusement.

      I can see by her stance that Vanessa wasn’t expecting Hayden’s departure, but with a toss of her long red hair, she rearranges her shoulders, and turns in the direction of the stage.

      Hayden is walking towards us, his narrowed eyes trained on Max who is still concentrating on my fingers. Ever since Hayden showed up unexpectedly at the tree house, it’s been weird between them. Max only shrugged when I asked him about it earlier in the week. He begins tracing the gold heart on my ring with his thumb.

      “Isn’t that what the musical is all about, though?” Max says. “Love is love, no matter who it’s between, or how it happens – we all have similar experiences.”

      I think about the lyrics to the song we’re singing. How there’s only this life, only the here and now, and that we should forget about fear and regret, and give into love. I think about how close I feel to Max now – and how fast it’s all happening.

      Max looks up from where he’s been playing with my fingers, and discovers Hayden’s menacing approach. Hayden only glares at him. Max ducks his head and seems to grimace slightly while Hayden climbs the stairs around us, attacking two at a time, without acknowledging either one of us. I raise my eyebrows at Max. He replies with a disheartened half smile.

      I don’t have a chance to answer Max’s idealistic aphorism about the musical, or ask him more about Hayden, because Mr. Yankov cups his hands around his mouth and calls out, “Okay, everyone! Let’s get started here!”

      There’s an immediate burst of movement as people make their way around music stands and adjust their chairs. Mr. Yankov continues to tap his conductor’s stick on the podium where he is arranging the sheet music in front of him. His sleeves are pushed up, and his rectangular reading glasses have slid halfway down his nose.

      I’ve moved to position myself on my mark behind Vanessa for the number that we’re starting with, and lean over to remind her the technique my mom taught us to find the sweet spot of the vibrato. Hayden sneers back at me from where he stands a few feet away, like I’m interrupting his mental preparation.

      The only rehearsal worse than the first one is the rehearsal the day before the performance. Expectations are high, nerves are as frayed as an old sweater, and although everyone should be playing and singing perfectly, it just hasn’t quite reached that magic moment where it all comes together. Today’s rehearsal is just like that. It’s stilted, and the mistakes we’ve been working on, and thought we had fixed, make their last ditch appearance, trying to grab a piece of the limelight. Mr. Yankov spends much of the afternoon tapping his stick on his music stand and clearing his throat.

      Hayden is one of the few who seems to have it all down. His singing is spot on. Whatever is going on between Max and him doesn’t seem to be affecting his performance. He’s always had this unflappable composure that is truly enviable.

      But even so, I can sense his terrible mood. Hayden has never been a diva, and he’s certainly not throwing any fits, but when Vanessa doesn’t hit her note on “O Holy Night” with the clarity he does, I see him flinch in disgust. When she misses her cue on another piece, his responding eye roll could probably be seen from the back of the auditorium. I wonder what she could have said to him earlier. It’s as though he is purposefully going out of his way to antagonize her. Standing behind Vanessa, I can see how tense her shoulders are, and I can hear how it’s affecting her voice.

      Finally, after Vanessa’s vocal run – that she’s been working on all week – veers off course, I hear Hayden mutter, “Even Serena could do better than that.” This is not meant to compliment me; that much is clear. From under hooded lids, I see his eyes flash to me and then over to Max. I can’t hold back my shocked reaction at his cruelty. Vanessa is glaring at me, and when I look over at Max, who is too far away to hear any of it, he stands even taller, like he’s sensing Hayden’s discordant behaviour. Hayden seems to be redefining the concept of theatrical “triple threat” today.

      The end of rehearsal can’t come soon enough. When it does, Mrs. Alonso – who has been quietly nodding her head, and only saying things like, “take it from bar 32” – gives the pep talk. It’s the one where she tells us that they’re sure it’s only pre-show jitters and holiday distraction, and that if we just feel the joy and the promise of the performance, we are all sure to hit our peak tomorrow evening.

      I guess we’ll see.

      Hayden is already deserting the group, swiftly moving towards the seat where he’d left his jacket and book.

      Vanessa hasn’t moved. She seems focused on a spot far in the distance like she’s trying to regain her composure. I reach out gently to her shoulder, which I can feel quaking under my touch.

      “Don’t!” she flinches, glaring back at me, her voice thick with what sounds like a stew of humiliation and resentment. She shrugs away from my hand, snatches her music, and marches towards the aisle.

      On the other side of the stage, I see Max already descending the stairs, headed towards Hayden. Just then, I realize that Vanessa is doing the same thing. I stand transfixed, watching the storm clouds merging.

      As I move to follow them, our Vocal instructor stops me. “Wonderful work today Serena.” She smiles warmly. “It’s a real pleasure to hear that tone in your voice rising above the others again.”

      “Thanks Mrs. Alonso.” I try to smile.

      “I’m expecting to hear more of that,” she says, with a tilt of her head that tells me this is more than just a compliment – it’s a directive. I nod and duck my eyes away from her lingering gaze.

      Straight ahead, I can see Vanessa’s jaw is set, her eyes gleaming with anger while Max looks worried and cautious. I hurry towards them, feeling helpless to quell the oncoming tornado, already sensing the gusts of emotions swirling around me.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Vanessa shouts at Hayden, her voice competing with the snapping of instrument case latches and chattering students.

      Hayden looks up at her, then over her shoulder to where Max has stepped forward looking worried.

      “Hayden, what’s going on, man?”

      “You really need to ask?” Hayden is looking at Vanessa again, but I’m not sure whose question he’s addressing.

      “All I need to ask is why you’re being such a colossal prick!” Vanessa is seething.

      “I’m not the one that doesn’t have my shit together,” Hayden calmly retorts, avoiding her glare by looking beyond Vanessa, to Max.

      “We’re doing a duet. You’re supposed to be my partner.” Her voice is quavering now.

      “I was thinking the same thing. But sometimes it just doesn’t work out that way.” He’s still avoiding her by looking at Max. Vanessa is doing a dance in front of him, her red hair bobbing in random directions, trying to get Hayden to meet her hostile gaze.

      “You’re making this harder for me than it should be!”

      He glares at her now. “I’m so sorry that it’s hard for you, Vanessa. Maybe when you grow up, you can figure out how to navigate this on your own – without needing help from the girl who gave up to the understudy.” He shoots a look at me. I see Max intercept it on the way, and watch his eyes grow wide.

      “Hayden!” Max yells.

      Vanessa bristles and is practically foaming at the mouth. She’s already leaning in, only inches from Hayden’s face. “Yeah, well Serena doesn’t have the solo this time, does she? This time, I’m the one that deserved it!”

      I know she is just trying to defend herself – but the way it comes out feels so hurtful. I can see Max’s furious reaction, but he doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me, waiting for me to respond. I don’t. I know she’s just offended, and angry, and spraying bullets at anything in her path right now.

      “The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” Hayden mutters under his breath. Then he grins in a way that is anything but sweet, looking straight at Vanessa. He picks up his book, glancing back at Max before shaking his head and turning to leave.

      Vanessa grits her teeth, fists clenched at her sides, watching him go. “Pompous asshole!”

      I put my hand on her arm, holding her back from chasing after him. “Vanessa.” I try to reassure her. “Listen, your performance wasn’t that bad today.”

      A hurtful sound escapes her throat. “Not that bad? Not that bad? That’s supposed to make me feel better? You don’t get it, do you? God, Serena! And you’re no help at all! You were gone all last year, and now that you’re back, it’s like you’re not even really here!”

      Her words are paralyzing. How could she say such a thing? With gale force she moves, stomping towards the side exit, knocking into me, and causing me to spin like a weathervane in the other direction.

      “You shouldn’t let her treat you like that,” Max says from behind me.

      I try to breathe. I try to relax. I try to forget about the hurtful insinuation she just made. It’s just too much – too raw, and too soon after my blowout in my session earlier this week. Finally, I turn to look at him.

      “It’s not really her talking. She’s just upset about her performance right now.”

      “Well, it sounds like her,” he mutters. “It sounds like she cares more about herself than she does about your feelings.”

      “I’m fine, Max,” I say, trying to sound convincing.

      “Are you?” A solemn look comes over him, and it takes me a few moments before I can say anything.

      “What do you mean?”

      He swallows, and then chews his lip. Just then, the cymbals fall over from the drum set onstage.

      “Sorry!” Boris calls out to the room in his deep baritone voice, making more clatter trying to set them upright again.

      I turn my attention back to Max. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing,” he says, shaking his head. “Listen, forget about it. This has been a stressful afternoon. I have the Range Rover here today. Let me give you a ride home, okay?”

      He’s stepped closer, his hand reaching down to my fingers, playing with my ring again.

      I bite the inside of my cheek, trying not to tear up, suddenly overcome by his sweetness. I should be able to say yes to this. I should be able to have his arm around my shoulders, leading me out to the parking lot.

      But I can’t. I am crazy, aren’t I? Otherwise, I’d be able to accept a simple ride home from my boyfriend.

      I try not to choke on the words as they spill from my clenched throat.

      “No. It’s okay. I want to walk to clear my head.”

      He’s holding my hand with both of his, and stares into my eyes like he’s looking for another answer there. Then he pulls me into his arms.

      “Okay,” he says, holding me tight. In his arms, I can almost feel the miserable regret squeezing out of me. “But call me when you get home.”

      “I will.”

      He pulls back and cups my face with his hands.

      “Serena, you know that I… that I…”

      I nod, on the brink of tears. He presses his lips gently to mine.

      When he pulls away, I turn my back and go.
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      There must have been a social media challenge this morning to ingest fifteen espressos before going to school. At least, it seems that way. Each conversation I pass in the hall sounds like it’s playing at double speed, with the volume level tripled. And, coming from numerous groups of girls, there are impromptu shrieks of excitement in a frequency the human ear should not be able to register.

      It’s the last day of school before our two-week break. And tonight, it’s the holiday concert. If that isn’t enough to set the halls on fire, there’s also the matter of Festival Disney.

      The entire senior class has been fundraising for months now. We know where we’re going: Orlando. We know when the competition is: February. What we don’t know is this: who will be getting the lead parts?

      Today, they’ll be handing out the musical scores we’ll need to start learning over the break. Rehearsals will begin right after the holiday, so the lists are going up this morning.

      That is all anyone is talking about. Who will be lead flute? Who will get the best vocal solo? It’s a big deal to a lot of kids here. For some, it will add an important addition to their performing arts school applications. And there’s also the matter of who might be watching this when it inevitably gets posted online afterwards.

      I happen to be walking through the cafeteria when Mr. Yankov posts the list – but not because I’m dying to see it. I’m here because I’m regretting the measly bowl of cereal I hurried through this morning, and I’m now on a mission for a cinnamon bun and chocolate milk. Like the senior percussionist, Boris, I’m a sure thing. It’s unfair, honestly: there’s just not a lot of competition here for double bass. I’m standing in line to pay as Vanessa turns the corner into the cafeteria. Her friends – who are meant to be like the other two forgettable singers from that group with Beyoncé – trail behind her. I see Vanessa elbow her way to the front, ignoring the reactions of the peons surrounding her.

      While I grab a bench seat to open my milk carton and start chugging, I notice that there’s no cheer coming from the girl with the telltale red hair – no rapid monkey-cymbal-like hand clapping. She stands immobile.

      “What!” I can hear her hiss loudly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      I see the two other girls exchange glances behind her, and suddenly there is a parting in the crowd like the red carpet is rolling out – only it’s the red dragon. She looks furious.

      “Oh my God! I can’t believe I didn’t get it.” Her hand is at her chest like it’s hard for her to breathe. Her eyes dart from side to side, like she’s searching for an escape route.

      “Well, at least it was Serena,” the brown-haired girl says, sweetly.

      My ears perk up, and I stand. I walk over to the board, easily able to see it above the heads of the students in front of me. And there it is. First Lead Vocal – Female: Serena Santos.

      Vanessa tries on an awkward smile, and a shudder runs through her like she’s shaking it off.  She huffs, and then I hear her say to one of the girls, Emily, “You’re right. We should be happy for her.”

      I’m grinning as I pull out my phone to text her.

      Me: Where r u? Come meet me in the cafeteria.

      Her reply comes quickly.

      Serena: At my locker. B there soon.

      When Serena comes into the cafeteria, I don’t even have a chance to tell her. Vanessa is there first. I tense up, imagining a hateful scene like yesterday, but Vanessa has a wide smile on her face.

      “Serena! Oh my God! Congratulations! I knew it would be you! That is so awesome!” Vanessa gives her a huge hug, which, to her credit, at least appears sincere. Serena looks surprised by Vanessa’s reaction, and maybe somewhat relieved.

      “Wow. Vanessa, I can’t believe it. I can’t believe they picked me. You’ve got another of the larger parts, though, right?”

      I watch Vanessa’s expression closely for signs of the scaly creature I know slithered below the surface only minutes before. There’s no trace, but then again, she’s a fairly good actress.

      “Yeah, I did. But if it wasn’t me, I’m glad it was you.”

      Serena’s smile sits uncomfortably on her lips. “Thanks.”

      Vanessa turns back to the group where Emily is talking to Malik. He is grinning so wide, I think I can see all of his back teeth.

      I pull Serena’s hand to bring her closer to me. She glides to where I’m sitting on the bench, and comes to stand between my knees. I take her other hand and begin to toy with her ring.

      “Are you happy about it?” I ask her.

      She looks off to the side. “Yeah, I guess so.” Only half her mouth reaches up in a brief display of interest. “I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.”

      I stand up, forcing her to look up towards my face as I speak.

      “You deserve this, you know. It may not be Carnegie Hall – yet – but you are the best singer here. Besides, you’re my favourite singer, and I clearly have impeccable taste.”

      The other side of her mouth finally lifts. Her smile makes my chest swell like it’s filled with helium. I’ve wrapped my arms around her waist, and wrestle against the force pulling us together, trying not to make a public display. We’re so close now. I can’t decide whether to stay focused on her eyes or her soft pink lips. I look from one to the other while her spellbinding gaze stays locked on mine. The pull is so strong, yet the pause on the way there is so delicious. I can feel the hum of it reverberate through my limbs all the way to my fingertips, which grasp at her waist, pulling her closer to me. Finally, her tiny quiet breath exhales across my lips, and we kiss. My hands touch her jaw, and I feel her fingers dig into my sides through my t-shirt.

      That’s when I hear the static click, and look up to see Vanessa with her phone outstretched in front of her. I drop my hands from Serena’s face and we both take a small step back.

      “Aww, so cute,” Vanessa says, with a grin. She looks down at her phone, and grimaces. “Damn! Hayden’s scowl photo-bombed it.”

      I turn my head just fast enough to catch a glimpse of Hayden disappearing through the side entrance. Hayden didn’t return any of the texts I sent to him last night. That whole exchange between him and Vanessa, yesterday, was alarmingly cruel and caustic. But, even before that, it seemed like there was a subtext that I was missing entirely. Something must have happened between him and Bryan, but he won’t tell me anything. All he said was, “Don’t worry about it. Just something I misunderstood.” He practically spit the words at me, though, making it sound like a bigger deal than he was letting on. I haven’t pushed it. He’s been so distant since he appeared like a mole at the tree house.

      Vanessa has been babbling this entire time about something to do with the photos on her phone. It seems like Serena must have been listening, but I have no idea what she’s going on about.

      “Well, I better stop talking,” she thankfully says. “Trying to rest my voice for tonight, you know.” Her expression is one of conspicuous entitlement. “See you later.” With a little wave and a flip of her hair, she’s headed out the same doors that Hayden left through.

      When Serena turns back to me, I must be wearing an incredulous expression.

      “What’s with the funny look?”

      I give a shrug of disbelief. “How do you even know if that’s real or not? It always seems like she’s being a bitch to you – even when she acts like she’s not.”

      Serena grabs my hand again. “She’s not really like that. Vanessa just likes to be dramatic.”

      But I wonder if Serena sees how Vanessa has changed. When Serena was away last year, it was like Vanessa realized she could be the shining star here; and now, she can’t seem to make room for any other stars in the constellation. And like the brightest star in the sky, some see only the brilliant exterior while others sense its dangerous fire beneath.

      

      On the other side of the curtain, the auditorium buzzes with the white noise of parents talking, excited to seeing their kids on stage tonight.

      I’ve taken my place on the back tier of the semi-circle risers the orchestra is spread across. The woodwind players, below me, make last minute adjustments with their reeds while I use my toe to kick the stand of my bass forward another inch.

      Finally, we hear Mrs. Moser, the principal at our school, walk onto the stage in front of the curtains. A wave of hush rolls over the audience as she welcomes everyone and rattles off a brief introduction to the evening.

      When her footfalls fade from the side stairs, the curtain retreats, and the audience turns into a raging sea of bobbleheads, eagerly scanning the orchestra to locate their child prodigies. I look on in amusement, as several parents wave at their offspring like it’s the third grade Nativity play. We all ignore them.

      The Visual Arts students, who spent weeks on the intricate backdrops, have transformed the stage. Complex, web-like LED lighting hangs above us, making the entire stage glow, and there are tiny origami snowflakes strung at intervals like they are in downward flight from the sky. The show begins with the first haunting notes of “Song for a Winter’s Night”. A large group of freshman and sophomore female vocalists, dressed in white, emerge from opposing wings to meet in the middle for the choral version of the iconic song. It’s immediately followed by Eric Lee’s solo piano intro to Joni Mitchell’s “River”, sung in four different parts by Emily, Serena, Vanessa and a Junior girl. The set changes to a cross-cultural mash-up theme that includes a bizarre mix of menorahs, colourful Muslim lanterns, and Kwanzaa crops before our orchestra plays classical selections like Tchaikovsky’s “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”, and Mozart’s “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik”. In between these musical pieces and set changes, the Drama students perform short scenes from classic holiday plays like A Christmas Carol and It’s A Wonderful Life. Towards the end, brick walls and railway cars covered in Christmas graffiti appear for a jazz band rendition of Louis Armstrong’s “Cool Yule”, and then it’s the finale from RENT. Owing to the years of professional training, there’s no suggestion onstage of any animosity between Hayden and Vanessa that raged during yesterday’s rehearsal. Vanessa manages to pull off her bit adequately, but I still think Serena could have sung it better.

      The curtains close for the final time after a resounding standing ovation for the teachers and students. Some of us begin to pack up our instruments while others immediately make their way down the risers and stairs to meet their families.

      My dads are still talking with Gary and Charles in the back corner, so I begin packing up my stuff. When I’m finished coiling my electrical cable, I catch sight of Serena at the bottom of the stairs. Vanessa and her parents are just walking away from her, smiling and waving goodbye. I sprint down to catch up with her.

      “Hey you!” I reach out to hold her hand in mine. “You were amazing tonight!”

      “You, too,” she responds shyly, and squeezes my fingers.

      “My parents are here. And I promised them that they’d finally meet you – you know, like, as my girlfriend.”

      She’s smiling sweetly up at me, arm wrapped around my waist, and I feel a kind of pride mix with giddy disbelief that she’s really with me.

      “Technically, you met Peter already, but I want to introduce you to my other dad, Jonathan.”

      Her lips straighten out while she tilts her head. “Your other dad?” She squints her eyes, perplexed. “Your birth dad is here?”

      “My birth dad?” We are duelling with bewilderment now. I am definitely feeling more puzzled than she looks. “Um, no. Remember, I don’t have any idea who that is. Jonathan and Peter are my parents. My dads.”

      “Wait. You mean, like, they’re together? As in ‘married’?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Did I fail to explain, at some point, that my parents were married? I thought I told her about their anniversary party. Does it make a difference to her that my parents are actually married? “That would be the dads thing.”

      Just then her phone buzzes, and she looks down at it for a few moments.

      “Jonathan’s over there with Peter, who you met a few weeks ago.”

      She looks up from the screen – and as she scans across the room to the corner where I’ve pointed – where my dads are now speaking with Mr. Yankov – she freezes. Suddenly, the colour drains from her face like water running over a painter’s palette.

      “What?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”

      Serena’s dad walks up just then. “Good evening, Maxwell. That was a wonderful performance you gave tonight.”

      “Thanks Mr. Santos,” I mumble, distracted by Serena’s unusual behaviour.

      “And Chispa, you were just…” He must finally notice Serena’s pallor because he reaches for her hand. “Serena?”

      She’s not moving, transfixed, and still holding her phone. Then, she turns to me with a horrified expression crumpling her delicate features. I start babbling, not sure what to make of her sudden rigidity. “If you don’t want to meet my dads tonight, we could do it another time.”

      “Your dads?” Her father sounds as confused as Serena first appeared when I’d said this.

      Serena is as white as a sheet, and pushes away from me with a trembling hand. “I didn’t know… I can’t do this – not now. I’ve got to go!” And then, she bolts. She just takes off, sprinting for the doors.

      “Serena!” I call out after her.

      But she is through the auditorium exit before I can figure out what to do. I don’t even realize my parents have finished talking to the Orchestra Director, and made their way over to us, until I feel Peter’s hand on my shoulder in the next instant.

      “Great show tonight, son!” Peter pats my back strongly, and then pulls me into a hug.

      I stare at him blankly, not sure what to say. I feel like I should run after Serena, but I’m caught in this bizarre vortex of my parents meeting her dad. Only, I can’t even introduce Serena to them because she took off – right after I told her that I have two dads.

      “Um, thanks,” I mumble.

      There’s a lull, and it’s only then that I clue into Mr. Santos still standing beside me. Peter looks on expectantly.

      “Oh. Peter, Jonathan, this is Mr. Santos. Mr. Santos, these are my dads.”

      Peter beams at Serena’s dad, and reaches out to shake his hand. “Pleasure,” Peter says, their entwined fists moving up and down briskly.

      Jonathan’s expression is inexplicably serious, as he uses his professional tone to ask, “And you have a child at the school?”

      Mr. Santos looks thrown for a moment, distracted, before clearing his throat and replying, “Yes. My daughter is Serena. She was singing this evening.”

      Serena’s dad looks like he’s having trouble swallowing, and I wonder what he is trying to keep down. He must want to go after Serena as much as I do.

      “Max, is everything okay?” Jonathan asks intuitively, a concerned look on his face.

      “I was just…” I look off in the direction of the side doors where Serena disappeared. “I was going to introduce you.” I can’t quite finish this thought.

      “Introduce us to whom?” Peter asks, a cheeky smile on his face. He elbows Jonathan, who doesn’t appear to catch on.

      “Serena,” I mumble.

      “And Serena is…?” Peter says, glancing conspiratorially over at Jonathan.

      Jonathan is stone-faced. That’s when I realize that there’s something weird going on between Serena’s dad and Jonathan. Mr. Santos’ posture is no longer that of vague confusion, but has become ramrod straight and vigilant.

      “She’s my… She’s my girlfriend,” I say.

      “Your girlfriend?” Peter teases. “So, we finally get a chance to meet her, and she’s nowhere to be found! Got any other secrets up your sleeve that you care to share with us?” His smile spreads between my baffled expression and Jonathan’s closed look of concern.

      I’m not imagining this: Mr. Santos looks really uncomfortable. Meanwhile, Jonathan has that look he gets when he tries to use his therapeutic techniques to diffuse tension. It’s a lot like what he does when people react negatively to my parents as a couple in public. And that’s when it hits me. Mr. Santos is uneasy meeting my dads! Oh, man. I thought he was religious, but is it possible he’s one of those intolerant types, like Peter’s family? Shit! Have I fallen in love with a girl whose father is a bigot?

      Wait. Is that why Serena took off? Is she too freaked out to introduce my dads to her own because she’s afraid of his reaction? This seems crazy – but… I glare at her dad as this thought develops in my head. Instantly, I know I’ve got to find her as soon as humanly possible. I’ve got to find out what’s going on.

      Turning back to my dads, I say, “Listen, can you just wait here? I have to go see what’s happened with her.”

      Jonathan nods seriously. He looks like he’s concentrating on holding up a force field to protect his family against the negative reactions of a possible homophobe.

      “We’ll stay here. You go find her.”

      “Thanks.”

      Mr. Santos speaks up then, “Tell her I’ll be waiting for her in the car.”  He nods curtly to Jonathan before turning to leave.

      This whole thing is just bizarre.

      I hurry towards the doors she disappeared through, and I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. I fumble to look at it quickly, hoping it’s her, but it’s a text from Hayden.

      Hayden: You told her?

      I stare down at the words. Told her what? What is he talking about?

      I notice a group of younger girls giggling as they pass, looking at their phones. I head up to her locker to start with, since it’s the closest plausible place. But she’s not there. Where else could she have gone? I circle around to my own locker, in case she’s waiting for me. She’s not. Finally I head to the Vocal room to see if I can find her. Malik and some of the woodwind players are there with Emily and two other girls I don’t know that well.

      “Hey, Emily,” I call out. “Have you seen Serena?”

      Her hand flies up to her mouth when she sees me, and she starts giggling.

      “Oh my God! She must be freaking!”

      Freaking? So she already knows that Serena flipped out when she saw my dads?

      “You saw her?” I ask urgently.

      “No.” She shakes her head, unhelpfully.

      I’ve never really had an opinion of Emily one way or another, but right about now I’m ready to lose it on her.

      “So she hasn’t been back here?” I mutter, annoyed and anxious.

      “Nah,” says Malik. He bobs his chin once in my direction with a look of solidarity. “But I’ll tell her you’re looking for her, if she comes around.”

      I swallow down my irritation with Emily to respond to him.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Cute picture of you two, by the way!” she calls out to my back when I turn.

      I have no idea what she’s talking about, and I just want to find Serena. Continuing on around the corner, I run into Marianna, who’s carrying her coat and flute case, obviously on her way out of the Orchestra room. Her eyebrows shoot up as she sees me.

      “Hey, have you seen Serena?” I ask.

      “Uh, no,” she replies. “Is she pissed?”

      Okay, what is going on? How could this news have travelled so fast?

      “What do you mean? How do you know what happened?”

      “Well, I imagine everyone knows by now.” She slowly shakes her head at me. “Even for Vanessa, it’s a bit much. You better rake her ass over the coals for this one, Max.”

      “Vanessa?” Now I’m even more confused. “What’s she got to do with it?”

      “The post,” she answers, looking at me like I should know what she’s talking about. “Oh, Max,” she continues, obviously feeling sorry for my apparent ignorance, “You should check out the post.” She holds up her phone, and then walks away from me down the hall, calling over her shoulder, “Merry Christmas!”

      I pull out my phone, only to see Hayden’s message on my lock screen again. There’s still nothing from Serena. I should have done this already, so I quickly text her.

      Me: What’s wrong? Why did u leave? Call me

      Is it really possible that she’s reacting this way to my parents? She’s never been negative about any of the gay students at our school. But, what other explanation is there? I mean – she got so weird when I told her about my dads – which I thought she already knew. Hadn’t we talked about our parents? Things got even weirder when her dad showed up. Jesus! All that religious stuff in her house. Could she be so fearful of his bigoted judgment that she’d reject me like this?

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve experienced this type of intolerance. I’d been called “gay boy” and “faggott” in middle school, mostly from kids who barely understood what they were saying – kids who were probably repeating the things they’d heard at home. It wasn’t always easy for me. But, I’m not gay – which leads to a special kind of irony. I may be bothered by the fact that people assume Hayden and I are together, but shame about homosexuality is definitely not in my emotional vocabulary. I’ve witnessed ridiculous prejudice my dads have faced over the years, and outside of schoolyard fistfights, felt helpless to do anything about it. And I’m fully aware of how fucked up it is that I’ve been worried for years that my dads would be disappointed I was straight, while also being irritated that people think I’m with Hayden.

      I shake my head back and forth like I’m trying to rearrange a melody from the dissonance in there. I need to stop ruminating, and get my ass in gear before I finally circle back to the auditorium to see if she’s returned. I discover only my parents there, and a small handful of others milling around the expansive space.

      “Did you find her?” Peter doesn’t look quite so jolly anymore.

      I shake my head in response. “Did her dad leave?” I ask.

      I look down at my phone again and press the home button to see if I’ve missed something flashing across my screen.

      “Yes,” Jonathan replies. “He said he would wait for her in his car in case she turned up.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” I begin, “she just…”

      But I don’t know what to tell them. How do you tell your parents that you think your girlfriend took off because she was freaked out that they’re gay?

      I’m staring down at the picture of her on my screen saver, wondering how this could be. Then, suddenly, I remember Serena looking at her phone before she left, and think back to what Marianna said. Maybe I should look at this post she was talking about.

      “Just a second,” I say, turning away from them.

      I impatiently swipe my fingers across the screen a few times until I find the post I’m looking for. It doesn’t take me long: it’s a popular one.

      It’s a picture of Serena and I kissing in the cafeteria today. The image hits me like a pleasurable punch in the gut. And sure enough, Hayden is scowling at us in the background, just like the photo bomb Vanessa had described. But that isn’t the most explosive thing. It’s right there – for everyone to read – Vanessa’s cryptic, spiteful words aimed straight at the heart of it.

      Vanessa’s tag reads: “Looks like Hayden might have finally lost his spot in Max’s tree house! K-I-S-S-I-N-G!” #brokenhearthayden

      There was a cascade of replying re-posts that speculated on Hayden and me – and some of them were hitting pretty close to the truth – too close.

      Hayden and me: the tree house. I remember his text: You told her?

      How could Vanessa know this? And now Serena knows.

      It’s way more than being freaked out about my dads.

      She knows about Hayden and me. She must think that we’re…

      Fuck. She knows.
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      I refuse to go back to therapy after Christmas.

      I have a huge argument with my dad.

      I don’t care. No one can know.

      My phone chirps away on my dresser with unread texts, long-ignored voicemails, and particularly avoided multiple post alerts.

      My dad hovers constantly, asking me about school and rehearsals.

      I do my homework every night, hardly leaving the house.

      In rehearsals, I sing my songs, and get out of there.

      Mrs. Alonso says: “Put more into it, Serena”; I don’t have any “more”.

      I think she regrets picking me for the lead.

      The worst part? The dreams have returned.

      Even with my hands squeezed over top of my ears, the voices envelop me. When I look all around, there are no people, though: just black, flapping wings. They descend upon me, every mouth open, screeching the hateful words.

      “You did it! It’s all your fault! I hate you!”

      I curl up on my bed again, and try to push it all away.
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      January feels just like the first Bon Iver album.

      Justin Vernon spent the winter months holed up in a shack in Wisconsin, recording his melancholy masterpieces after his girlfriend dumped him.

      I totally get that now.

      I’ve spent countless nights playing the title track, “For Emma”, while staring out the window. Listening to him sing about another lover, lies and being strung along.

      I imagine Serena singing the lines to me.

      Serena hasn’t talked to me since before Christmas.

      We have exams at the end of January.

      It rains.

      The sun doesn’t come out for six entire weeks.

      Life is a pale shade of grey.
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      “Serena! Come downstairs. I have made some dinner,” my dad calls up from the kitchen. I can smell something burnt, so I know it’s not takeout.

      Lying on my bed, I roll over to look out my window and realize it’s already dark outside. I slide off my comforter and turn off the album I was playing. It’s easy to lose a whole Saturday afternoon in the breathy grooves of Lianne La Havas, but I quickly recognize it’s the third time I’ve heard this song today. How long have I been lying here?

      My half-finished History assignment sits on my desk, a reminder that this is my only date for tonight while Vanessa and her friends go out to a house party. I overheard them talking about it in rehearsal on Thursday. Vanessa didn’t even bother asking me if I wanted to go this time. At least my dad can’t complain about the first round of high marks I brought home this semester at the expense of all the hours spent alone in my room.

      When I reach the hallway downstairs, my dad turns to smile brightly at me through the thin shroud of smoke that fills the kitchen. He’s waving his hand over top of something wrapped in aluminum foil.

      “The garlic bread just got a little bit overdone, that’s all. Come sit down.”

      The spaghetti is in the colander on the stove, with tomato sauce in the pot beside it. Thankfully, the main course has been spared from my dad’s poor multi-tasking skills in the kitchen.

      “Looks good,” I say, attempting to appease him for his efforts.

      We get our bowls ready and try to salvage the under part of the bread where there is the least amount of black. He pours himself a glass of red wine, and then hovers the bottle over my glass with his eyebrows raised. I shake my head no, and take a sip of water instead. Dad digs into the pasta with a large forkful and begins chewing.

      “Max has not yet called this week. That is new,” he says with a sly grin.

      He’s taken to teasing me, trying another tactic to see if I’ll come around on this one. We’ve been through several stages of his reaction to my sudden departure at the holiday concert: panic, concern, sympathy, judgment, and coercion. It’s like the five stages of grief I had to hear about in therapy. I keep my eyes trained on my plate, chewing the salad I pulled from the fridge. It’s the only part of the meal that doesn’t have the smell of charred food lingering there in the same way this topic seems to flavour all our interactions.

      “I still don’t understand why you can’t call him, sweetheart. He seems like he is trying very hard. And you were so happy when you were with him.”

      My fork stills with the next bite in mid-air, and I exhale in frustration.

      “Dad,” I groan, my eyes closing, wishing to make the issue disappear. “I’ve told you this. It’s just…too messed up. I’m not telling Max. And then, it would be like a big lie, trying to act normal around Mr. Bauer.”

      He contemplates this like one of his theological theories, spinning the base of his wine glass in circles on the tabletop.

      “Well, you could consider going back to see him.”

      He’s talking about therapy. I meet his gaze, angry to have circled back to this recurrent theme, once again.

      “I don’t need more therapy, Dad.”

      I’ve made myself get back into the car with him, just to show him I’m fine. Maybe I haven’t made it into the front seat, but I’m in the car, at least.

      A sad look darkens his expression, like he’s just remembered something painful. “Serena, we do not want to see our black and white masterpiece turning back to grey. At least you had that sparkle in your eyes again with Max.” A reluctant smile creeps onto his lips. “Preciosa, please – we want to see our Chispa again.”

      He’s talking for the two of them – like she’s still here. She’s not.

      “Dad!” I snap for a second time. I’ve lost my appetite for this topic.

      I pick up my plate and scrape the rest of my salad into the compost bucket before loading it into the dishwasher. As I head out of the room, I can hear his earnest plea.

      “Chispa!”

      I don’t respond, and walk with purpose towards the stairway to escape to the seclusion of my room.

      It’s not like I don’t think about Max. I do. A lot.

      Over the Christmas holidays, Max kept trying to explain. There was one text after another, endless emails, and so many pleading voice messages. Every message was another version of “Just let me explain”, or “It’s not what you think”, or “It’s complicated”. He thinks that I stopped talking to him because of the lies Vanessa was trying to churn up with her posting. Some of the online comments by other students were cruel – or just plain rude. But what could I tell him? Instead, I just never replied to any of them.

      When we got back to school, there were notes left in my locker – different versions of the phone messages and texts he’d sent. But, thankfully, Max didn’t ambush me in the halls on the way to classes. He must have realized that if I wouldn’t speak to him when he kept showing up on my doorstep over the holidays, I wouldn’t talk to him at school, either. Still, every time I catch a glimpse of him now, it wrenches something so tightly in my chest, I have to concentrate on catching my breath while I duck my head and keep walking.

      Flopping down on my bed, I click to the home screen on my phone. It’s still the picture of us that Max took in the tree house. I just can’t change it yet, even though I leave it turned off most of the time.

      I think about that night in the tree house all the time. God! How did I not clue into who his dad was? I don’t remember any family photos in his house, or even in Mr. Bauer’s sparsely decorated office. And it’s not like there’s any family resemblance between them, either. I guess I missed the part about having two dads when we talked about him being adopted. I tried to remember if Max ever talked about his “mom”. All I can think is that I was spending so much mental energy trying not to talk about mine, that I never appreciated that he didn’t talk about his. Was I that insensitive?

      I roll my head back and forth, squeezing my eyes shut and gritting my teeth in a humiliating groan over the whole thing. “Shit,” I breathe out loud when I open my eyes.

      Glancing over at the assignment on my desk makes me cringe at what my days have become. Day after day of homework, rehearsals, ducking in and out of classes and school at the last minute to avoid any hallway conversations. I consider finishing the assignment now, but instead, I decide to pull out my suitcase, figuring I might as well get a head start on packing for Wednesday. I still can’t believe we’re going to Disney.

      Disney: a joyful destination where everything is princesses and fairy tales.

      Not exactly the reflection of my final year in high school.

      

      We started the week with two half-days of rehearsal for the show. Rehearsals have been the most difficult place to bury my head in the sand. I spend a lot of time averting my drifting gaze from the rhythm section of the orchestra. It’s impossible to avoid Vanessa or Hayden, though, since we are singing together on most of the numbers. During the performance, we are a tight unit, but between the songs, it’s like we’re strangers at a bus stop, deliberately avoiding eye contact and maintaining distant personal space. Hayden mostly ignores me, but every so often, I hear him mutter under his breath something like “Can’t believe her” or “So ludicrous”.

      Things have been strained with Vanessa ever since the whole thing she posted. She says that she didn’t mean for it to be interpreted the way it was. I know that she was just hoping to piss off Hayden. Still, her disregard for the collateral damage between Max and me didn’t seem to faze her, whatsoever. And in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to get angry with her. What would be my explanation for not talking to Max, then? There was nothing to do but go along with the fact that I believed the insinuation about Hayden and Max, and that I just didn’t want to talk about it. Besides, Vanessa hadn’t exactly jumped in to be the mediator, trying to fix what was broken.

      Nobody is talking about Max and Hayden anymore, anyway. After Ryan Johannsen dumped Lydia Liu to ask out one of the sophomore violinists the first week back from holidays, that string of gossip quickly disappeared – and so did I, it seems.

      At the end of our final rehearsal, I’m about to grab my shoulder bag from where I’d tossed it on one of the auditorium chairs when I feel a tap on the shoulder. I spin around to find Mrs. Alonso with a serious look on her face.

      “Serena. Could you come meet me in my office in five minutes?”

      This can’t be good.

      “Yeah, sure,” I say in a breathy exhale. She nods her head once, with only a trace of a hesitant smile, and walks off in the direction I’ll soon follow.

      Vanessa and Emily are collecting their bags a few seats over. They’ve mostly been talking about Vanessa’s new boyfriend she met through a posting of Malik’s. I overhear her discussing plans for our trip tomorrow.

      “My dad should be back from China in time to drive us there. I’ve packed my bikini – I don’t care if it’s not warm enough, I’m going to sit by the resort pool, no matter what!”

      I duck my head, trying to avoid any reason to join in this conversation. I’m still included in their group, but only when it’s about class assignments or something specific about the show. Friendship is a two-way street, and when I’m not calling them regularly, it’s no wonder I get left out of things. There’s a part of me that misses this.

      A few minutes later, I’m knocking on Mrs. Alonso’s office door and turning the handle. When I peek my head in, she waves me forward.

      “Come in, come in,” she says.

      I slide into the hard wooden chair in front of her desk, gaining no comfort from its stiffness. She weaves her short, stubby fingers together and rests her entwined hands on the desk between us. Her wide, red-painted mouth smiles, but her dark brown eyes tell me I’m not going to like what she has to say.

      “Serena, you’re doing great work, technically. The notes are all there.”

      That makes me feel good, at least. I can sense the “but” around the corner, though, and try to dodge it like a boxer ducking the next blow.

      “I’ve been focusing really hard on my tone,” I agree.

      “Yes.” She nods a few times. “But we both know that’s not where the real music comes from.”

      I swallow hard, realizing it’s still not my turn to talk.

      “Do you know why I chose you as the lead for this show?”

      I shake my head in response.

      “It was your spark, your joy during the rehearsals before Christmas. It was absolutely soaring above some of the others in the room.”

      I can feel one side of my mouth lifting reluctantly at the compliment.

      “I don’t know where it’s gone, but you need to find it again.”

      My imminent smile falls like a skipping rope suddenly discarded at the end of recess.

      “The audience can read this. I need you to get out of your head and back into your heart.” She taps her temple and then her chest meaningfully as she says this.

      I bite my bottom lip and nod my head as convincingly as I can. Truthfully, I am trying not to cry. My eyes fall to the floor, so weighed down with failure. She must see this, so her tone of voice changes to a gentle plea.

      “Find that passionate spark again, Serena.” And with that, I know I am dismissed.

      I’m left with that familiar mix of frustration, guilt and sadness: it’s a heady combination that somehow renders me unmoving. Sometimes I feel like everyone else has their own timeline for my feelings of grief. It’s like they’ve decided for themselves how long it should take me to get over my mom’s death. At some point, I cross this arbitrary moment in time, and their patience for me runs out. It’s happened with many of my teachers already. It happened with Vanessa and most of my other friends long ago. Of course, they’ve moved on; it wasn’t their mom that died in a car crash. They’ve got their own problems – I know that. And when the slack is gone from the rope, the expectations tighten: the expectation to be happy all the time; the expectation to forget my fear; the expectation to “just get over it, already”. My dad is the only one that hasn’t yet reached that stage. And Max. Somehow, I knew that he didn’t feel that way.

      When I shut the door to her office, I’ve still got my eyes on the floor, feeling as worn and trodden upon as the linoleum beneath my feet. Slowly, I lift my gaze. And there, coming down the hall, not ten feet from me, is Max. We both freeze, sculptures in high relief.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from his. His light, wavy hair hangs messily in front of one ear, and is tucked behind the other like he’s worried it into place. I’ve stopped breathing. I’m absolutely terrified that he might stride towards me, wrap his arms around me, or cradle my face in his enormous hands, bringing his lips to mine; I’m also terrified he might turn around and walk away.

      A door slams behind him, and he startles, turning his head in that direction. I drop my gaze, grateful for the release from his penetrating scrutiny. I hear him exhale sharply, and then his arm brushes past my shoulder. With this brief contact, second chances and forgiveness give way to dismissal.

      When my eyes regain focus, Hayden is standing about twenty feet behind where Max had been. I have the sense that he’s been watching this entire time. He is shaking his head in obvious disgust as he advances towards me. I’m positive that I’m about to receive a burst of his derision – but he walks right past. My tense shoulders feel the relief. I’m not sure I can survive a third round in this arena – my spirit and self-esteem already beaten down twice now.

      Only a moment later, I hear his footfalls stop directly behind me. I can’t help but turn to him. The look on his face is incredulity mixed with a furious mix of loathing.

      “You are fortune’s fool to give up on him like this. I was right – you don’t deserve him, after all.” He shakes his head once briskly, and turns away just as fast, continuing towards the cafeteria.

      It’s like the knock out punch. I feel dizzy and hollow inside after this final assault. All I want to do is get out of here. There’s still an entire afternoon of school left – but I won’t make it through any of my classes without bursting into tears of humiliation if I stay. I don’t bother signing out. I don’t go to my locker.

      I find myself walking out of school, and off the grounds, before I’ve even decided where to go. I end up on the trails at Jericho Beach, and then follow the labyrinth of shoreline walkways and streets that wend their way down towards Burrard Street Bridge. Luckily, it’s a mild February day. Eventually, I see the bridge disappear in the distance behind a slowly advancing grey curtain, as a light mist begins to blow. Up ahead, there’s a little cafe I’ve been to in the past with my dad. I slip inside. Standing in the lineup to order, I scan the colourful designs on the mosaic-framed blackboard that covers the wall above the counter. A tall, waifish girl with dreadlocks and underarm hair takes my order at the cash. I move off to the side to wait beside a nicely dressed older businessman carrying a briefcase, and a young woman two-thumbing her phone. When they call my name, I grab my cup and turn to find an empty table near the windows that look out onto the busy intersection and the bridge beyond. As I’m heading in that direction, I pass a man seated with a newspaper spread out in front of him, who is scanning the room as if for someone he knows.

      “Serena! Oh my, how are you?” He’s wearing beige khaki pants and a dark green flannel button-down. But I recognize Vanessa’s dad right away, even without the suit and tie.

      “Hi, Mr. Fitzgerald.” I smile.

      He returns the friendly gesture before it collapses into confusion. “Aren’t you still in rehearsals at school?” He looks at me with a conspiratorial sideways glance.

      I bite my lip, sheepish, and then wince. “Oh, well, no. That was this morning. I just needed a break, that’s all,” I admit, feeling immediately guilty for getting caught out of class. Then it occurs to me what Vanessa said this morning. “I thought you were in China?”

      He looks at me quizzically. “China?” He shakes his head. “I’m not working for Bright Futures anymore.”

      I don’t remember Vanessa mentioning her dad getting a new job. “You aren’t? Where are you working now?”

      He looks a little uncomfortable for a moment before replying. “Well, I’m in between positions, truthfully. Since September, that is.” He clears his throat. “The industry is in a bit of a slowdown, so I’m afraid I’m still waiting for the right opportunity to present itself.”

      “Oh,” I reply, not really knowing what to say. “Vanessa never told me that.”

      He presses his lips together, nodding. “Ah, I see.” He looks concerned, but for what, I don’t know. “Well, perhaps she’s less worried than I thought.”

      It doesn’t look like he believes this, though. I don’t know how to respond. I look down to his newspaper, wondering if he is scanning the Classifieds.

      “Well, good luck, I guess. With finding a new position, I mean.”

      He looks down at the table, and then begins to gather up his paper. “Yes. Thank you, Serena.” He gives a wry smile. “And good luck to you in Florida this coming week. I’m looking forward to seeing the video footage of your performance.”

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      He nods, collects his coat and umbrella, and then heads towards the door.

      “Are you sitting here?” A gruff voice barks from beside me – the businessman with the briefcase. I turn to look at him, momentarily dazed, as he gestures to the leather seat vacated by Vanessa’s dad.

      “Oh. Yes,” I reply, and lower myself slowly into the warm chair.

      My fingers wrap tightly around my cup, but I only stare blankly out the window at the misty rain Mr. Fitzgerald disappeared into.

      Vanessa’s dad isn’t working. And since September? She’s been lying about this. But why? Why would she keep this a secret? Maybe she didn’t want to burden me because she assumed I was dealing with my own problems. But how could I have not figured this out? God! Once again, it dawns on me how self-absorbed I’ve been. Has she told anyone else? I think back to the conversation I heard earlier today between her and Emily. I don’t think so.

      Staring out into the mantle of rain, I feel a miserable blanket of self-loathing descend upon me, as oppressively opaque as the overcast skies above.

      I’m a terrible friend. I was a terrible girlfriend.

      And, worst of all, I am a terrible daughter.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      I just died again. This is the sixth time in a row that I’ve screwed up my tactical flank of the Allegiance Fighter squadron, and I went down in a flurry of ammo spraying from the assault weapons of the rebel battalions.

      “Shit!” I slam the controller into the couch in frustration.

      “Hold your fire!” A voice calls out from behind me. I don’t need to turn around.

      “Hey,” I respond flatly.

      Hayden sinks down into the opposite end of the couch and picks up the other controller. “Need some cover?”

      I glance sideways at him, and shrug. “Yeah, sure.”

      Picking up my controller from where it had bounced onto the floor, I start up a new round. We play like this for about twenty minutes, making only deep grunting noises along with sporadic profanity – Hayden’s more elaborate and poetic than mine – that accompanies the eventual slaughter of the mutinous fleet. When the rebel base finally blows in a spectacular explosion, we both sit back from our aggressive stances, and measure up one another.

      “Got your back,” he says.

      I know this is still true, even if we haven’t been hanging out much in the last several weeks. Hayden never caused a scene with Vanessa, or drew any more attention to the speculation regarding the two of us. He just let the rumour die, giving me a wide berth of space while its shelf life expired. And while he was busy with the play at the theatre on Granville Island, I spent most of my time studying for exams or working at the music store – when I wasn’t moping over Serena, that is.

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      He grants me a lopsided smile. “Have you packed?” he asks.

      I push back the hair that’s fallen into my eyes. “I’ll do it in the morning.”

      He levels his gaze at me, resting his temple against his thumb and forefinger.  “We leave in the morning,” he replies with an edge of reproach in his voice.

      I stare back at him. “And?”

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re putting a lot of effort into this.”

      “Packing?” I ask, wondering just how much effort I should be putting into it. It’s Florida: some t-shirts, cargo shorts and a hoodie should do it. I’ll need to find my band shirt, though.

      “Or other things,” he answers cryptically. I raise an eyebrow at him. He raises me two in return. “I saw you in the hallway today after rehearsal.”

      It takes me a second, but when I realize he’s referring to my standoff with Serena, I shift back in my seat and collapse with deliberate indifference.

      “Is that really all you’re going to do about her?” His tone is laced with criticism.

      Before I can even think, I’m leaning forward, back into gaming stance, my body rigid and ready for verbal combat. “What am I supposed to do? I’ve left her a hundred texts, notes, and voicemails. She doesn’t want to have anything to do with me!”

      “That’s not what I saw in the hallway.”

      I let out a doubtful breath, and shake my head. “I don’t even know why she won’t talk to me.”

      He gives me a disbelieving look. “You don’t?”

      Hayden and I said nothing more to each other about Vanessa’s post. There was certainly enough innuendo in her message to make people believe that something was going on between us – which there wasn’t. Here’s the thing, though: when there’s some kernel of truth to a lie – some secret that you’ve held for a long time – it’s harder to shoot that lie down completely.

      Hayden’s jaw is offset and his eyes are staring sideways when he asks calmly, “This thing with Serena – is it real?”

      “What do you mean, ‘is it real’?” I challenge.

      He looks at me pointedly. “You know what I mean.”

      I squirm a bit in my seat. Neither one of us says anything for a full minute. I can see the uncertainty in Hayden’s eyes as they dart from side to side.

      “Do you know why I was so mad at you that night after we delivered the fruit?” he finally asks.

      I only stare at him, wary.

      “You gave me that hug in the theatre after you met Bryan. And it just – it took me back to that place… so long ago. It made me question things all over again.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, even though I have an inkling of where this is going. I want to look away – I do – but he’s pinned me down with his gaze.

      His eyes narrow, and then he spits it out. “Are you going to end up just like my dad, one day? Trying so hard to be ‘normal’” – his fingers make air quotes – “and straight, that you waste half your life with it?”

      Shit. We’re here. And we’re going to do this.

      “Hayden, it was never like that for me,” I exhale in barely a whisper.

      He stands, abruptly, curling his hands into fists, his face pinched in anger. “Max, that’s bullshit! And you know it!”

      “It’s not bullshit! Your dad didn’t turn gay. He was gay. Just like you. And I’m not!” I’m shaking my head vigorously from side to side.

      His eyes are filled with my betrayal. “You and I both know what happened up there.”

      I do know. I look away from him, my mind filling with the memories of “up there”: my backyard tree house.

      During our Grade Seven sleepovers in the tree house, we did what young boys do alone in their sleeping bags. But by the end of Grade Eight it had turned into some mutual exploration. Sharing this experience with a boy didn’t seem all that unusual to me. What I mean is, it didn’t feel wrong – maybe not the way it might for a kid coming from a straight or an intolerant household. But when I secretly started imagining the hands of the cool girl from the comic book store, something about it just didn’t feel right, either. Even so, when Hayden met another boy in theatre camp over the summer, heading into ninth grade, and told me about his first kiss, it was strangely confusing. Hayden was my best friend; it felt like some kind of disloyalty. We got into a ridiculous fight, then, that lasted for weeks – something about borrowing comic books from the tree house without asking. Neither one of us said anything about the boy – but there were no more sleepovers in the tree house after that.

      “Look, it wasn’t like it was terrible, or anything. It just wasn’t right. It was weird when I opened my eyes: I mean – it was you!”

      “Oh, thanks,” Hayden mutters, his head dropping into his hands.

      “Hayden, we were really young,” I plead with him. “Before that, I didn’t even understand who I wanted to be with. I guess it actually helped me to figure out that I wasn’t gay.”

      He looks up now, obviously offended. “That’s great. So, I’m the experience that spurred you to change teams.” He flops back onto the couch against the cushions and moans. “God! I can’t believe I uttered that phrase! I hate that metaphor.”

      I stand, my palms both upturned, attempting to make my point. “I was never on the team to begin with! I was like… the batboy. You and our dads have the team. I’ve been the batboy for years!”

      His hand is splayed in front of him, trying to get me to stop talking. “Maxwell, this baseball metaphor is only getting worse – it’s just all wrong. Please stop!” he pleads.

      “I think it’s always been like that – all wrong…for me,” I say in a quiet, conclusive breath.

      He pauses, and bites his lower lip before saying, “Well, it wasn’t like that for me.”

      “Clearly,” I cut him off decisively with the obvious.

      “No. I mean… with you. It wasn’t like that for me – with you.”

      Our gaze, locked on one another, becomes weighed down with mutual understanding.

      Oh. Shit.

      Hayden looks unexpectedly vulnerable; Hayden never looks vulnerable. Suddenly, I remember a particularly awkward night in Grade Nine. We were sitting on the couch in my living room, watching a movie, when Hayden’s hand casually wandered over to my thigh. I stiffened – and not in the way you’d think – and discreetly moved away. Neither of us ever mentioned this again. That was the year that he came out. It was also the year that I first noticed Serena.

      He takes a deep breath and looks up to the ceiling before facing me again.

      “Listen, Max. I know this isn’t going anywhere. But it’s been hard for me all these years, too. Sometimes, I just felt like you hadn’t given it a chance. Like, maybe if you and I…”

      “Hayden! Batboy! I’m the batboy, remember?”

      “I know, I know! I get it now,” he says, “And, fuck! Stop talking about batboys, already! You should stick with music – you’re positively dreadful with sports metaphors.”

      I’m still trying to explain, regardless. “You, of all people, should know that I didn’t choose not to be with you. I didn’t do it to you on purpose.”

      “Max! I get it.” He nods, and then shrugs slightly. “It still hurt, though.”

      I sink back onto the couch with the burden of this.

      Maybe, all these years in high school, it wasn’t my imagination that people thought we were together. Is it possible that others sense that sort of thing, even if it’s only one-sided? And, if Hayden thought I could be gay – he is my best friend, after all – maybe Serena really believes we were together – and that I was cheating on her. I can almost hear our churning thoughts inside each other’s heads, and it’s more than a minute before I speak up again.

      “Do you think your mom knew about your dad?”

      Hayden and I did not have the same experience growing up. He grew up with a dad who came out later. He grew up with a mom and a dad. He also grew up with two parents who maybe didn’t truly love each other the way my dads love one another.

      He lets out a harsh laugh that sounds more like a cough. “Yeah, I’ve thought about that,” he replies. “I always wondered how she could have been so blind all those years. I guess she was just holding onto her belief all that time because she couldn’t bear to tell herself otherwise.” He smiles reluctantly. “I think I might get that now.”

      There’s another long pause. I know that I have to say it, no matter how late, or insignificant it may sound. “Listen, man – I’m sorry.”

      He just nods. And then, it feels like it’s done. We sit there on either side of the couch, staring in different directions until there’s enough of a break that it’s okay to change the subject.

      “So, I finally watched some YouTube videos of Festival Disney.”

      Hayden looks over to me, his demeanour changing to intrigue. Ever since we found out we were going to Orlando instead of somewhere like Chicago or New York City, I’ve been a little critical of the whole thing. Hayden tried to tell me otherwise, but I wasn’t very receptive.

      “And?”

      “It’s impressive, some of the performances that go on there.”

      He smirks. “You realize, I told you this.”

      I give a reluctant shrug. “Not exactly what I was expecting, that’s for sure. Some of those American schools have some utterly serious stage shows. A little intimidating, even.”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “Yeah, we’ll be fine, though. We have two extremely strong leads with a lot of theatre experience.” He grins.

      I realize that I haven’t spoken with Hayden about how things were going for him at the Island theatre. After all these weeks, I have to finally ask this question. “So, tell me. What happened with Bryan, anyway?”

      Hayden rolls his eyes, and then blows out a long stream of air. “Turns out he’s a little more ‘open-minded’ than me in our definition of boyfriend.”

      “You’re not together, then?”

      “Not exactly.” He raises his chin to me. “What’s your plan, then?”

      My mind moves between Florida and the theatre group. “What plan?”

      His hand meets his forehead, clearly exasperated with me. “With Serena,” he says with exaggerated articulation.

      I smirk in response. “Should I write her a song?”

      He starts laughing, caught off guard by my retort. “That depends. Are you going to sing it, too? Stand under her window and serenade her?”

      My unpolished vocal talents have always amused Hayden. A Broadway star: I will never be. He stops laughing abruptly, and stares me down with a meaningful glare.

      “You need to talk to her.”

      I narrow my eyes in reply. “That would require her to listen.”

      He relaxes back into the couch, stretching both arms along the tops of the cushions. “Well, there aren’t too many places she can go on the plane. You could confine her to her seat.”

      I snort. “Yeah, that’s not creepy at all.”

      He gives a little shrug. “All I’m saying is – if this is as real as you say it is – then you haven’t tried hard enough with her.”

      It’s my turn to roll my eyes.

      “You know, Max, maybe you just need to try some humour on her. One of your brilliant metaphors might work.” He grins, and then waggles his eyebrows at me. “After all, we’re going to Disney. It’s the place for Prince Charming and Happy Endings.”

      “Right,” I reply, clearly unconvinced.
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          Serena

        

      

    

    
      I wake up with a jolt when my alarm clock radio bursts into song like a Pavarotti solo at my bedside. I’m confused for a few moments, wondering why it’s still dark outside, and why my alarm went off in the first place. Then, I remember. Staring up at the ceiling, a pulsating mix of excitement and anxiety courses into my chest, as my mind begins to host a debate over getting up. One part of me jumps for joy at the idea of flying to a warm place where I’ll be performing onstage at a giant theme park with friends I’ve known throughout high school; the other part of me curls up in terror for exactly the same reason. Somehow, anticipation finally triumphs over the trepidation, and my feet find the floor.

      After a quick shower and a piece of toast, I discover my dad already waiting with my packed luggage by the door.

      “You are ready to go?” he asks.

      I press my lips tightly together, unsure if I’m going to let out an excited squeal or throw up. “I guess so,” I manage.

      We drive the strangely unpopulated early morning streets to the airport, and he parks in the farthest corner of the short-term lot where I can scan the area to make sure I don’t see anyone I know before climbing out of the backseat.

      We quickly make our way to the terminal to begin check-in. Soon, the line-up grows long with anxious parents confirming tickets and special transport instructions for expensive instruments. Vanessa and Emily are about halfway back. I catch a glance of Vanessa’s dad and wonder if he told her about seeing me yesterday. She gives me a perfunctory wave, but instantly turns back to Emily and begins to gesture animatedly about something.

      “Have a wonderful trip, Chispa!” My dad pulls me into a hug and says softly into my ear, “We will be thinking of you.”

      He’s doing it again: speaking for my mom, saying the things he knows she would want me to hear. I suppress a flash of irritation – but wonder if my heart can possibly break into smaller pieces.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      When he finally releases me, he squeezes my shoulders one final time before turning to go.

      It’s not until I’m headed towards the security lineups that I spot Max, arriving late, rushing awkwardly through the automatic glass doors with a duffel bag over his shoulder. I keep walking, my head ducked down low, knowing he hasn’t caught sight of me.

      Once through security, I check in with our music director, and then spend my time in a bookshop several gates down while waiting for the boarding announcement overhead. I try to convince myself that I’m just passing the time – rather than avoiding someone.

      Evading Max, like a fugitive from break-up jail, was not how I saw this trip unfolding. Only a few short months ago, I was thrilled that Max and I might be travelling together. I’d imagined curling into him on this flight; endless hours of silliness in the land of make believe; just hanging out, talking…kissing. It takes effort to suppress these fairytale wishes.

      When my section of the plane is eventually called, I end up in a window seat, mid-way through the cabin, and set to placing my small bag on the floor in front of me. As I look up, my breath catches, and I freeze, stiff and artificial like a wax museum statue. Max’s looming frame is making its way down the narrow centre aisle. His head moves from side to side, scanning the seats, still several rows ahead of me. At this very moment, a commercial jet plane feels illogically small. I realize that we, quite possibly, could be sitting – not only close to one another – but maybe right next to each other!

      Oh, God. I think I might pass out. What will I do if he ends up beside me for the entire flight? There’s nowhere to go, and it feels like the oxygen within the hull is rapidly disappearing – like all the passengers are cramming into an elevator. I bow my head and look away. So much for flight travel feeling safe. I only register legs moving through the aisle to my right until – I swear – I feel his gaze burning into the back of my neck. The tiny hairs, there, are standing at attention like they’re peering in the direction that I can’t bear to.

      But, wait. Is there a small part of me that wants this? Is this fear or anticipation? I’m still avoiding eye contact when I hear the seat cushion beside me exhale with the press of a body against it.

      “Hey, Serena,” comes a soft voice.

      My head jerks up to find one of the flute players fumbling for her seatbelt. I finally exhale, hoping that she missed the expression of panic that must have been plastered all over my face.

      “Oh. Hi, Marianna.” I smile in awkward relief.

      Getting settled on the other side of Marianna is her close friend Lucy, an oboe player. I steal a glance towards the incoming passengers, and find Max absent from the pack. A small taste of disappointment fills my mouth. He must have passed by my row on the way to the back of the plane, perhaps ending up with one of the last seats assigned to our group. But I don’t dare look back there, now.

      I can see Vanessa and Emily sitting a few rows ahead of me. I’m not surprised when they are reminded three times to shut down their devices before we finally take off from the runway. My seatmates and I make small talk every so often during the flight – when food arrives, or they ask what movie I’m going to watch from the selections. I choose a random action flick, but spend most of the time staring out the window at the plush carpet of clouds. It’s a long flight, with an hour-long stopover in Dallas that turns into a sprint from one end of the airport to the other after our flight landing is delayed by weather.

      Once we touch down in Orlando, we’re funnelled through a series of hallways to the baggage retrieval area, and then onto the bus lines labeled for our resort.

      Minutes later, we are finally outside, and the warm evening air wraps around my skin. It’s amazing how it feels. I can sense the damp, cold, winter tension begin to slip away. It’s like I was trapped beneath a layer of ice that melts, trickles off, and disappears into the ground below, allowing my body to finally move freely again.

      In less than an hour’s drive, we pull into the resort parking lot, and Mr. Yankov stands to silence us all.

      “I know you are all excited to be here, and I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate this senior class on all the extra rehearsal time you have put in these past two months to ready yourselves for the competitions here in the days to come. I would also like to remind you of the rules of conduct forms each of you signed prior to our arrival.” To this, he tips his head in a meaningful gesture. “You all know your room assignments. I expect each of you to demonstrate the good judgment and character that behooves the students of Lord Stanley. We have arranged a 7:00 am wake up call to your rooms, and will expect to see you at the buses after breakfast for 8:30 sharp.”

      I imagine Mr. Ramada is giving a similar speech to most of the Drama and Visual Arts students on the other bus. They’ll be attending behind-the-scenes tours at several stage shows, involved in set designs and performance.

      “Talk about a buzzkill,” mutters Malik from behind me. He’s sitting with Emily, holding her hand. Over the holidays, he finally asked her out, and they’ve been inseparable ever since.

      We begin to file off the bus to find our rooms. Max was sitting near the front, so by the time I climb down the stairs to the pavement below, I see his silhouette disappear around the corner of the closest building. I let out a breath of relief – but notice that it leaves me feeling strangely deflated, as well.

      I’ve ended up sharing a room with Emily, Vanessa, and Grace. They needed a fourth. It was Grace who asked me.

      “I’m first in the bathroom!” Vanessa calls out once we crowd through the doorway, dragging our bags behind us.

      There’s not much room for our four suitcases, except to line them up beside the small table and chair by the window that overlooks the courtyard below. The room is swimming with caricatures of mermaids and various other sea life from one of the Disney movies. Emily and Grace take Vanessa’s retreat as an opportunity to claim one of the two beds for themselves. They both know that sharing a double bed with Vanessa is like trying to share the spotlight onstage; I’ll be lucky if I’m not kicked to the floor tonight. I shed enough articles of clothing to sleep in my t-shirt and underwear, pulling back the ocean-themed covers to get settled.

      Vanessa’s gate falters only a moment when she reappears, wearing a bright pink pyjama shorts set, but it’s enough for me to catch it at the instant she realizes we’re bedmates. Grace has squeezed through to take her turn brushing her teeth while Emily taps away on her cell phone, probably texting Malik about the epic events that have transpired during the few minutes they’ve been apart. Vanessa crawls between the sheets beside me, and gives me a quick smile – the kind you’d give a stranger you were forced to share a bed with: reluctant and intruded upon.

      “You excited?” she asks me.

      “I guess.” My voice sounds small and uninterested, even to me.

      I can see her annoyed reaction to this. She shakes her head before pulling up the electronic screen between us – her phone.

      Emily lets out another giggle, her wide eyes glowing in reflection, and her fingers still glued to the phone like a bug-eyed tree frog. Grace has emerged from the bathroom and is eagerly reading through all the information pamphlets in the room – she did a whole lot of fundraising and took an extra part-time job to afford this trip. Vanessa is tapping away on her screen beside me – probably to the guy I’ve heard she’s seeing back home.

      A flash memory of Max’s ridiculous mathematical poetry texts spills over me abruptly. It’s like a beautiful, curling, wave that crashes down, taking me under and making it impossible to breathe. The reality of our split smacks hard and keeps me submerged, helpless in the solitude I feel among my friends tonight. I realize I could be making plans with him for tomorrow. I could be sneaking out to see him right now.

      It suddenly hits me what a drag I’ve been. This trip is supposed to be the highlight of our graduating year. And here I am, still feeling…nothing. Or, not nothing; but it’s like one of those algebraic equations – one side cancelling out the other. I’m excited but anxious; eager but reluctant; pining but regretful. My emotions offset one another until the equation equals zero – my feelings are null. And it’s just the opposite for my friends. They are anticipation and laughter, fiery anger and glee – where the variables result in infinite possibilities.

      With that irreconcilable thought, I turn over and drift off into the void.

      In what seems like only minutes later, Vanessa’s phone wakes us up with a loud, bass-thumping dance track. Emily groans, but Grace doesn’t stir until her bedmate elbows her in the ribs.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      She sits up with a start, reaching for her ears, and then reveals a set of earplugs in her hands.

      “God! I thought you were dead, or something.” Emily laughs.

      “Hey, if I didn’t bring these, I’d have to listen to all your babbling in your sleep.” She switches to a high-pitched taunt, so unlike her usual shyness. “Oh, Malik. I love you so much, Malik. You finger your trumpet so well, Malik.”

      “Shut up!” Emily yells as she hits Grace over the head with a pillow, laughing.

      I can’t help but giggle with them.

      My body is still clocked into west coast time, so the first priority after we get dressed is definitely coffee. It’s a shock to find that, even this early in the morning, it’s warmer outside than in our air-conditioned rooms. At the edge of the resort pond, pelicans fly from beside one palm tree to another with wings that flap so lazily, it’s like even they’re on vacation. One courtyard over, I can see the sparkle of bright blue water in an outdoor pool. As we head along the path, we run into two little kids wearing Mickey ear hats, running at full speed ahead of their bedraggled looking father who is balancing a tray of coffee with light sabers and water wings.

      We grab a quick breakfast, and soon we are on the bus headed to our first theme park. We suffer through the obligatory speech about staying with a school friend, and arrange to meet at the main entrance restaurant for dinner before we are completely free to roam through the park for the day.

      Max is ahead of us, with Hayden, Boris, and a couple of the girls from the orchestra. It’s easy enough to see where he is at all times: he’s like the tallest tree in the forest. I keep my distance – but also keep my eye on him. As they begin walking towards the park entrance, he leans down to one of the girls, like he’s trying to hear her above the excited chatter of the crowds. A sharp and unfamiliar flush of irritation fills me when he straightens up and laughs at whatever she said. I have to remind myself that it was my choice – I’m the one who ran that night – I’m the one with the secret – I’m the one that let him believe it was over because of the lies implied by Vanessa. Secrets and lies are keeping us apart.

      Vanessa and Emily insist on going to the music shows right away. The first one has enormous, colourful life-size puppets from The Lion King, acrobats, musicians and singers. The whole place magically transforms into the African-themed story. It’s easily something you might see at a Broadway show, and we’re all completely blown away. Later, we travel past the mansion-sized baobab Tree of Life in the middle of the park, and up through some East Asian village sections, grabbing a bite to eat as we go. We spend almost an hour in a lineup for some crazy mountain roller coaster before heading to a water ride close by. It takes us through rapids and unexpected shooting jet sprays that soak both Vanessa and me in the process. The water is a relief after enduring the cramped lineups, but Vanessa is less than pleased at being drenched from head to foot.

      Emily announces that she wants to find Malik, so I tell Grace that Vanessa and I will find a place to dry off, and we’ll text them later to meet up. Truthfully, I’m just happy to avoid another lineup at this point.

      We find a spot to sit down on a patch of grass. The sun is warm, and we both stretch out on our backs, soaking up the heat into our clothes. It’s the first time I’ve been alone with Vanessa in a while. We could talk about the show, or our upcoming performances. I could ask about her new boyfriend, who I know very little about. But the hollowness of our exchanges has been unbearable. All the memories shared between us seem as distant as our interactions.

      The chasm between us seems to be growing, and I’m not sure if it’s due to the things we’ve said or done to one another, or the things we haven’t managed to say at all. I’ve largely ignored the lie she fabricated about Hayden and Max. But now that I’ve found out she’s been lying to me about her dad, I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll ever find a way to bridge this divide. Suddenly, I just come out with it, unable to hold the thought any longer.

      “I saw your dad the other day,” I say, rolling my head to look at her while shielding my eyes.

      Her shoulders stiffen, and her eyes pop open briefly before they’re forced shut again by the brightness of the cloudless sky above.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I heard you tell Emily he was in China,” I say carefully, giving her room to provide an explanation.

      “Yeah. He came home early.”

      “Vanessa.” My tone makes her turn her head suspiciously in my direction. “He told me.”

      She looks at me blankly, but I can hear the uncertainty in her voice. “Told you what?” Her vulnerability makes me so uneasy I almost leave it alone. But I want her to be truthful with me.

      “He told me about losing his job last fall,” I say simply.

      Her nostrils flare, but not in anger. I can hear her swallow loudly and I think she is about to cry. Vanessa hates to cry, and will end up screaming at you instead of succumbing to her tears. But as her eyes narrow in fury, I see her lip begin to tremble.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” she gasps. “Promise?”

      I’m confused by this response, yet grateful that she’s not resorted to yelling.

      “Why?” I ask, perplexed. “Why are you hiding this? It’s got nothing to do with you. You don’t need be ashamed of it.”

      She lets out a sharp, barking laugh before covering her eyes with the crook of her arm. “Tell that to my mom.”

      I sit up, sheltering her with my shadow, and shake my head at her until she peeks out from beneath her elbow. “Vanessa, it’s not like people are going to treat you differently because your dad lost his job. What are you worried about?”

      She sits up suddenly, then. It looks like she’s trying to figure out whether she should honestly say what’s on her mind. “I’m worried about not going to NYU!”

      I can’t believe she’s saying this again.

      “Vanessa, you’re going to get into NYU. You won’t have to worry about getting accepted.” But I stop. Suddenly, I understand. It’s not getting in that she’s worried about. “That’s why you need the scholarship,” I say quietly, filled with new understanding.

      She doesn’t respond, at first, focused on pulling pieces of grass from the patch between her knees. “My parents said they might not be able to afford it.”

      It all makes sense to me now. All her mood swings about the parts, and what the teachers were saying to each of us. Even though we’re friends, she’s worried that I will somehow make her look less desirable as an applicant – even if I don’t apply there. It’s a little warped, I think, but I get it.

      “Is that why you were so upset that I got the lead?”

      She barely shrugs, the corners of her mouth turned downward. “Sort of.”

      I’m a bit annoyed at all this. We’ve been friends for so long, you’d think she could have told me what was going on.

      The irony of that thought sinks in.

      The noise level has picked up around us, and I notice the crowds that have been moving steadily along the paved pathways are now stationary and lining the walkway. I can hear sounds of music and drums nearby, and sense there must be a parade on the way.

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? You know I would have understood. I’m not like that, Vanessa. I wouldn’t purposefully try to mess things up for you.”

      Her eyes stare heavenward in frustration, briefly, before she turns her head to look at me.

      “I didn’t think you would do anything on purpose. But, well, you haven’t exactly been… present, I guess.” She shakes her head from side to side like she’s erasing something and starting over. “I mean, I know it’s been hard for you this year, but it’s just… I didn’t want to tell you about it, at first, because my dad seemed to think it wasn’t going to last very long. But then it just went on a lot longer, and all that stuff that happened with Max, and we weren’t talking very much over the holidays – ” She raises her hands, defeated. “It just got to a point where I didn’t know how to even start talking about it anymore – so I just didn’t tell anyone. I know it’s wrong, but…”

      I want to tell her that I understand about burying the truth – more than she might realize. But I know I can’t go there. Not about this. I couldn’t even tell Max. I’m not ready to tell Vanessa. I was right about being a shitty friend.

      “Ness, I’m so sorry.” I put my arm around her shoulder, and she leans in to me.

      “It’s okay,” the strain gone now from her voice.

      I look up to the walking path in front of us where huge and colourful marionette-like puppet floats have appeared in the shape of elephants and giraffes.

      “Do you know yet? About the scholarship?”

      “We don’t find out for a while,” she replies.

      “You’ll get it. I know you will.”

      But I can’t really be certain about that. We both know this. I can also tell that this vulnerability, this uncertainty, makes her angry – and she’s doing her best to keep it under control.

      “Thanks. I hope so.”

      Her phone chimes then, and I see that it’s Emily telling us to meet her in line for an animal safari ride. It takes us a while to get around the parade crowds, but soon we spot Marianna, Lucy and a couple other guys from the orchestra who are headed in the same direction. This time, we wait in the hour-long lineup, having been assured by Lucy that it’s worth our time. The safari is totally awesome, and we see lions, elephants, giraffes and zebras, most of them quite close and roaming free.

      Eventually, we make it to the restaurant that evening and find the others milling around. Everyone is talking excitedly about the things they did that day. Vanessa is obviously in better spirits, standing among a group of unfamiliar guys, flirting with some boy with a t-shirt that says “Michigan State” on it.

      I’m listening to Marianna and Malik compare who was more freaked out on their dinosaur ride when I spot Max and Hayden standing over by one of the enormous fish tanks. Max actually looks dwarfed by the huge, silver fish swimming about the water. He’s not looking directly at me, so I steal a moment to let my gaze glide over his lanky form. He and Hayden begin to have a boyish shoving match, in which Hayden’s movements appear smooth and choreographed while Max swats at him haphazardly in return. I don’t register the implication of their scrap until my eyes snap up, and I realize Max has turned and is heading straight for me. It’s too late to run without being obvious that I’m fleeing his approach. And, for some reason, I can’t make myself budge.

      He’s suddenly standing before me, hands shoved in the pockets of his tattered, knee-length cargo shorts.

      “Hey,” he begins quietly, waiting a beat before continuing, “Did you have fun today?”

      My eyes are darting between his gaze and the faces all around us. It’s so hard to look straight at him.

      “Yeah,” I say. “You?”

      He nods, barely a hint of a smile on his lips. “Yeah. We had a good time.”

      He looks away from me, for a moment, and shifts uncomfortably.

      I grasp for something else to say – something normal and light under this heavy shroud of unspoken feelings. It’s still there: the secret – the lie. It’s standing between us, like a cold, concrete wall, making it impossible to talk over. I can tell he still doesn’t know what to say to me. He can’t figure out how to make things better. It’s not his fault – but I can’t tell him that, either. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so heartless.

      “Are you nervous about tomorrow?” I ask.

      Tomorrow morning, the full orchestra plays in their competition. The rest of us will all go to watch.

      He shrugs and a smirk appears. “Not as nervous as I am right now,” he quips.

      I can’t help it. This almost makes me smile, and a sharp laugh escapes my lips. Unfortunately, it sounds more like I’m choking.

      “Lord Stanley School Group!” A voice booms over the loudspeaker into the gift shop waiting area.

      He turns his head back towards where Hayden stands, any trace of his smile now disappeared.

      “I guess we better go in,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      He takes a deep breath and turns away, walking in the opposite direction.

      “Serena!” Marianna’s voice calls from the other direction. “Come sit with us!”

      I stay rooted to the spot for a moment, trying to make sense of what just happened. The sight of him turning away from me is like a gaze from Medusa, leaving me as rigid as stone, but eventually, I respond to Marianna’s friendly overture with a smile and join them at their table.

      For the rest of the night, I am hyper-aware of where Max is at all times. I don’t know if I’m worried that he will approach me again, or if I’m silently begging him to do just that. Is it possible to just start again? Call out “From the top!” and begin the song over? It’s still so awkward. There are just too many things that need to be said. And I don’t know how to say them.

      It’s an early curfew tonight, and despite the time difference in our favour, I fall asleep instantly. I’m exhausted from the day – exhausted from thinking about Max.

      I wake up earlier than everyone else, restless, my throat feeling dry and prickly from the air conditioning. Managing to sneak away quietly, I make my way over to the restaurant to grab four coffees.

      When I open the door to our room, Emily and Grace squeal in delight. Vanessa is looking at me, her expression softened with sleep, a half smile under her tired eyes.

      “You’re awesome!” she says.

      Things may not be back to normal between us yet, but certainly the coffee offering helps. There’s a flurry of activity in the room, each of the girls maneuvering around the small space, trying to get in and out of the bathroom and get dressed before we rush out to meet the buses. As soon as I see Max standing in line, I can tell he’s nervous – or as nervous as Max gets about performing, anyway. His fingers twitch like a daddy long legs hurriedly dancing across the black pant legs of his band uniform.

      The buses drop us off at the back entrance to Hollywood Studios at The Premier Theatre. This is the auditorium where the full orchestras will play. We’ve arrived early so that our class can watch the first two performance groups before it’s their turn.

      It becomes immediately apparent that the competition is fierce. The first school is from somewhere in North Carolina. They’ve clearly brought their full orchestra, from all grades, whereas we’ve come with only our senior class. Up on stage, I count eight flutes. We have two.

      There’s only a short warm up and rehearsal allowed for each group. The twenty-minute performance is then followed by a critique and short lesson from the musical adjudicator. Today’s adjudicator is from the University of Michigan, with a name even I recognize. He is one of the reasons we came all the way to Florida instead of going to a competition closer to Vancouver. Having him evaluate a performance will be a big deal for some of the students here.

      The first school plays four different pieces. With all those flutes up there, they start with Tchaikovsky’s “Dance of the Reed Flutes” from the Nutcracker before moving onto Verdi’s Il Trovatore “Anvil Chorus”. The pieces are all very serious and intense. The next school, not quite as large as the first group, plays several show tunes, including Copland’s Our Town and Leonard Bernstein’s symphonic dance variations from West Side Story.

      Marianna and Lucy fidget beside me, and I can see the anxious thoughts crossing their faces, worrying if they will measure up. Emily told us just how worried Malik is about showcasing our group on Verdi’s “Vieni, o Guerriero Vindice” from Aida.

      Soon, it’s our turn, and our classmates file out of their seats to make their way to the warm up room. They are uncharacteristically quiet, attesting to the nerves coursing through them. It’s a feeling I know all too well. I wish Marianna and the others good luck. I can’t help but watch Max, his shoulders skimming above the group, moving to the side exit. At the last moment before passing through the doors, he turns, and our gazes meet. His lips don’t move, but there’s a flash of something in his eyes – surprise mixed with relief. I don’t look away this time, trying to wish him good luck somehow with only a lingering glance. Urged on by Boris, behind him, he finally breaks our connection and continues through the doorway with the others.

      When the lights finally dim for their turn, we watch them stride onto the stage to take their places. My heart is racing for them. It’s hard not to notice Max, even taller than his already enormous instrument. But my eyes are drawn to him, regardless. During the dissonant instrument tunings, I can see he’s fiddling with the double bass, still trying to get a feel for it. The competition supplies instruments that would have been far too cumbersome to transport – like the timpani, piano, drum kit, and double bass – so he’s dealing with a brief introduction to a new partner where he’s used to an intimate rapport with his own. Musicians develop a unique relationship with their instrument that is probably a lot like being the lead in a dance partnership. They become attune to its idiosyncrasies, respond to its subtle changes, and protect its safety. But it’s more than that. They know exactly what they need to do to coax out the best movements – or sounds in this case – how to hold it, where its vulnerabilities are, and how to nurture its beauty. Max seems like he’s on a first date with this bass – awkward and paying careful attention not to make any wrong moves with it. It makes me remember our first night out at the blues show, and that memory blossoms into a silent grin that seems to grow from the pit of my stomach.

      Our conductor walks to the front of the stage, and the announcements and applause follow. His stick declares their readiness and there’s an even more pronounced hush just before they launch into a Canadian composer’s overture. The beginning is strong, but I can hear their shakiness mid-piece, like nerves made audible through reeds and strings. In the short break between pieces, the orchestra shuffles their musical scores, and I notice Max’s disconcerted look. When they begin, I recognize it as the movie score piece with his solo in it.

      The violins begin pianissimo and crescendo towards the entry of the flutes and clarinets. The timpani drum roll then announces the break in the piece where the bass can be heard above all the rest. Max’s fingers wrap around the long slender neck of the bass, and he leans into it, gently persuading it to tell its tale – while hanging on its every word. My throat tightens, and I feel an itch crawling everywhere under my skin. His left forearm oscillates to create vibrato from the pizzicato of his opposite fingertips. His eyes close and his lips begin to curl up in pleasure, as though from the story he’s charmed from the curvaceous beauty in his arms. A flush of warmth fills my chest, but it’s quickly met with a flash of some unexplained irritation, as I wonder what secret lies beneath his smile. I’m so confused by this conflicting response. And then it hits me: I’m jealous. Not of his bass – not even of someone in particular – but I’m jealous of someone who might eventually trigger this reaction from Max – someone other than me.

      People begin applauding Max’s solo, and I quickly join in the clapping. Suddenly, an abrupt whisper startles me from behind.

      “Enjoying the bass player’s performance?” It’s the formal cadence I recognize – the one he uses to patronize others. I feel Vanessa’s sideways scrutiny, questioning from the seat to my right. She’s noticed Hayden’s brief encroachment over my shoulder. The heat crawls up my neck. I’m thankful that all other eyes seemingly remain fixed on the stage. I feel as though my embarrassment has coloured my cheeks in red like a child’s messy scribbling across the page. It must be written all over me: and Hayden’s read it there. The ache I feel for Max makes me shift in my seat. I want to reach out to him, then and there.

      When they arrive at the final piece, it’s there, in the Rossini Overture to The Barber of Seville, that the musicians really find each other, as my mom liked to say. When my mother first described to me how harmonies and melodies interconnect, she explained that performing music is about listening to one another. It’s about discovering both where we’ve been, and where we’re going – and finding the common path each heart is longing to travel. She’d tell me we needed to pay close attention to one another, or else risk moving at different speeds, and in disparate directions, straying from the path without the satisfaction of reaching our destination. Music is about the journey, she’d say, but it’s always about the journey we take together.

      My parents insisted that their areas of study were quite similar – theology and music. Each involved a quest for “a religious experience” to share with others. It’s that feeling of unity, the sharing of intense practices and love that can expand your heart, and bring tears of joy to your eyes. This swelling sense of connection with one another: that’s the magic of music. Great music, like unconditional love, unites souls and makes our spirits soar.

      It suddenly strikes me that this is how I feel when I’m with Max: the buoyancy, the fullness, and the ache of happiness. I feel like I become more with him. There’s a piece of me that emerges only when he’s there. The way a harmony only strengthens a melody line, making it richer and more beautiful: he makes me feel that way. He discovered a way into that vulnerable part of me where a hole had been torn so wide, I’m not sure it can ever be repaired. Still, he’d found his way there to comfort me.

      The orchestra’s finish is amazing, on point, and received with an immediate burst of applause. They get a standing ovation from the rest of our school, and even some of the other audience members.

      I watch Max bow from the back row, and I feel it – when his gaze lands on me – that feeling that is so deliciously full, it balances on the edge of excessive, leaving me close to bursting.

      Hayden is right. I did enjoy the bass player’s performance.

      I need to show Max that I’m ready to reach out to him – to finally make some changes. I want him to know that I’m willing to take some risks.

      But how?
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      Disney is surreal. Just being here is like we’re all actors in one of their movies. It’s like, at any moment, someone will break into a song and dance number. Oh, wait! That’s actually what we’re supposed to do here at the music competition.

      After spending the morning so deeply entrenched in a nerve-wrecking orchestra festival, we suddenly find ourselves flanked on all sides by what feels like a high school mascot convention. All around us are structures that look like movie sets, as though we’ve been transformed into the characters we watched as kids. It’s a bizarre mix of fantasy and reality – which is also a good description for my current situation with Serena. I’m not sure what’s going on between us. I have to ask myself if I’m imagining something behind the extended gazes, the subtle turn of her lips, or the colour flushing under her skin whenever we make eye contact. Just making any eye contact, at all, seems like we’ve taken our relationship to an entirely new level since Christmas break.

      Right after the performance, I insist that Hayden and I haul ass over to the roller coaster ride, ready for an immediate thrill to release all the tension I’ve experienced that morning onstage. We won’t find out how we placed until the awards night tomorrow. So right now, the jet rocket start, blaring music, and darkened tunnels of inverted loops are exactly what I need to shake out the anxiety from today. Hayden almost pukes afterwards, though, and totally refuses to go on the Tower of Terror with me. Instead, we agree to meet up at the Indiana Jones show an hour later.

      I stop for one of those giant, chocolate-dipped waffle ice cream cones before heading down the crowded, make-believe street towards our meeting place. There’s some interesting people-watching on the way there. You’d think the theme parks would only be packed with little kids and their parents. But, no! I’ve seen at least three bachelorette parties since we arrived. Today, there’s a group of women, all dressed up in sparkly tiaras and pink t-shirts that read: “Princess Tania finds Prince Charlie”. The bride-to-be is wearing a waist-length veil and carrying a golden wand. There are all sorts of young couples here, too, with no sign of any children trailing alongside them. I try to imagine my dads vacationing here – and I just can’t. Our family trips were always about art, music or food. Their idea of a family holiday was either a week on Maui, or a trip to Napa Valley during a culinary wine festival.

      When I get to the Temple of Doom theatre, I draw closer to where Hayden is standing with a few guys from our school.

      “No, seriously! They wouldn’t even let us!” I hear Carl Rosenfeld, the tuba player, complaining.

      “Wouldn’t let you do what?” I interrupt, giving a nod to Hayden who is shaking his head.

      Carl whips around and has to take a step back so that he can look up at me from over a foot below. “Fight Vader,” he says with disgust. That’s when I notice the red, double-sided lightsaber in his hand. “They were letting all these little kids fight him – like – nine-year-olds!”

      “But they wouldn’t let us!” his friend, Patel, breaks in, outraged. He’s taller than Carl, and skinny – a replica of his trombone.

      There’s a stage show, nearby, where young Jedi get an opportunity to fight an actor playing Darth Vader, complete with Storm Trooper laser gunfight and everything. Boris and Hayden are listening to their rant, and Hayden can’t help but comment.

      “So, Darth Sidious, you were planning a return from the dead, and hoping to challenge for a re-match?”

      Carl looks annoyed. “I’m just saying it’s not fair, is all. I mean, that’s just age-ist! We paid to get in here, too!”

      “You mean ‘your dad paid’,” Boris remarks.

      “Whatever,” Carl says, still annoyed, but with the fight seeping out of him like saliva from his tuba spit valve.

      “Well, I hear they take volunteers from the audience in this show,” I say. “Maybe you can bring your lightsaber up there and kick some ass with Han Solo against the snakes.”

      Hayden’s eyebrows approach his hairline.

      “What?” I deflect his wordless commentary on my superior Disney knowledge. “I told you – I watched some YouTube videos before we came.”

      Patel’s mouth drops open, like I’ve announced we have backstage passes to the Grammy’s. “Is it really Han Solo?”

      We all start laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I recognize the voice, but Hayden also glowers over my shoulder, so I know that it’s Vanessa standing behind me.

      Boris slaps Patel on the back. “Oh, nothing. Just Patel thinks that maybe Harrison Ford hangs out here all day, running away from elephant-sized boulders instead of hanging in Malibu somewhere with his millions.”

      “How do you know it’s not him?” Patel mutters.

      I’ve turned, hoping to see Serena, but can’t hide my disappointment that she’s not there. I get the impression from the meddlesome look Vanessa is giving me that she knows I’m scanning the faces behind her, searching for Serena. I see only Lucy, Emily, and some others.

      “We’re here to see the show. Are you guys heading in, too?” Vanessa asks our group.

      Only Carl and Patel are really paying any attention to her now, so they nod, and the larger group begins to move towards the entrance. I signal Hayden, and we turn to walk in with Boris and the others.

      “Serena and Marianna stopped by the washroom. They’ll be here soon,” Vanessa says casually. Is it my imagination, or is she fighting a smirk as she struts past us?

      My feet stumble, following the mixed signals from my brain: Stop? Go? Wait? Hayden rolls his eyes at me. I decide to follow him and the others down to the far right of the stage near the front. It’s like an enormous outdoor half amphitheatre from Roman times. There’s a three-story backdrop, and a ramp on the left that looks like it’s right out of the movie. We get settled into two rows, and it seems as though the show is about to begin.

      “Oh my God! I can’t believe we made it. All of a sudden there was a lineup and I wasn’t sure we’d get in!” Marianna says, standing at the end of the row below us, with Serena beside her.

      When I look up towards them, Serena’s eyes veer away from me. “Is there room for us?” she asks Emily quietly. A shuffle of bodies along the bench follows.

      The show begins almost immediately when a woman walks out, asking for volunteers from the audience to be feature extras in the show. Not shy of the stage, half our group thrusts their hands in the air. Patel looks as though he’s going to piss his pants, his entire body vibrating beneath his raised arm. But she announces that you have to be eighteen, and he deflates, with his mouth letting out a sound like a prank fart balloon. It’s Hayden that’s chosen – of course.

      They make the extras do all sorts of funny things at their expense, but somehow Hayden does it all perfectly, and with such grace and finesse, that he looks like he’s one of the cast members. Meanwhile, a portly mother introduced from Idaho appears to be the star of a spoof flick up there. The volunteers are led to get costumes and meet the stunt instructors. Eventually, I understand the purpose of the three-story moving walls. There’s an actual World War II fighter plane up there, there’s gunfire, and explosions so big, you can feel the heat of the fiery blaze from the first few rows where we’re sitting. And, of course, there’s the giant rolling boulder!

      All through the performance, I notice Serena sneaking glances at me again. Each time I catch it, she looks away quickly before I can make any connection.

      At the end of the show, I see Hayden shaking the hand of the stunt instructor, and then confidently stride towards our seats. Boris slaps him on the back, congratulating him, while Patel begins to drill him with questions about the main actor. I catch Hayden’s eye, and I can’t help but smile about how awesome that was. He grins back, and then looks over his shoulder towards the stage again. He makes eye contact with the stunt guy once more. That’s interesting.

      The crowd begins to disperse outside the theatre, and our larger group breaks off to make plans with one another for the evening. Serena is standing next to Emily who is typing furiously on her phone. Vanessa is on her other side, arms crossed tightly against her chest, shaking with impatience.

      “Come on!” Vanessa growls. “We’re going to be late!” She checks the screen of her own phone.

      Hayden and Boris are beside me, talking about the stunt show we should go see. Apparently, it comes highly recommended from Hayden’s new stunt instructor. I’m listening, but keep my eyes trained on Serena, like a secret agent, making sure not to neglect any overture she might make. I notice she’s chewing on the inside of her cheek.

      I should just go talk to her. But – I don’t know – maybe I’m reading her all wrong. Our interactions are like notes on a page with no bass or treble clef to make sense of what’s going on. She still hasn’t approached me since the other night at the restaurant.

      Her eyes flicker up then, and there’s no hiding my attention to her. Her gaze instantly meets mine. We are frozen there, and it’s impossible to tell who is deer and who is headlights. I want to move towards her. I want to turn into some kind of romantic prince in this moment, stride over, and sweep her up into my arms to kiss her lips like one of these fairy tales we’re walking around in.

      “Guys! We’ve got to go!” Vanessa’s talons have wrapped around the shoulders of both Serena and Emily, attempting to carry them away to her lair – our connection, once again, broken by the red-haired beast.

      God, what a chicken-shit I am! A spineless, gutless sap, who doesn’t have the balls to act like the hero of the story.

      “Okay, okay,” Emily is protesting, “I’m just telling Malik and Grace to meet us at the entrance to the show. Relax!”

      They are both being pulled in the other direction, but I don’t take my eyes off Serena. She turns, just briefly, looking over her shoulder, and shrugs. And then, she smiles at me full on – and it’s that deliciously sweet smile that I can’t stop thinking about. My mouth drops open, but I catch it in time to grin back. And I know – I just know – that something good has finally passed between us. It’s like a door has opened: but I have no idea where it’s leading.

      The girls disappear into the sea of visitors, and it takes me a moment or two until I tune back into the conversation that’s been going on around me. Hayden is already smirking at me when I look his way. I can’t help it, I’m still grinning like an idiot.

      Carl is scrolling through an app on his phone.

      “I think it starts in less than an hour, so we better get over there,” he’s saying.

      We start walking to the far end of the park, winding our way through the mythical brownstone storefronts of a New York neighbourhood.

      “That was definitely something back there,” Hayden remarks to me.

      I give him a sidelong glance, but can’t pretend I don’t know what he’s referring to. “Yeah. It felt like something,” I reply.

      He continues in his newfound coaching role. “Don’t wimp out on this. When are you going to have another opportunity?” It’s bizarre to be having such a real-life conversation in such a make-believe location.

      “I know.” And I do know. I know I have to connect with her while I still have the chance.

      It’s not until we’re at the buses that I see Serena again. I overhear some of the Vocal students talking anxiously about tomorrow’s concert, and I wonder how Serena is feeling about the whole thing. I don’t talk to her, though. I don’t want others to listen in on what I might say – and there are too many eyes and ears around to feel comfortable in the gamble that she might actually say something to me this time.

      By the time we reach our parking lot, it’s been dark for hours already. When we get off the bus, Serena is up ahead of me, heading towards her room with her friends. Hayden gives me an exasperated look that says, “Go, already!” And I know he’s right.

      I jog up to her, trying not to gain too much attention from her roommates. Unfortunately, “stealth” isn’t exactly a renowned character trait for someone my size. I reach out to touch her upper arm, and all four of them stop their conversation to turn around at the same time.

      Ninja warrior: that’s me.

      Serena looks startled, but doesn’t recoil from me, at least. A small burst of hope explodes like the evening’s fireworks inside my gut.

      To my complete surprise, Vanessa smiles at me, and says, “Come on Grace and Emily. See you back at the room, Serena.”

      Serena glances quickly towards them and nods before turning back to me.

      And then, we’re alone.

      “Hey,” I manage.

      “Hey,” she replies.

      We stand there, facing one another.

      I can’t quite figure out what to do with my hands, so they clench and unclench at my sides, and I notice that Serena is mashing her lips together.

      “You were great today,” she says, breaking our uncomfortable silence.

      I shrug one shoulder, feeling awkward with the compliment. “Thanks,” I reply. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

      A small smile appears on her lips. “Not as nervous as I am right now.”

      I realize this is exactly the same conversation we had in front of the restaurant yesterday. I can’t help but smile at our ridiculous unease.

      “Listen, it wasn’t…” I start to say, at the same time that she says, “Max, I know you weren’t…”

      We both stop there, shaking our heads, recognizing how off-tempo we are with one another. There’s an extended pause, but neither of us continues with what we were about to say.

      I kick a rock with the toe of my shoe, and then begin again. “Maybe we can, um…” I try not to stammer too much, “hang out tomorrow before your performance?”

      She looks up from beneath her eyelashes, and a series of small smiles flicker across her lips, connected with moments of uncertainty. “Yeah. Sure. I’d like that.”

      Now what? Should I reach out to hold her hand? Lean in for a kiss? I’m contemplating the grand gesture when a high-pitched whistle followed by a low note from one of the balconies startles us both, and we step apart. I hadn’t noticed how much closer to one another we’d moved while we talked. It’s too dark to figure out who’s up there, and it doesn’t matter, anyway. The moment between us is over.

      Asshole.

      “I’m going to head back,” she says, already backing up in the direction of her room.

      “Sure,” I say.

      “See you tomorrow?”

      She’s hesitating – lingering in her retreat – waiting for my answer.

      “Yeah. See you tomorrow,” I reply.

      And then, she walks away.

      

      When we file onto the buses the next day, headed for Epcot, Mr. Yankov tells us we have the morning free, but have to meet in the early afternoon for the vocal competition. He hands out these special passes that will avoid the lineup to a popular ride at a specified time.

      All morning, I’ve been watching Serena. She’s granted me a couple smiles, but she’s mostly stuck close to her friends. A few times, on the bus and in the lineup to get in, I hear their melodies and harmonies wrap around each other while they casually practice for their performance today.

      Most of us hurry over to this super cool ride that’s like hang-gliding in a row of theatre seats. It dips and swings while you watch a giant screen showing images of mountains and river valleys, which is pretty awesome.

      Afterwards, we’re standing outside, trying to figure out what to do next. It’s a while until these special passes begin, so the group I’m with start talking about a space ride that sounds intense. But I’m still watching Serena. I see her motioning to her friends, and they each consult their phones. Vanessa shrugs, and her eyes shift in my direction where Serena’s soon follow. Serena smiles while Vanessa smirks and shakes her head, turning back to the group. Serena gives a small wave to her friends, and then breaks from them, looking towards me uncertainly as she approaches.

      “Guys,” I interrupt Boris by grabbing his arm. “I’ll catch up with you later at that other ride.”

      I don’t give any of them time to respond, wanting to make sure I don’t screw up this opportunity, as Serena heads in my direction. I meet her halfway.

      “Hey.” I reveal my undeniably charming ways.

      At least the corners of her lips are still pointed in the right direction.

      “Are you hungry?” she asks. It’s fair to say that I did not expect this question. She must read the confusion on my face because she explains, “Apparently there are all these international restaurants at the far end of the park. Do you want to go for a walk there?”

      That’s a no brainer – on both accounts: food and her.

      “Uh – Yeah!” I reply, clear with how obviously interested I am.

      She lets out a small laugh at my response, and I think I’m going to lose it right there in front of everyone. But I can feel the eyes on our backs, so I pull her towards the escalator.

      “Come on! My stomach can’t wait much longer, now that you’ve mentioned food.”

      We both realize, after a moment, that I’m holding her arm, and I drop my hand immediately like I’ve scalded her. As we stand motionless beside one another, rising upwards without effort, it’s like a curse has frozen us in the moment, and time moves on all around. We say nothing. Our feet hit the stationary platform at the top, and the spell is finally broken. We both seem to focus on putting one foot in front of the other as we make our way towards the exit.

      Once we’re outside, I take a big breath. “Which way is it?” I ask her.

      She tilts her head to the right, motioning for me to follow. “This way.”

      We stroll along wide walkways where gardens bloom in improbable bright pinks and yellows for this time of year. The paths are crowded, and several times Serena and I get jostled closer together. I’m exerting extreme control over my urge to reach out and hold her hand. We don’t talk much on the way there, and it’s possible she has a conversation going on in her head, the same as I do. My side of the conversation goes something like this:

      Why did you run out that night? Did you believe the story about Hayden and me? And, if you did, why are you talking to me now? Where is this all leading?

      I have no idea why Serena is suddenly here with me. And, yes, I desperately want to find out the answers to these questions. But she’s been about as wary as a stray cat, and I don’t want to scare her away. So, instead, I follow her lead and hope that my compliance will somehow tempt her to open up to me.

      The first pavilion that we come to is the Canada pavilion. It has an enormous longhouse and totem poles, the most authentic-looking built atop a raven. It’s bizarre seeing these symbols from home reaching up to the Florida sunshine.

      “We’re eating at the Canadian restaurant? Couldn’t we just have stayed home?”

      Serena shakes her head, walking in front of me to keep us moving.

      “Not here, hungry giant. Keep walking.”

      There are food smells coming out of every shop front and kiosk we pass, and by this time, my stomach is churning. Everywhere in Disney seems like a long walk – but this is torture. Fish and chips at the British pub would have been just fine with me. But clearly, Serena’s on a mission. Even though her legs are half as long as mine, she’s outpacing me.

      Finally, we’re walking across a bridge, moving from pretend England to what must be pretend France, since there’s a replica of the Eiffel Tower standing in the distance. It’s all so authentic looking, though, that I have to keep reminding myself these aren’t real places – which makes me, once again, consider whether this time I’m spending with Serena is real or make-believe.

      We approach an oblong-shaped fountain, and I notice the words “Les Chefs de France” on a sign. At the same time, the scent of mouth-watering fresh bread assaults my nose. I stop in my tracks, breathing it in, which conflicts with my animal urge to run inside and ransack the place.

      “Oh my God! That smells awesome.” I groan.

      “We’re not going in there, either. Come on!”

      She turns and holds out her hand, and I thrust mine forward to grasp hers, wondering how things could get any better than this. Then I see the word “Patisserie” ahead.

      She leads me inside the enclosed stone walls of the replicated old building until we are surrounded on three sides by the inner glow of glass-encased French pastries and sandwiches. If it’s possible to experience the humiliation of premature satiation just by thinking about food, I think it’s just happened to me.

      “See anything you like?” Serena asks coyly.

      I know I’m grinning like a four-year-old kid in a candy store. “Everything! Holy shit! Where do we start?”

      Her mouth curls up into a smile that resembles the strawberry tart behind her. “I knew you’d like it here.”

      Even though I’m desperate for something to eat, I’d still choose those lips first, any day. So far, being here with her is the highlight of my trip, hands down.

      The French staff approaches us, and we each rattle off our orders to them in our slightly French-Canadian accent. We carry the food outside and find a place on one of the benches that overlooks the canal beyond the maze-like shrub garden. Soon, I’m tearing through a large ham and cheese baguette sandwich, followed by a jumbo-sized chocolate éclair, with the strawberry tart next in line. She’s eating a cream-filled meringue pastry. I somehow end up with whip cream all over my hands, and notice that we are making ridiculous moaning noises that sound distinctly pornographic.

      “That’s disgusting,” she mumbles, with difficulty, through her cream-filled grin.

      “There is absolutely nothing disgusting about any of this,” I reply, though I’m not sure a single word I say is understandable.

      Soon, we’re both laughing so hard that we’re having trouble sitting upright. I remember the last time I saw her laughing this way – acting this carefree – it was up in the tree house with me. I wonder if she’s had any moments like this since then. My instincts tell me she hasn’t. A sudden thrill shoots through me that I can affect her this way. And I want her to choose me all over again. I don’t care what unspoken mess lies between us. I know, now, that whatever it is, we can get past it. I just want to be with her.

      I consider starting this conversation, but just then, her phone goes off. I can see that it’s Vanessa. I look at the time that’s flashed on the screen and realize we have only ten minutes until we’re supposed to meet everyone on the other side of the park. Serena looks up from her screen.

      “I guess we better go if we’re going to make it in time.”

      I sense some uncertainty in her words, but I’m not sure why. If she wants to stay here and just hang out with me, I’m more than happy to skip any ride, no matter how popular it is.

      “Do you still want to meet them?” I ask, deciding that I’ll let her make the choice for us.

      She shrugs, but then starts to get to her feet, wiping her hands clean with a napkin.

      “Yes. I want to do this,” she says with more conviction.

      “You mean, go on the ride with me?”

      Her eyes dart away from mine, and then return again. “Yes.”

      We have to hurry to get there, and it ends up feeling like we’re in one of those “race around the world” adventures, as we pass Norwegian villages, Chinese arches and Mexican temples. If we weren’t practically jogging, I might even risk another chance at holding Serena’s hand.

      As we approach the ride entrance, Serena looks up worriedly when we hear a loud “whoosh” above our heads. I never watched any online videos for this ride, so I’m not exactly sure what it’s like. It sounds like a roller coaster overhead, but I didn’t see any loops or sky-high death drops on the way here, so it can’t be as crazy as the one I was on yesterday.

      “What took you guys so long?” Grace is the only one that waited, apparently. “The pass was about to run out. Everyone else has gone in already. Come on!”

      Grace leads the way through the special entrance where we get our passes checked. We move quickly past screens showing designer cars, leaving the people with regular passes behind us like they’re stuck in a highway traffic jam and we’ve found a detour. We reach some of our group, and Grace makes it through a set of doors with Marianna, Lucy and the others. Serena and I don’t quite make the cutoff to get in with our classmates, so we have to wait until the next group is admitted.

      We finally pass through a set of doors that leads to a room where we design a car on our own individual touch screen. I invite Serena to help with the project, but she seems a little distracted, looking about the room. I begin to wonder if she’s become nervous about being alone on the ride with me. I design a totally badass car – not to toot my own horn, which is one of the only things you can’t include – and hope that this is what we get to ride in once we’re on the other side of this room. The design period ends, and we move on from there. After another short set of hallways, I begin to think that we’re trapped inside a maze of sorts, and can’t imagine how you would ever escape from this point, if you wanted leave.

      I’ve been chatting all the way about the car I designed, wondering if the wheels should have been bigger, or if I should have chosen flames instead of stripes to go with the gold paint. Serena has been strangely quiet for all of this, hardly cracking a smile at my inappropriate jokes about airbags and blow-up dolls. When we finally make it to the ride’s loading area, I wonder if she’s reconsidering her choice to hang out with me.

      “Everything okay?” I ask her.

      “Yup,” she chirps back, finally trying on an ill-fitting smile. I notice the determined look on her face and wonder if I’ve said something to offend her.

      Serena and I get shuffled to the front row of an oversized bumper car filled with four other strangers. It looks nothing like the sleek race car I designed. I look over to her, unable to hide my excitement while we attach our seatbelts.  As the automated voice begins to give the typical warning about keeping your arms and legs inside the vehicle, her eyes go wide. She ducks her head, and then I realize that she’s counting under her breath during long exhales. What the hell is she doing? I’m just about to ask her, jokingly, if she’s praying not to get into an accident.

      And then it hits me – like a Parisian meringue pie in the face.

      Oh, Jesus. I’m such an idiot!

      The car! She’s terrified to be on this car ride!

      Suddenly it all makes sense – all the times she didn’t want me to drive her home – all the times that she needed to “meet there” instead. Holy shit! What if I had it all wrong? Maybe all this time, it wasn’t that her dad wouldn’t allow her to drive with me. It wasn’t just that she was too emotional to talk to me about her mom and the accident. She was too frightened to be in a car!

      I turn to her, filled with this newfound awareness, and now I’m completely freaking out for her. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      She nods her head unconvincingly several times. But she is squinting her eyes and clenching her jaw, like she’s unwavering.

      The car jolts to a start, and I see her fingers squeeze around the safety bar across our laps. The ride begins, and we pull up to a flashing red light where an employee instructs us to yank on our seatbelt straps to ensure they are securely in place.

      I lean over to her ear, quietly urging her to reconsider. “Serena, we can get out. We just have to tell them. It’s no big deal. You don’t have to go through with this. You don’t need to prove anything.”

      “Yes, I do. I’m fine,” she says through gritted teeth, like she’s trying to assure herself.

      “Serena,” I plead with her, as it’s obvious to me that she’s totally not fine.

      The car climbs up a hill, and then travels through a series of dark tunnels. After a rough, bumpy patch, the car speeds up in the pitch black before slamming on the brakes a few times, like we’re in a psychotic haunted house version of student driver training. I wish I could reach for the steering wheel to pull us over to safety. I alternate between looking warily ahead for what’s looming, and looking over towards Serena, checking to see if she’s holding it together.

      There’s some bright lights and stuff, and then the car begins to pick up speed again through a twisty track of neon-emblazoned darkness. I place my hand on her leg, and squeeze it tightly, only hoping she can sense my effort to protect her through this small gesture.

      A low-pitched horn blares, and in a rapid, terrifying moment, there’s suddenly a transport truck careening towards us, about to crash directly into Serena. I instinctively reach out to throw my left arm around her, trying to pull her out of danger.

      That’s when Serena loses it. She lets out a bone-breaking scream before burying her face into my shoulder. The lights of the truck vanish into darkness, and we veer into a well-lit area that makes it seem as though the ride is about to end.

      But it doesn’t.

      The car bursts through a door hatch, and we are thrust outside onto a racetrack, barreling around corners, and reaching speeds of over 60 mph. Her hand has found mine, and she’s wrapped it around my fingers in a vice grip. Although the ride noise is too loud to hear her, I can feel her shoulders shake with sobs under my embrace.

      When we decelerate to re-enter the building through another dark tunnel, she is gripping my hand so tightly, I think the tiny gold heart from her ring has made an impression upon my skin.

      The car finally stops to release us and take on new passengers. When we click off our seat belts, Serena bolts out of her seat. She races through the post-ride monitors, past all the fancy cars, and out through the gift shop to escape to the refuge of the outdoors. I’m barely keeping her in my sights, calling out to her all the while, “Serena! Wait! Serena!”

      Our classmates scarcely take notice, too busy playing ride-related video games or snapping pictures of the designer cars. I’m berating myself all the way, feeling like such a complete and utter asshole not to have clued in that she’d have a problem with this ride. Not to have clued in, long ago, as to what she was still going through – how she felt – how traumatized she still must be! All this time, I was only concerned that she wasn’t talking to me, and why. How could I not have dug deeper into how she was suffering?

      Immediately outside the automatic glass doors, a whoosh goes by overhead, and Serena flinches, ducking and covering her head like she’s protecting herself from an air raid. My instinct is to go to her – to protect her – to wrap her in my arms. But I can tell she’s too agitated for that.

      She runs straight through a pathway to an alcove where there are some bushes. Finally, she stops at a dead-end, the concrete walls of the building and a fence cornering her, which is where I catch up.

      “Serena!” I gasp, out of breath.

      She spins around to face me, her eyes wild with terror.

      “It was me! Don’t you get it?” She is yelling this at me, crying inconsolably. “I killed her, Max! It was me!”

      What? Wow. I’m so utterly confused, I hardly know what to say.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She never would have died if it wasn’t for me!”

      I don’t know much about what happened, but this is nothing that I’ve heard before. “Are you saying you were driving the car?”

      She raises her hands up in the air, and then casts them downwards, as though she’s discarding my question. “No! I wasn’t driving! God! It’s just…”

      I wait, knowing there’s more – knowing that I have to give her the space to release whatever she’s held inside for all this time.

      “I told her I hated her! That I hated her!” She’s practically writhing, like she’s trying to shed a dirty layer of skin that’s covering her entire body.

      “I don’t understand. What happened?” I gently prod.

      “That’s when the car hit us!” she shrieks. “Don’t you see? She wasn’t watching. She was looking at me! And her eyes – oh my God,” she sobs, “Her eyes were so full of hurt!”

      Her hands reach up and grab fistfuls of hair around her temples. I’m desperate to inject some reason into her accusations before she lapses into self-flagellation.

      “But…Serena. You didn’t kill her.”

      She looks over at me like she’s been explaining a math problem for hours, and I still haven’t grasped the concept.

      “Max, you don’t get it,” she grinds out. “There was a boy. A stupid, meaningless boy!”

      She is pacing in the small alcove, radiating anxiety, and spitting out bits and pieces of the story, like a sickness that has filled her lungs all this time, making it impossible to breathe.

      “There’s got to be more to this. Tell me what happened – the whole story,” I say.

      She lets out a long sigh, but keeps up her pacing, shaking her head back and forth in quick movements the entire time.

      “I was hanging out with a group she didn’t like when we were in Spain. I’d gotten in with a crowd that went from tapas to the late night discos. I was coming home after curfew all the time. I wasn’t studying. And I wasn’t doing any of my music. She basically forbade me to go out with them anymore – and she wasn’t going to allow me to see Pedro at all!”

      I freeze. Who the fuck is Pedro? I quickly decide it’s probably not the time for this question. She must somehow sense my apprehension, though, because she looks at me for the first time with any real connection.

      “He’s nobody. I mean, it was nothing. What I mean is – if only I hadn’t been acting so ridiculous, she wouldn’t have been so upset with me. God! The whole thing was my fault!” She drops her head into her hands.

      “Serena,” I say her name softly, trying to use a calm tone, not wanting to make her any more upset. She resumes her pacing, but I feel as though I need to sort out her ruminations. “It’s not like I listen to rumours, but, well… Wasn’t it a drunk driver that hit your car?”

      Still holding her head, she shakes it from side to side. She turns to look at me, then, tears spilling down her cheeks. I can see that, at least, this rumour is true.

      “That doesn’t matter,” she releases in a breath. “It was still me. I killed her.”

      She’s shrinking before my eyes, collapsing into herself. I have to reach in and pull her back, somehow – make her hear a different point of view.

      “Serena. That doesn’t sound like it was your fault – it sounds like a car accident. A shitty, life-sucking, senseless car accident. But it wasn’t your fault.”

      Isn’t there anyone else who has told her this? Hasn’t someone reasoned with her? Convinced her that it wasn’t her fault? I’m tormented by what she must have been going through all this time when it occurs to me that I may be the first person she’s talked to about it.

      “Have you ever told anyone that you feel like this?” I ask, aching for her. “Have you told your dad?”

      She’s looking away from me now, and wiping her nose. Man, she really believes this – deep down – where the dark, bilious shit lives.

      “I tried to tell your dad, but I just couldn’t.”

      Inside my head, I hear the rewind sound from an old cassette tape player.

      “Wait. My dad? What do you mean my dad?”

      Her eyes flash up to mine, and there’s an apology there. “I mean Mr. Bauer – Jonathan. I was seeing him in therapy.”

      “Jonathan?” I shake my head like I’ve heard incorrectly. “But, he never told me…” Of course he never told me! He’d never be allowed to divulge that kind of information.

      “I never told him about you. I didn’t even know he was your dad until the holiday concert.” She shakes her head, her voice insistent on convincing me.

      The concert. The night I tried to introduce her to my dads: the night that she ran. Slowly, the events of these last few months come into focus like an optical illusion transforming into something recognizable.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I press.

      But, I already know the answer to this one – the result of being a therapist’s son. If you don’t want anyone to know you’re holding such a painful secret, you certainly aren’t going to broadcast that you’re in therapy.

      She’s chewing her cheek now. “I’m so sorry, Max. I know I’ve acted crazy.” She visibly winces on the last word.

      “Serena,” I exhale her name with a desperate sigh, like an incantation said to bring about magical transformations in this fairy tale setting. “I don’t think you’re crazy. I wish you would have trusted me with this.”

      The thing is – I can see that she doesn’t even trust herself with this secret.

      “Serena, look at me.”

      She doesn’t at first, but I reach out for her hand and hold it in mine. Finally, she turns to meet my gaze.

      “It was an accident. You said a terrible thing to your mom, in a really bad moment. We’ve all said horrible, shitty things to our parents at one time, or another. But, for some awful reason, the universe decided to have some idiot steal your mom away from you, just then.”

      There are tears rolling down her cheeks, as she cries silently.

      “It’s unfair. It’s futile. But, it is most definitely not your fault. You can’t let this secret hold you hostage any longer.” I use both my thumbs to wipe the tears from her cheeks. So desperately I want to kiss her.

      “Max… I just… I didn’t hate her. I didn’t.”

      Her eyes are deep, wide ebony pools ringed by chocolate, peering up at me. I put my arms around her, and it feels like such a relief when I pull her head against my chest. It’s like a gasping breath, surfacing, after being submerged in her gaze.

      “You loved her,” I say.

      “I do,” she replies.

      Her tears are soaking my shirt, as her entire body convulses with release.

      I say what I truly wish for her, but know it’s ultimately a promise I can’t make. “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      I clutch her tightly, now. She fits so perfectly, wrapped in my arms. I want to hold her like this forever.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Serena

        

      

    

    
      Max led me to a discreet patch of grass near one of the less popular venues, tucked behind some bushes, where we sat quietly in the sun. I curled up in his arms, there, my head resting against his chest, listening to the steadfast rhythm of his heart: still the same reliable beat – just like Max had always been for me. The last thing I remembered was the brush of his fingers against my hair before I must have drifted off.

      “Hey,” he whispers.

      I blink repeatedly through a murky film, as though I’m looking through a dirty windshield. I feel dazed and befuddled. I have a brief anxious moment before I hear kids, squealing in the distance, and the music from a well known animated film I vaguely recognize. I sit bolt upright, then, with the sudden awareness of where I am.

      “What time is it?” I manage through dry lips.

      My head throbs, and it feels like I’m emerging from a weeklong fever. Max smooths his hand along my back in a calming gesture.

      “We’ll need to leave soon if you’re going to make it. Do you think you can manage the performance today?”

      I rub my eyes with the heel of my palms, trying to clear both my head and my vision. Max passes me an iced tea, and I wonder, fleetingly, where he got it from, but am only too eager to gulp half of it down.

      I let out a sigh, my elbow on my knee, and my head falling to rest in my hand. “I’m not sure I have a choice,” I say.

      “You always have a choice,” he replies with a steely gaze, as though referencing an entirely different conversation.

      I nod, reaching out my other hand to grasp his, and interlacing our fingers. I don’t look away from him, wanting him to know that I do choose him.

      “Let’s go, then,” I say.

      I’m not one hundred percent ready to go onstage yet. Luckily, I’ve had a lot of experience performing mechanically, moving through my life, as though under the influence of a dream. After my mom died, there were vast lapses of time I still can’t account for. I don’t remember coming home from Spain, at all. And the spring and summer after we returned? I couldn’t even tell you what the weather was like at that time in Vancouver. Sunny? Rainy? I have no clue.

      It feels like that same obscurity folds over me now, blanketing my sight like the early morning fog over English Bay at home. But as we take a bus to the theatre, Max’s arm around my shoulders feels like the warmth of the morning sun working to burn away the haziness my brain still feels trapped beneath.

      Once we arrive, I find myself, at least, moving in an upright position, eventually walking onstage with our group. And, although it’s hard to even remember what happens out there, I don’t fall apart – which, let’s face it, was a genuine possibility after my total meltdown with Max.

      For a long time onstage, I feel like I’m confined behind a thick plastic window – a barrier that deadens the sounds and dulls the colours, separating me from the true experience of it all. But by the last number, when I look over to Max and see his wide grin, so steadfast and proud, I finally feel the barrier fall away. I also realize that I am only falling deeper now – that, all this time, I’ve still been in love with him.

      Something happens, then. It’s not huge. Maybe others don’t even notice. Yet, it’s something that hasn’t happened in such a long while. I finally feel it: that spiritual buoyancy, that intense feeling of unity, like I’m connecting with every other person in the room. My skin tingles with it, and my chest swells, making it feel as though I can sing the notes more powerfully than ever before. That feeling sticks with me, long after I leave the stage.

      During the awards dinner that evening, I feel closer to my friends than I have in a long time, laughing and leaping to our feet to cheer on our vocal group’s second place finish.

      I’m talking with Marianna and Lucy, who are proudly wearing the orchestra’s Best in Class medals around their necks, when Max looks over from where he’s standing with Hayden. Our smiles mirror one another. Max begins to head my way, the green ribbon from his medal hanging out of his back pocket as he approaches.

      “Ready to go?” he asks, reaching down to entwine his fingers with mine.

      I grin down at this renewed connection between us.

      “Sure. Let me just grab Vanessa, first,” I say, giving his fingers a squeeze.

      When I look over my shoulder, though, I see Vanessa surrounded by girls from another school. They’re chattering away with one another, hands and fingers fluttering quickly through the air, like ruffled feathers in their animated conversation. She really hit a high note on stage today – pun intended – and people took notice. With her confidence and self-assurance, she fully embodied her vocal role, and totally nailed it. I was so pleased for her. I catch her eye, only for a moment, and she grins back at me – for real this time. All in a rush, I feel that genuine closeness we used to have with one another, where we’re able to convey something wordlessly across the room with only the twitch of a cheek muscle.

      “Wow,” I mouth to her, seeing the crowd, and smile in return. I lift my phone to take a picture of the pack around her, and she beams in response, paparazzi-worship being the highest measure of praise in her books.

      I turn back to Max, but before I can say anything, Mrs. Alonso appears at my side.

      “Miss Santos.” She greets me with a small bow, palms pressed together.

      “Mrs. Alonso,” I address her, surprise colouring my voice.

      “It was lovely to see you connect with that depth of feeling and commitment onstage today. By the end of the performance, you ultimately seemed to reach the heart of it.” She tips her head forward as she references our discussion last week after rehearsal.

      She continues on in a confidential tone, “Maybe next time, be more cautious of over-rehearsing, though. You need to take care of those vocal cords, my dear. They’re a priceless family heirloom, you know.”

      My voice was tired and raspy from all the yelling and crying earlier, and I was really straining to maintain solid notes. Certainly from a technical standpoint, it wasn’t all that great: I was just okay.

      “It’s good to have you back.” Mrs. Alonso smiles.

      She glances down at my hand, which remains clasped together with Max’s.

      “Mr. O’Sullivan.” she nods to Max with a conspiratorial smirk before turning away from us.

      Max’s eyebrows lift, and then he leans in to me.

      “I believe we’ve been found out,” he whispers dramatically, and I laugh.

      He squeezes my hand tighter, and I want to kiss him. But I decide this amount of PDA is all I can manage, in light of the numerous curious eyebrows writhing across the foreheads of my friends.

      Hayden breaks from Boris and some of the other performers to approach us. I notice that, unlike some of the other recipients, he’s not brandishing his medal.

      “Congratulations on your Outstanding Vocalist award,” I say to him.

      He looks at me with a small, knowing smile. It’s the first time I can remember that he’s not scowling in my direction.

      “Thanks,” he says, simply.

      Max looks towards Hayden inquiringly. “You coming out tonight?”

      “Not sure yet,” Hayden replies. Just then, his phone pings. He looks down at it and grins. “Looks like I might be hanging out with a new friend, instead. I trust the two of you will enjoy your own company?” He winks at Max.

      Max is laughing already. “A new friend? Really? He wouldn’t happen to be the adventurous type, would he?”

      Now, Vanessa, Emily, Malik, and several others are crowding in behind Hayden.

      “Are we headed to the parade and fireworks together?” Vanessa asks.

      Hayden’s head jerks around, surprised by her voice. Smoothly, he moves away, tipping his chin to Max in departure. Despite the feeling of closeness the night has spawned in all of us, Vanessa and Hayden’s tolerance for one another hasn’t changed at all.

      “Make sure he doesn’t send a stunt double!” Max calls out to Hayden, and I see Hayden’s middle finger cast in the air as he disappears through the auditorium doors.

      We’re on our way as well, the group already moving towards the exit like a slowly growing virus, attracting more bodies as we go.

      The air feels cooler than earlier, and there are slate grey clouds obscuring the stars in the night sky. It obviously rained at some point while we were inside, and it’s hard to tell if it’s going to start up again.

      We climb on the buses, and soon arrive with the mob-like crowd of visitors who have come for the nightly shows. Once inside the gates, our friends decide to vie for a prime spot near the castle to see both the parade and fireworks. But as we negotiate a path through the thousands of people already gathering on the main street, the walk ahead feels like a marathon distance to me. I’m utterly exhausted. I don’t know if I’m up to standing around to watch a parade, no matter how fabulous it’s supposed to be. Max holds my hand as I lean into him for both physical and emotional support, straining to stay upright.

      He looks at me with curiosity, and then leans down to ask quietly, “How set are you on seeing this parade with everyone else?”

      “That depends. How keen are you to carry me back?”

      He laughs at that. “I know where we can go to perch and relax,” he says with a mischievous gleam in his eye.

      We tell the others we’re taking a detour, and that we’ll text to meet up with them later. Vanessa shoots me a glance that suggests she doesn’t believe that for a minute.

      A light rain starts, creating rivers of rushing bodies that hold curious souvenir items over their heads as they seek shelter. It’s nothing that fazes a couple of kids from the West Coast, though, so we keep walking. I have no idea where we’re going, so I let Max lead me, only hoping to rest my legs soon. We pass over a waterway, and turn a corner beside an old saloon-type restaurant.

      And then I see it. It’s an enormous, dark leafy tree, with a trunk like something out of the old growth forest of Cathedral Grove on Vancouver Island. A series of labyrinthine, roped, plank walkways encircle it like a boa constrictor all the way up. There are multiple platforms and structures hidden beneath the branches: tree houses.

      My eyes shift from the mammoth structure to Max. He’s wearing a grin that rivals the width of the branches ahead of us.

      “What is it?” I ask, trying to figure out what kind of attraction it could be.

      “Swiss Family Robinson Treehouse,” he answers, his eyebrows lifting in humour.

      I immediately remember his story from that night at his house: the tree house themed room, his fascination with the movie.

      “Oh my God!” I’m barely containing my laughter, now. “Max, it’s like the mother ship calling you home!”

      “I know!” he says, laughing with me, and then pulls me by the hand. “Come on, let’s go up!”

      When we enter through the covered walkway, I notice there are hardly any other people at this attraction, and certainly no lineup. I’m thinking how unusual this is when I hear loud bell ringing music in the distance, and notice a cascade of hurrying visitors headed towards the centre of the park’s grounds. The parade must have begun, and it seems the tree house is off the main route.

      Lanterns light our way, as we traverse a bridge over a river, and see a complex conveyor system lifting pails of water high into the treetop. We pass a family crest with a red Swiss cross on the tree trunk, and begin to climb the Escher-like stairways. We stop at a small platform, and lean our elbows against the railing. There, we watch a giant water wheel turn, and listen to the soothing sounds of water trickle through the succession of paddles. The sound of moving water drowns out the busy human voices in the park, transporting us somewhere altogether different. We could be in Max’s backyard after a rainfall.

      The rain has left behind that pungent, earthy scent that summons memories of cold winter rain finally turning warmer: visions of thick, yellow rain coats, and heavy, red rubber boots, jumping into puddles. It reminds me of walking through the trails near our house with my mom – the deep, rich smell of undergrowth beginning to push through during the first warm spring days each year.

      “Can you smell the worms?” I ask Max, closing my eyes, briefly, to breathe it in.

      “The worms?” He looks at me strangely.

      “After the rain stops. You can always smell the worms that have been forced out of their dark holes. It’s like their shelter has been invaded, and they need to come out of hiding. It smells like… new beginnings.”

      He tilts his head, as though unable to completely agree with me.

      “New beginnings? For who? The worms, or the birds that are going to eat them?” he asks, motioning towards several black birds, perched in a sparsely leafed tree lit by lantern lights below. It immediately conjures the black, ravenous birds from my dreams.

      “Yeah, I guess. The early bird gets the worm. The circle of life, I suppose.” I don’t know what I’m talking about anymore. The smell and the birds mix my dreams and memories all together into a murky concoction. “Do you know what they call a group of ravens?” I ask reflexively, still staring in the direction of the black birds. I’m not even sure they are ravens – maybe crows?

      “Wait,” Max says, sounding confused. “Are you telling a joke?”

      I shake my head in response, biting back my smile.

      “Okay. What, then?”

      “An ‘unkindness’,” I reply.

      Max nods his head slowly, chewing on his lip.

      “Interesting.” He cocks his ear in their direction. “Their loud screeching sounds like they’re belittling one another,” he comments, and then continues on, “It looks like a high school clique up there. I wonder if one of them might be related to Vanessa?”

      A laugh bursts from my mouth before I can feel guilty about its complicity. Of course, Max doesn’t know what Vanessa has been going through these past few months. That’s her story to tell, and she needs to decide when, and with whom, she’s ready to share it. Still, it makes me think of how cruel high school can be – and how unkind we can be to one another.

      We continue up more flights of stairs until there’s a cordoned-off sitting area with china dishes on the shelves, a table and chairs, and an organ cranking out a winey tune.

      “How do you know that, anyway?” he wonders aloud, examining the exhibit in front of us like he’s judging its authenticity.

      “Study guide for the SAT’s,” I reply flatly: the result of weeks of solitude.

      “Of course,” he responds.

      The rain has subsided, but still, there aren’t many people in this area of the park. Max has stopped looking at the display in front of us, and I can feel his gaze settle on my face like the blooming warmth of a sunrise.

      “You were good out there today,” he says.

      I look over at him with what I can only assume to be an incredulous expression.

      “No, really,” he maintains, “I agree with Mrs. Alonso. It was like your soul took a deep breath onstage for the first time in ages.”

      I shrug unconvincingly, but say what it felt like, regardless. Max has that effect on me. Beside that, I’m tired of hiding. “It felt different today. It was like I could sense my mom’s spirit inside of me,” I begin before starting to climb further. Max follows. “For the first time that I can remember, it was her voice urging me on, instead of the hateful squawking voices that have cluttered my head with taunting accusations all these months.”

      We’ve reached a lookout opposite a fully enclosed bedroom, and it makes me think of Max’s tree house at home – when we were under the blankets together that night.  Max scans the room, smiling at first, and then appears to withdraw into himself, and I think that I’ve said something wrong.

      “Does that make me sound crazy?” I shake my head, trying to discard the awful, feathery images. “Sorry. I’ve probably said enough about this already today.”

      “No, no,” he blurts out. “That’s not it.”

      He straightens abruptly, then, and advances along the stair walkways, further into the treetop. I follow him, close behind. He stops once, mid-flight, as though he’s about to turn my way. Then he continues on, further, until he reaches a second room called the Crow’s Nest, where the storied boys obviously slept, hammocks slung in a space at the highest point of the tree. He sucks in a breath, and finally sinks down to the ground like the Swiss Family boat going under.

      I can see he’s wrestling with something – he keeps wincing like he’s in pain, then appears as though he’s about to speak. Approaching him slowly from the landing, I look down for some indication he wants me to join him. I’m a little confused – and a lot worried that I’ve freaked him out with the talk of voices in my head. He meets my eyes, at last, and his look is begging me to stay. I slide down beside him, our legs touching where we’ve pushed them through the interlaced rope rails.

      “Listen,” he finally begins, grabbing my hand, “You were so honest with me today. I think I need to be honest with you.”

      My eyes rove between his ever-changing landscape of agonizing expressions, and the sight of his fingers worrying across my knuckles.

      “It’s true about Hayden and me.”

      My neck makes a sound like a branch snapping, as my head lifts to stare at him. He grimaces uncomfortably when our eyes meet, and then looks towards the ground below, unable to hold my gaze.

      “Just…not anytime recently,” he goes on.

      Relief washes over me. I don’t say anything, but simply let him continue at his own pace. His feet are swinging back and forth slowly from where they hang over the edge of the platform, like they are walking him through this story at a faltering pace, but urging him forward, nonetheless.

      “It was when we were younger – not yet in high school. We were… together. But not like we were a couple, or anything.”

      It’s like after everything I told him today, he’s decided he needs to share this with me. I trust him: he obviously trusts me.

      “I think I’d be lying if I said ‘it didn’t mean anything to me’,” he starts to explain, “but really, it was just like …” He pauses like he’s unsure what to say next. “The problem was that Hayden thought I’d been lying to myself all this time. About not being gay, I mean.”

      I tilt my head, considering this. Max isn’t coming right out and saying it, but obviously some people thought that Max and Hayden were together – Vanessa certainly questioned this. And I think you only ask those questions if it seems like one person has those kinds of feelings towards another – even if no one is admitting it out loud. Maybe Hayden felt more than just friendship for Max.

      “And, now?” I ask. “Does Hayden still…? I mean, you two are just friends.” It’s a statement, but the question hangs on my uncertain pronunciation of the last word. His expressions change quickly, moving from disbelief through discomfort, and onto resignation. He shakes his head again.

      “It was complicated. He was my best friend. He still is. But he knows, now, that there will never be anything between us.” He bites his lip. “I think that’s why he was always so crusty with you, before.”

      On any other day, it would be a lot to absorb that the guy I’m in love with is still best friends with the boy he fooled around with before high school. But today has not exactly been a regular day: I’m perched atop a reconstructed, fictional tree house in an imaginary land after having a very authentic breakdown this morning.

      I rest my head on Max’s shoulder. “In a weird way, I think he was criticizing me all along for not reaching out to you.”

      I’m staring straight ahead, but I can hear the smile in his response. “Yeah, well, now he knows it’s not like I’m hiding something – or afraid of being what I am – or what he thought I was.”

      A guilty tightness inside me unfurls and begins to release.

      “No. That was just me,” I tell him.

      He cranes his neck around to look at me, perplexed. “What do you mean? What were you afraid of being?”

      “Crazy?” I answer.

      He laughs, and then bumps my shoulder lightly with his own. “You can be crazy about me, if you want.”

      I smile back at him, a giggle bubbling up my throat. “You are such a cornball!” I bump him back.

      Crazy. I was so worried about anyone finding out that I was going to therapy. But that was only the first rock in the dreaded landslide. Admitting that I was in therapy meant acknowledging my greatest fear. Grief and loss over the death of my mom was a knife in my gut on any given day – the memory of being in the car with her only sank it deeper. But living with the secret that I was completely, and totally, responsible for the accident was the final twist of the knife. I don’t know that I’ll ever feel it wasn’t my fault, but having finally told this horrible secret out loud – recognizing that Max knows about the therapy – about his dad – about my phobia of cars – and the truth about my mom’s accident – I feel as though it’s lifted something from me.

      It strikes me, then, that some secrets aren’t what we are afraid others will discover about us. Some secrets are what we are afraid to truly believe about ourselves.

      Max puts his arm around me and squeezes me close to him, his lips pressing softly to my hair for several seconds before he pulls them away. We’re both quiet for some time, looking out across the darkened rooftops.

      “You know, when my mom died, it just felt like all the pieces fell apart and scattered all over. I was broken. It felt like I was a shattered record that wouldn’t play any more.” I shrug my shoulders, and add, “I’m just not sure I know who I am without her.”

      Max grimaces, and looks unexpectedly uncomfortable. “Sometimes I feel exactly the same way.”

      He’s lost me. I feel like we’re having another one of our unusual misunderstandings. “What do you mean? You miss my mom?”

      He smiles at me in the most tender way – apologetic, yet caring. “I mean that I can appreciate why you would miss her so much. Your mom. Just the idea of having a mom. You know – somewhere out there I actually have a mom, too. It’s bizarre. And, sometimes… Well, sometimes I just ache for that connection.”

      Was it even possible to miss a mom you never knew? Maybe it was no different than yearning for any other experience you’d never had, but coveted in others: like longing to travel to Paris because you’d seen their photos and decided it was something you wanted to experience for yourself.

      “But, you’ve got your dads. And it seems like they’re pretty awesome parents.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We’re both quiet for a minute, and I can tell Max is working up the courage to tell me something else. “Next year I’ll be nineteen,” he begins before moving onto what seems to be more arduous for him to say, “I can look for my birth parents, then. It’ll be legal for me to do it.”

      I nod, then, understanding why it’s so difficult for him to tell me this. It’s not just a passing thought: he already has a plan. “Are you going to do it?”

      “I don’t know.” He looks at me directly, first, then away to the castle, far in the distance. “Okay, that’s not true. Yes, I am. I just don’t know how to tell my dads that.”

      “Max, I’m sure they’ll understand. Your dads, of all people, don’t exactly seem like the intolerant type.”

      “I don’t think they’ll be intolerant,” he clarifies.

      Could gay parents be intolerant? I’ve never thought about this. I mean, if some straight parents have a hard time when they find out that their son or daughter is gay, maybe it was the same thing for his parents. Were they disappointed?

      “How did they react when they found out that you weren’t gay?”

      He pauses, as though considering his answer. “Fine, really. It turns out they’ve known for a long time.”

      When I think back to my sessions with Mr. Bauer, I’m not exactly surprised. “That’s a good thing, right? Maybe this adoption thing wouldn’t be much different.”

      He scrunches up his nose in the cutest way. “I’m not so sure about that. I’m not worried they’ll be disappointed – I’m worried they’ll be hurt.”

      “Why? Don’t you think they’ll understand that you want to know where you came from?”

      “It’s complicated. I think wanting to look for my birth parents will make them upset – like I don’t think they’re good enough. What are they going to make of that? Even to me, it sounds like I’m trying to replace them.”

      I’m not sure if I should ask this question, but it seems like it’s dangling there in front of us, obscuring the road ahead. “Do you think your life would be different if you hadn’t been raised by your two dads?”

      Guilt visibly descends on his shoulders, and he looks smaller than I can ever remember his enormous frame appearing.

      “I’ve wondered about it. What it would have been like to be raised by a mother and a father? To have a mom? Are there things I’ve missed out on? Would I be a different person?”

      “Lots of people grow up without a mom.”

      It seems that we both have that in common, now. A thick wad of reality materializes in my throat and becomes difficult to swallow around.

      He squeezes my fingers, and a flicker of a rueful smile is there, and then vanishes. “I know that. It’s still hard not to wonder. And maybe she’s out there – somewhere. It might just be a matter of finding her.”

      He’s probably right. And I know immediately that I’d like that for him: finding his mom. And maybe she’s not too far away, as the black bird flies – like my mom used to say.

      “I know it’ll be stressful – but I think you should talk to your parents about that. You know, once you get home.” He nods again, but I’m not sure he’s convinced.

      Home. Tomorrow, we’ll be flying home. It’s hard to believe we’ve been gone only a matter of days.

      “What are we going to do when we go home?”

      “Home?” he asks with mock astonishment, and finally grins. “What? You don’t want to stay here? There are plenty of good sleeping quarters in the treetop.” He inclines his head towards the hammocks behind us.

      I reply in an equally sarcastic measure. “It might be a little weird in the morning, though, when a constant stream of people comes by, peering at us.”

      “Yeah. I suppose so.”

      A brilliant white flare suddenly illuminates the nighttime like a beacon of hope. It looks like the brightest star in the sky, its eternal glow visible from anywhere in the world, and inviting us to wish upon it. Then, the first burst of the evening fireworks show explodes, and we can see the castle spires, beneath, light up in the distance through the treetop branches.

      He looks at me, then, serious and appraising. “Are we okay now?”

      Not crazy. Not totally back to normal. But definitely okay.

      It seems so obvious to me now. All these secrets we’ve held from one another: sometimes we let them make us weak, vulnerable and scared, holding us down. We can let our secrets define us, cage us, or peck away at us, bit by bit. But if we can admit them, even to ourselves, we might spread our wings and take flight: it can set us free.

      “We’re okay,” I say.

      And just like the fairy tale ending, we kiss.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      Her sun-kissed skin glows in the candlelight. Two perfect teardrop reflections sparkle against her deep brown eyes. Really, there’s nothing more to wish for.

      “Come on, ya’ bugger. Blow out the friggin’ flames so that we can get at ‘er! I’m starvin’ over ‘ere!”

      A round of laughter bursts from everyone, interrupting my daydream, as they all react to Finnegan’s taunt. I obey before I have to suffer any more harassment. Careful to leave one red candle burning from the total eighteen, I pluck it out with my fingers and pass it to Serena. She smiles, and blows it out. A round of applause and cheers erupts, followed quickly by the clinking of plates and cutlery.

      “That’s more like it!” Finnegan congratulates me, slapping me on the back.

      I start cutting pieces of chocolate cake and setting them onto plates, passing them to Hayden who is adding ice cream. Meanwhile, Peter is busy taking pictures, the flash blinding us all repeatedly. Hayden offers a piece to Finnegan’s vibrant date whose hair is bright purple and arms are more colourful than our neighbour’s garden, sleeved with tattoos of roses, vines and butterflies.

      It’s a small dinner gathering during our March break. As a kid, I used to hate having my birthday at this time of year because no one would ever be around to come to a party on my actual birthday.

      “So, you’re still not of age, boyo! One more year of sneakin’ ya’ into the pubs and clubs, I gather.” Finnegan squeezes my shoulder, and then seems to take notice of Peter beside me. He scratches at his ruddy coloured stubble nervously, and adds, “Not that I was any part of that before this, of course, Mr. O’Sullivan. You can be darn sure o’ that!”

      Peter just laughs. “Speaking of which – does anyone want some more champagne?”

      “Absolutely!”, “Top ‘er up!”, Gary and Charles call out simultaneously, raising their glasses to me.

      “Guess I’m the designated driver again,” Hayden mutters, rolling his eyes.

      It’s actually the perfect party. We’ve stuffed ourselves with spaghetti and garlic bread, Ray Brown is playing with Oscar Peterson on the stereo, and all of my favourite people are here.

      Everyone’s glasses and plates are now full of dessert, and I see Jonathan talking to Serena over on the couch. Serena comes around to my house a lot more, now, since she worked it all out with my dad. Jonathan even suggested a couple other therapists that she might want to meet, and she found someone that seems to be helping her. She’s got so far as to try sitting in the front seat of the Range Rover with me – in our parking spot out back, anyway. I’ve even backed it out into the lane a few times, but she says she’s not quite ready for us to venture onto the street. Most of the time, we just end up back in the driveway, fooling around in the car, like we’ve gone “parking” somewhere, old school style. It’s not like I’m trying to take advantage of her fear of driving, but I can’t say I mind this “therapy” time when she initiates it. I’m convinced that one day, soon, she’ll be going for her license – and I’ll be there to celebrate afterwards.

      “So what did Peter and Jonathan get you?” Hayden has crept up next to me, watching me observe Serena.

      “No recording studio or new car, unfortunately. Guess I’m going to have to figure those out on my own.”

      He smiles at this. “Looks like things are working out between you.” He motions across the room, as Serena rises with her empty plate and excuses herself from Jonathan, walking towards us.

      “Yup. And it only took three years and seven months.” I wink. “Easy-peasy.”

      Serena places her dish on the counter and joins us, leaning into my arm, and entwining her fingers with mine. The touch of her skin still thrills me.

      “Will there be gift opening, tonight?” she asks.

      “That depends. Is your present something that that should be revealed in front of a roomful of parents?” I tease.

      Hayden pointedly averts his gaze, still looking away from us when his phone chimes. He pulls it out, spending more than a brief moment reading his text, followed by an uncharacteristic bloom of pink on his cheeks.

      “Wow! What does that say?” I ask, laughing at him. “That couldn’t possibly be Marcus, could it?”

      He smirks, unable to deny it.

      Serena looks from Hayden, back to me, and asks, “The stunt guy from Disney?”

      I nod, and speak to her in an exaggerated conspiratorial whisper. “Yup. They’ve become quite the sexting couple, I think. And now, Hayden is much more seriously looking into NYU than before – since Marcus is moving back there.”

      “That’s not the only reason,” Hayden argues pointlessly. He will probably get in anywhere he’s applied. Still, it is one of the best programs.

      “Right,” Serena says, “It must be to hang out with Vanessa, if she gets accepted there.”

      “Please!” Hayden scoffs, “Don’t ruin it for me!”

      Serena laughs, even though she and Vanessa are still, implausibly, close friends.

      “Well, I won’t keep you in suspense any longer. I got you a leather bound music ledger,” says Hayden, motioning over to the small pile of unopened gifts. “And now, I need to gather up the bubbly dads and float them into the departing vehicle.”

      I reach out to shake his hand and slap him on the back with the other. “Thanks for the present, man. I’ll be sure to use it. I’ll write you a song. Maybe have Serena sing it to you, if you’re lucky; me, if you’re not.”

      He gives a small wave to Serena and heads over to collect Gary and Charles.

      The party breaks up after the cake is devoured and the champagne bottles emptied. It takes a few tries to get Finnegan out of the kitchen, but his inked girlfriend seems to have him well under control, and maneuvers him to the door. We try to help Peter and Jonathan clean up in the kitchen, but they push us away.

      “Shoo! The two of you!” Peter says. “It’s your birthday, Maxwell. Continue your celebrating until the wee hours like a good little eighteen year old!” There’s a hint of melancholy bracketing his eyes that lingers from our discussion earlier today.

      “But leave the keys here,” Jonathan says.

      “If you haven’t lost them again.” Peter grins. I frown at him in response.

      “No worries there,” Serena says.

      Serena stretches on her tiptoes to get closer to my ear so she can speak quietly. “It’s not too chilly tonight. Do you want to go for a walk on the beach?”

      I nod, in agreement, eager to get out from under the noses of adult supervision. “Sure! I’ll grab my camera. Hold on.” I run upstairs to find it, and by the time I return, Serena is already by the door with her coat and scarf on.

      “Thanks for tonight!” I yell out to my dads.

      “Happy Birthday Maxwell!” Jonathan calls back.

      Away from scrutinizing eyes, we stop to kiss as soon as we reach the outside porch. I briefly contemplate suggesting the tree house again, but she grabs my hand and pulls me towards the sidewalk. I feel a momentary flash of disappointment.

      It’s fair to say that Serena and I are still figuring things out – but we’re not in any rush. She may still need some extra time around home next year, and I’ve been talking with some guys at the store about opportunities to learn from some engineers at one of the sound studios. I may even save up some money to take that trip, after all. I’m trying to convince Serena that there are a lot of buses and trains in Europe – and that maybe a little bass guitar and singer show might be fun for a few months, eventually. Her dad is surprisingly on board with this: Jonathan, worried about university acceptances and careers, a little less so.

      For the first few minutes, we hold hands, both of us quiet, shoulders braced to the cool night air. But as we warm up with each stride, we start talking about the party, and laughing about Finnegan and his hilarious social skills impairment. We eventually reach the beaches at Jericho.

      The full moon is out, and we walk in its radiance along the shore. It’s too early in the year for the warmth of a red tide in the water, so there’s no chance of any bioluminescence. It’s one of my favourite things to take photos of down here, when tiny plankton creatures light up the waves with pixie dust sparkles. Instead, I point my camera at Serena’s glowing face and start clicking the shutter. After only a few shots, her image through the lens turns suddenly serious.

      “Did you ask them?” she says, out of the darkness.

      I lower the camera, knowing what she’s talking about, even without her stating it. We’ve been talking about it all week long. “Yeah. I did,” I reply.

      “And?” she nudges me.

      “I can tell they were emotional about it – Peter, in particular. But it seemed like they’d obviously discussed it before. They said they’d known, all along, that I would ask. They were just giving me the opportunity to initiate it.”

      “Are they okay with you actively looking next year?”

      I shrug, continuing to stroll along the shore. “Yeah, I think so. I came right out and told them that I’d printed off the forms and had my birth certificate copied, so they know I’m serious. We’ll apply to the Reunion Services through the Adoption Registry next year.”

      This is a big deal. It means that if my birth parents are already looking for me, we’ll get connected right away. The magnitude of this slows my pace for a moment, and I look out to the dark waters of the bay, lost in my thoughts.

      It occurs to me that our worst secrets – the ones that we most fear revealing to others – sometimes cause no more that a small ripple on the ocean when we think a tsunami will follow. And just like it does everyday, the tide goes out, and then it returns.

      Serena’s voice pulls me from this contemplation. “Is it weird that you’re considered old enough to make clear decisions about legally drinking and not driving in some provinces, but not old enough to find your birth parents?”

      The fact that Serena can even consider this question aloud, now, speaks volumes.

      “Seems a little crooked, hey?” I agree.

      She smiles at me. “Guess that’ll just be next year’s birthday present for you.”

      I feel her hand squeeze mine. Then, I remember there’s more to tell.

      “The craziest part was that Peter knew something that he’d never told me.”

      “Really? How come he’d never said anything?”

      “Apparently, they didn’t want to tell me stuff until I was older, and asking more questions. Peter said that he knew my mom was only nineteen, and that she was living in Vancouver. I guess there was no information about the father, though.”

      “Well, you’ve already got two of those.” Serena offers a cautious smile.

      “Funny,” I deadpan.

      I stop to nudge a large piece of seaweed from a beached log with my toe. “What did you get me, anyway?” I ask her. “For my birthday, I mean.”

      “It’s a secret,” she says coyly. “Not telling till you open it.”

      Her smile is a white crescent moon, her pink lips coloured lavender by the indigo night sky. If it’s possible to glitter in the moonlight, she does. I take another photo.

      “That’s okay,” I say, “I already got what I wished for.”

      “What was that?”

      I lower the camera and try on my best sly grin.

      “You.”

      She gently kicks sand at me, laughing.

      “Max O’Sullivan! I can’t believe I’m in love with such a cheesy romantic!”

      I pull her towards me, first rubbing both her hands to warm them before folding my fingers around her jaw. I bend down close to her face. As the crescent moon of her smile wanes, we start to kiss.

      She’s my revelation. Her cheeks, her lips, this heart of hers: I’m in love with it all.

      It’s no longer a secret we keep from one another. I know it well.
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