
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
OBSESSIVE
An Issues Series Novel
Isobel Irons
 
Copyright Isobel Irons 2014
http://isobelirons.com
 



 
CONTENTS
 
An Introduction by Isobel Irons
PART I: PERFECT
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
PART II: FUNCTIONAL
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
PART III: MOST LIKELY TO…
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
PART IV: CRASH & BURN
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
PART V: KNOW IT ALL
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
APPENDIX
Acknowledgements
About the Author
Where the Hell is Margot?
Educate Yourself About OCD
 



  
From Prince to Beast: Unraveling Mr. Perfect and the Happily Ever After
An Introduction by Isobel Irons
 
“In real life, Prince Charming would’ve had some skeletons in his closet. Possibly even some evil ex-girlfriends. …Or ex-boyfriends. No judgment, but that guy’s boots were pretty damn shiny.” – Tash Bohner, PROMISCUOUS (Deleted Scenes)
 
When I first published PROMISCUOUS, it occurred to me that a lot of women were going to see Grant as this kind of magical, ideal creature—like the Holy Grail of fictional [non-vampire] high school boyfriends. And in a way, he is pretty damn close to perfect. He’s exactly the kind of guy a girl like Tash would dream about meeting, and if he somehow happened to fall in love with her too, it would seem like kind of a miracle.
 
But that’s where the problem starts happening. Because finding someone who’s willing to love you for who you truly are is pretty damn miraculous as it is. That’s when “damaged” girls like Tash and I start looking for those skeletons. Sure, he seems perfect, and to all outward appearances he’s totally devoted to you, but let’s see if we can’t test that theory, shall we? ‘Will you still love me when I’m old and insane, and smell like eggs?’ Or, ‘Will you still think I’m the most beautiful girl in the world, after I’ve popped out a couple of kids and you hire a hot new secretary who’s ten years younger?’ Why wait to find out, when you can start asking these theoretical questions now? Or better yet, let’s find sneaky ways to test for the latent secretary weakness or geriatric bailing gene now, while we’re young. (You’re laughing, but I know a lot of girls who are guilty of this mentality.) And guess what? Chances are, your guy hasn’t thought about these things yet, so he likely doesn’t even know the answers to your questions about diapers and office affairs.
 
Contrary to popular belief, ‘I love you’ is not a happily ever after. It’s more like a secret password that gets you into the final round of the emotional Hunger Games. And if you survive that experience, you get to learn a lot about each other, and hopefully stay together. If not, you get to learn a lot about yourself.
 
So here it comes, the usual warning. Some of you might hate this book. Among the more common bits of feedback I got from my OBSESSIVE beta readers were things like: "what's up with Grant?" and, "poor Grant!" Like when he would freak out or make bad choices, the readers didn't understand how that could happen to someone like him. Or they automatically assumed it wasn't his fault. Because, to all appearances, in PROMISCUOUS Grant was this charming prince who swept in and tried to rescue Tash, (even when she didn't think she needed to be rescued). 
 
Grant was the "good guy," and Tash was the “damaged girl” who just needed to learn how to let someone love her. Right?
 
When I cast around for a fairy tale to use in writing Grant's story, I immediately thought of Beauty and the Beast, because it's always been one of my favorites. But much as I did with PROMISCUOUS, when I used the more grotesque and gritty version of Aschenputtel, instead of the fluffier Cinderella, I wanted to follow this story back to its source. Which is how I stumbled upon a very loose translation of the original French tale, La Belle  et La Bete by Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve. This version, even more so than the Disney-fied one with its cuddly-looking Beast and drool-worthy library, was right up my alley. It involved numerous plot twists, at least two back stories that were dark as fuck, and tons of feminist subtext and literary angst. And the best part was, the story wasn’t at all about how Belle needed to learn how to look past the Beast’s exterior and love him for who he truly was. It was all about how the Beast learned to transform himself, by finding out who he truly was.
 
Armed with this dark and badass tale, I began to tell the story of Grant Blue—mythical creature of high school perfection that he seemed—and his inevitable, psychological unraveling.
 
I promise, I didn't do this because I'm a douche bag who likes to plunge my readers into despair. In fact, the more I started to think about all the Grant types I've ever known, it's actually kind of a miracle it didn't happen sooner. Like Grant, I started to question…well, everything. 
 
How can someone stand the pressure of all that perfection? What happens when you raise a kid to believe that he can do no wrong...until he starts to actually believe that he's not allowed to do wrong? Or make any mistakes at all? Or be a goddamn human being every once in a while? Sure, telling our girls they have to be pretty and skinny and smart and chaste and sexy at the same time...that's pretty fucked up. But isn't telling our boys that they have to be strong and funny and brave and wealthy and dependable and stoic almost as bad? Why isn't it okay for guys to freak out about their hair, or cry in front of others? Why is it “metro” to tell your friends you love them? Forget about the whole OCD thing for a second. How is a straight guy supposed to walk the line in these metrosexual times, and somehow discover the perfect medium between mango-scented hair gel and homophobia? Between talking about his feelings and getting called a whiny little bitch?
 
The point I’m making here is this: men are just as fucked-up, insecure, neurotic and emotional as we are, ladies. They’re just not usually as good at embracing their neuroses, or articulating their issues. And it’s not like we’re doing that great of a job of encouraging them to open up, as their sisters, their wives, their girlfriends—as a society. “Rub some dirt on it,” we say. “Be a man.”
 
But what is a man?
 
That’s why I wrote this book the way I did, with a shitload of internal exposition. (Sorry, English majors.) The truth is, Grant probably wouldn’t talk about his feelings this much in real life, or even think about them all that much. Because, fictional or not, he’s a dude.
 
Men are from Mars, and women are from Venus…I call bullshit on that. We’re all living on this earth together, as earthlings. That makes us the same, on the most basic level of functionality. We all want to be loved, and feel safe. We just happen to rank those needs, and communicate them, a little bit differently. 
 
So why not cut each other some fucking slack?
 
Nobody’s perfect. Not even made up people, who were originally written to be perfect. Life is a big old surprise party full of issues and secrets. I’m just saying.
 
Now then, let’s get back to our fictional love story.





 
 
 
 
 
“Happy is the man who has broken the chains which hurt the mind, and has given up worrying once and for all.” – Ovid, Metamorphoses





PART I: PERFECT
 
Tash likes to call me Mr. Perfect.
She thinks it’s funny, watching me blush when she says it. She has no idea I’m blushing because I’m embarrassed, because every time she calls me perfect, I count the letters. P-E-R-F-E-C-T. Seven letters. The number of days in the week. Seven is the first integer reciprocal with infinitely repeating sexagesimal representation. And then, because I’m a guy, I think of sex.
S-E-X. Three letters. Three is a prime number. If I step into an elevator with three people in it, something bad will happen. Like the elevator might malfunction and plummet to the bottom of the shaft. Three: the number of months Tash and I have been ‘together.’ But we still haven’t had sex.
And it’s not because Tash thinks she’s not good enough for me, or because she’s upset about her best friend Margot being shipped off to ‘Reverse Fat Camp’ this summer. It’s not even because she thinks my mom hates her ‘sassy, trailer trash guts.’
No, it’s because of me. It’s 100% my fault. Because every time she calls me Mr. Perfect, it’s a lie. I’m not perfect. I’m a walking malfunction. And more than anything, I’m scared. All the time. I’m scared to let Tash find out just how perfect I’m not, because then something bad will happen.
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
JUNE
 
I’ve always hated summer.
The irregular schedule and lack of structure makes me feel adrift, like that movie Tash made me watch last week about astronauts who get detached from their shuttle and float off into space. 
Ninety-one minutes of terrified flailing in an airless abyss, and a brand new nightmare to keep me awake through the boredom. At least Castaway had that volleyball for comic relief. But then, nobody really watches Castaway to watch it, do they? I might not be a player like my friend Matt, but even I know what a ‘makeout movie’ is.
Now that I think about it, that might be why Tash wanted to watch the space movie in the first place. And I, total malfunction of a human being that I am, spent the entire movie wondering about space survival, instead of making out with the funniest, hottest and most down-to-earth girl on earth.
It’s no wonder I’m sitting in therapy right now, instead of getting a tan at the lake with friends I haven’t seen since graduation two weeks ago, or doing any other normal, summery teenage things.
Because I am abnormal. Dysfunctional, on a basic cellular level. Broken.
“Have you been keeping up with your journal?” Jeanne, my therapist, stares at me patiently over the thick rims of her bright blue glasses. I get the feeling she’s been doing that for a while, just staring at me and waiting for me to say something. As usual, I’ve been getting lost in my headspace, drifting off into gray matter, oblivious to my actual surroundings.
“Yeah,” I nod. “Not as much as I did during school, though.”
She smiles. “That’s right, I completely forgot! Wow, this year has flown by. How does it feel to be a graduate?”
How does it feel? I clear my throat. It feels like my space shuttle just blew up, and I’m drifting around, wondering when my oxygen supply is going to run out.
“Good,” I tell her. “It’s uh, it’s good to be done with high school.”
Jeanne cocks her head, eyeing me speculatively. “Just good?”
I squirm in my seat, careful not to touch the bare skin of my forearms to the leather armrests, which countless crazy people have undoubtedly come into contact with in the recent past. Another reason to hate summer: people think it’s weird when you wear long-sleeved shirts, and gloves are unheard of in June, unless you’re working outside. What else does she want me to say? It’s not like this is a new thing, me being taciturn. She’s basically a spy for my dad, to make sure I’m taking my meds, because of our deal. Because weekly therapy and meds are ‘necessary evils,’ in his words. We both know it. So why does she insist on pretending she cares about what I’m thinking?
If my dad gets his way, I’m staring down the barrel of ten more years of school, followed by residency, then 80 hours or more a week of surgeries, scrubbing in and cutting people open. I nod again.
“Really good.” 
Short answers are the key to getting through the next 37 minutes unscathed. Short answers are safe, even if they tend to piss off people who like to read a lot of emotions into your response. They call it sharing, but it’s more like oversharing. Like opening up a vein and just letting the thoughts pour out until everyone is uncomfortable. Verbal diarrhea—it’s a perfectly disgusting phrase to describe how awkward a situation can become when people share too much, too easily.
“Are you enjoying summer break so far?”
Thirty-five minutes left now. “Sure. What little is left of it.”
I smile, to soften the truth I never meant to say out loud. Tash must be rubbing off on me. Jeanne looks confused for a split-second, but then she consults her notes and remembers, smiling when she’s back in control of the conversation.
“That’s right, your dad said you’d been accepted to the summer anatomy program at Duke. You must be so excited.”
I keep my face blank, but a muscle twitches in my jaw, as my anxiety level jumps from a four to a five. Jeanne is a spy, so I’ll tell her what she—and by extension, my dad—wants to hear.
“Yeah, super excited. It’s a really great opportunity.”
Jeanne’s expression says she wants more. “Are you nervous at all?”
“Nervous?” I blink, and silently start counting. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven….
An unbidden slide show of disturbing images flashes through my head. Dead bodies. Cold skin. Metal slicing through flesh. My palms are starting to sweat, and I want to put my hands in my pockets, for safe keeping. But I’m sitting down, so instead I rest them on my knees. I’m always hyper-aware of where my hands are. It’s one of my ‘tendencies,’ as Dad likes to call them. So much nicer sounding than ‘obsessions,’ or ‘compulsions.’ Or, as Jeanne calls them, ‘rituals.’ Like I’m addicted to sacrificing wildlife for pagan mating rites, or something.  Not just washing my hands or counting.
“Just excited.”
When I was a kid, we went on this father-son hunting trip, my dad and me. When we were building a fire by the lake, this fisherman cut his hand open with a knife. My dad had an emergency kit with him, so he sutured the guy’s hand, right there by the lake. He made me hold the flashlight for him, so he could see what he was doing. I can still remember watching the skin pull away from the fisherman’s hand, tugged from the flesh with every stitch—flesh I could clearly see, exposed. F-L-E-S-H. Five letters.
I was five or six at the time, I think. I can’t really remember. Man, I hate that word, flesh.
“Grant?”
Jeanne is looking at me expectantly again, waiting for another short answer to another question I zoned out and missed.
“I’m sorry?”
“I asked if you’ve had any more attacks since the last time we talked.”
Of course I have. But I’m not telling her that. First of all, because she doesn’t really care. She’s only being paid to ask these questions. My 50 minute ‘sharing’ session is almost up, and unlike my dad, Jeanne gets paid no matter what. Even if she doesn’t ‘fix’ me. Even if I walk out of here every time every bit as broken as I was when I walked in, she gets paid. 
Maybe I should become a psychiatrist, instead of a surgeon. Wouldn’t that be ironic?
But then hey, no flesh to deal with. Bonus, as Tash would say.
I still haven’t answered Jeanne’s question, but she’s got to be getting used to that by now. We’ve been doing this one-sided dance for almost eleven months. Forty-four 50 minute sessions of pointless Q&A, 19 prescription refills—including two changes in medication and dosage, because of negative side-effects—and if I’d been keeping track, which I now realize I should have been, probably about 2,000,000 shrugs on my part, followed by the word ‘good,’ or ‘fine.’
I shrug again, number 2,000,001.
“No, it’s been a while since I’ve had any attacks.”
“That’s great, Grant.” Jeanne smiles again, her face encouraging, like she believes my lie and is proud of me. Or maybe she’s just happy that the hour is up, like I am. “I guess the medication is working, then.”
I don’t answer. If by ‘working,’ she means that the pills keep me from feeling normal human emotions, like fear, or pain, or happiness, or lust…then yeah, I guess they are.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
After I leave the psychiatrist’s office, I have to pick up my little sister Genevieve from piano lessons. Over the summer, Gen practices on the grand piano in the auditorium at school. It feels weird driving into the Guthrie High parking lot. It’s the same as it’s always been, yet so different. The potholes remind me of the surface of the moon. I wait in the car, listening to a CD Tash made for me. It’s full of songs from her favorite movies, and I smile when I listen to it, even though I don’t really like most of the songs all that much. When she gave it to me, she had this really serious look on her face.
“This is the modern equivalent of a mix tape,” she said. “Believe me when I say that this is an epic gesture on my part.”
As the next song comes on, (“No Sleep Tonight” by some band called The Faders) I see Gen coming out of the side door of the auditorium. I honk, and she jumps, then gives me this evil glare that strangely reminds me of Tash. 
Then again, there’s not a lot happening that doesn’t remind me of Tash, these days.
 Gen opens the passenger side door and climbs in, holding her music folder in her mouth while she does up her seatbelt. I fight the urge to cringe, but then I remind myself that she doesn’t have the same contamination fears I do. She looks sideways at me, like she knows what I’m thinking, then opens her mouth, letting the folder fall into her lap. Loose sheet music flutters to the floor.
“I’m getting really sick of this CD, you know.”
I laugh. As usual, my sister’s trademark random dialogue puts mine to shame.
“Want me to change it?”
“Please,” she nods.
“Too bad!” I lean over and poke her with my elbow, before I put the car into drive. 
“Typical,” she sighs, turning away to look out the window.
I smile sideways at her as we leave the parking lot. Gen has always been such a shy, sweet kid. Next year, she’ll be a freshman at Guthrie. I worry about that—about her—a lot, especially after what happened to Tash’s friend Margot. Not to mention what almost happened to Tash.
As we pass the gym, my eyes flick toward the spot where Trent Gibson attacked her after prom. I still have nightmares about what could’ve happened if I hadn’t showed up in time. Knowing Tash, she probably would’ve done some damage, but at what cost? Not to mention, it wasn’t the first time. I still catch myself wondering whether or not she told me the whole truth about what happened at her trailer, before I brought her home with me that first night. But we’re not allowed to bring that up, not anymore.
“Hey Gremlin, you feel like getting a snack?”
Gen shrugs. “It’s only eleven. I’m not really that hungry. But whatever, if you must.”
“I must.” I turn the opposite of the way I should, if I was taking us home. “I promise, we’ll be quick. Just don’t tell Mom I spoiled your lunch, or whatever.”
Ignoring Gen’s apathetic grunt, I drive to the Baskin Robbins on 3rd. The parking lot is empty, except for a familiar green station wagon that looks like it’s been to the bottom of the ocean and back. Perfect, looks like she’s the only one working.
I reach over Gen to open the glove compartment, sneaking a mint and a drop of Purell before going inside.
“Really, Grunt? Ice cream for brunch? That’s not desperate at all.”
“Quiet, you.” I put the bottle back, then bail out of the car, using the edge of my shoe to close the door. I wait for Gen to haul herself out before I push the automatic lock button, through my pocket. The car beeps, reassuring me that it’s locked. But I still push it twice more, just in case.
Gen’s used to this by now, so she doesn’t comment. Instead, she just trudges over to the door of the ice cream shop and opens the door. Sometimes, she makes me do it, just to watch me do the contortion thing. But I guess today she’s feeling nice.
“After you,” she says dramatically, as I walk through the doorway. “Your highness.”
I ignore Gen’s weak attempt at being bratty, because just then I see Tash coming out of the back room, holding a huge, frosted cardboard tub. Her hair is hanging down her back in a long, sloppy braid, and she’s singing along with the overhead music. Another ‘modern mix-tape,’ I’m guessing, since it’s obvious she loves this song and knows every single word of it. When she turns toward me, I freeze in my tracks. Her now trademark red lips quirk up at the corners, but she bites down on her bottom lip before it becomes a full-blown grin. I get the feeling that under the brim of her hat, she’s raising an eyebrow in challenge. Which one of us will be the first one to speak?
“Hey,” I say, too soon, too eagerly, breaking the stalemate.
“Ugh, move!”
My attempt at playing it cool is sort of ruined when Gen shoves me from behind, and I stagger forward another couple of steps.
Tash laughs, unsympathetic. “In her defense, you were totally cock-blocking her.” She cringes, looking at Gen. “I mean, you were blocking her from coming in. Through the door.”
“It’s okay.” Gen makes a beeline for the chocolate section of the counter, running her fingers along the glass. Tash doesn’t look nearly as appalled by this as I feel, and yet she’s the one who has to clean it. “I’m fourteen. I know what cock-blocking is.”
And once again, I’m shaking my head at how fast my baby sister is growing up. Not to mention how much more she seems to know about the world than I knew at her age. It’s pretty horrifying.
“So,” Tash says, leaning back against the counter. “What can I get for y’all this early-ass morning?”
“It’s not that early,” I start to say, at the exact same time my sister yells “Triple chocolate!”
Tash smiles at her. “Chocolate for breakfast. My kind of girl.” Then she looks at me. “And just for the record, I woke up like, half an hour ago. So yes, it is that early.”
“Seriously?” How is it possible that a person could sleep in that late?

I watch her scoop a huge ball of chocolate ice cream into a waffle bowl that’s been dipped in chocolate, before she covers it with a scoop of chocolate chips and a huge dollop of hot fudge. My stomach turns just looking at it. So
much chocolate. My sister is going to get type two diabetes before the summer’s out. I should probably start leaving her at home when I visit Tash at work.
As Tash leans over the counter to hand the ice cream to Gen, I’m still just standing there watching her like a total stalker. I still remember the first time I saw her, in first grade when she transferred into Mrs. Humphries’ class. I was in Mr. Johnson’s class, but she stood behind me in the lunch line all through the rest of elementary school. It took me at least a year to even say ‘hi’ to her, since she was taller than me back then. Thankfully, I had a growth spurt a few years later, so I caught up and then some.
After Gen scampers off to go sit in the corner with her ice cream, Tash finally comes out from behind the counter. She’s wearing denim cutoffs with her work uniform—which I’m pretty sure isn’t allowed, but she doesn’t care, and I’m glad—and her old red shoes. She glances over her shoulder to make sure Gen isn’t watching, then grabs me by the front of my shirt, pulling me in for a hello kiss.
Zero to sixty, in two seconds, flat. That’s what it feels like, every time. No warning, no games. Just full blast, no-holds-barred, ‘let me prove how glad I am to see you, instead of wasting time on small talk’ interpretive body language. I’ve come to understand that this is Tash’s style, that it’s easier for her to express herself physically than it is for her to say what she’s feeling.
But for a guy like me, it is a lot to handle without warning, especially when my reaction to her can’t be controlled.
Her hands reach around to press against my lower back, and mine leave my pockets to drift down to her hips. She arches her back, leaning into me with her lower body, as her cinnamon-flavored tongue mingles with the spearmint left over from my Tic-tac—fire and ice, just like us. Or at least, like we seem.
The more time we spend together, the harder it is to keep up my ‘strong, silent type’ act. People are always commenting on how calm I am. My soccer coach called me steady; my parents call me dependable; my teachers thought I was reliable. To all outward appearances, I am lousy with self-control. Thing is, appearances lie.
Speaking of which…if she keeps kissing me like this, I’m going to have a hard time hiding how cool I’m really not.
That’s when she pulls back, all businesslike and polite once again. “So, what’ll it be?”
My brain grinds as I desperately attempt to switch gears. “What will...what be?”
Tash laughs. “Ice cream, Grant. Isn’t that why you’re here? Or is it just an excuse to see me?”
She raises an eyebrow, daring me to admit it. But I won’t give her what she wants. Not this time.
I shrug. Two-million and three—ish. “Yeah, it was Gen’s idea. I’m just the transportation.”
“Pants on fire!”
Obviously, Gen’s not too distracted by stuffing her face with chocolate to eavesdrop. I cringe, as Tash chuckles evilly, walking backwards to step behind the counter. She washes her hands, then pulls a big, square blender out of the sink. I fold my arms and watch her for a few seconds, as she washes it with a high-pressure sprayer, which she’s assured me is scalding hot, but it’s not long before I have to turn away. Ignorance is bliss, that’s what Jeanne says. You’d think it would help to see how things are made, but it doesn’t. I just come up with new details to question. Ingredients, packaging, treatment…the lists of possibilities that add to a contamination obsession are endless.
To distract myself from ritualizing, I go over and sit by Gen. The table looks clean, but it probably isn’t, so I keep my hands in my lap, and go back to watching Tash as she moves around adding ingredients to the blender. My brain wants to count, but I focus on something more meaningful instead.
The first time I realized Tash wasn’t like most other girls, we were in sophomore American History with Mrs. Patterson. Tash sat one seat behind me and to the left. It was a Monday, and our first pop quiz in a long line of pop quizzes. Mrs. Patterson handed out the stack of quizzes, and when my fellow soccer teammate, Matt Holbrook, passed them back to Tash, she looked at them and muttered “Motherfucking Manifest Destiny” under her breath. I had to count to 1,000 to keep from laughing out loud. For the rest of that semester, whenever Mrs. Patterson brought up American exceptionalism, or romantic nationalism, I thought of her.
A few minutes later, Tash comes over with a can of Diet Coke for her and a shake for me, in a disposable Styrofoam cup. 
That’s another fun fact about me: I don’t eat or drink anything out of a container that’s been used by another person. Ever. I don’t usually make a big deal out of it, or even really tell people, but Tash is a lot smarter than she wants people to believe. That’s another thing I noticed about her, pretty early on. It’s also why, whenever she makes me a strawberry and peanut butter milkshake, she brings it to me with the top part of the straw still wrapped in paper. One time, she called it a ‘straw condom,’ and I almost passed out from blushing.
“Extra peanut butter,” she says, setting the cup in front of me. “Because you’re gross.”
Gen laughs, as Tash drops into the open chair next to me and pops open her can of soda.
“Why don’t you just try it?” I ask her, for probably the tenth time this summer. “It tastes like PBJ. It’s delicious.”
Tash rolls her eyes. “No thanks, I’m good.”
I’m secretly relieved. Though my OCD seems to have no problem with another person’s tongue in my mouth, the thought of sharing food or drink still gives me the willies. How’s that for irrational?
As I remove the straw condom and take a drink, Tash asks me about my morning. I take my time swallowing, using the opportunity to come up with a lie that’s not really a lie. “Pretty boring. Just running some errands for my parents.”
Gen shoots me a dirty look, but I ignore her. In a way, picking up Gen is kind of like an errand, and therapy really is more for my parents than it is for me. At least, that’s how I feel. Plus, Tash still doesn’t know I have to visit a shrink once a week—and I’d like to keep it that way. It’s not that I like lying to her, it just doesn’t matter. I won’t be going for much longer, anyway. After spending two months in Cadaver Hell, I’ll be leaving for Stanford.
“I can’t believe we’ve only got four more days,” Tash says, like she knows exactly what I was thinking. “I hate that you’re leaving.”
I smile, even though it’s not a happy conversation. Unlike me, Tash feels everything in extremes. Annoyance, happiness, anger…especially anger. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past 91 days, 11 hours, and 47 minutes we’ve been ‘together,’ it’s that she loves just as fiercely as she hates. Maybe more. And unlike me, she never lies about who she is.
“How is Margot doing?” I ask, because it’s easier than wondering if we’re ever going to ‘make it.’
Tash looks immediately pissed off. “I don’t know, I haven’t heard from her since her last postcard. But this Teen Discovery Camp sounds like a gigantic load of bullshit”—she glances at Gen—“I mean, bull crap. ‘Wilderness Therapy for Troubled Youths?’ More like ‘Teen Slasher Movie Waiting to Happen.’ I mean, Jesus! Put a bunch of kids with rap sheets in tents together, outside of civilized society, and someone is bound to get horribly maimed. If high school was tough for Margot, imagine when she gets bunked with some ex-con with a sleeping bag full of crack rocks and self-honed implements of violence.”
“Self-honed implements of violence?” I take a second to figure it out. “Is that what SHIV stands for?”
“Yeah,” she says, looking down at her soda sheepishly. “I looked it up.”
“Relax,” I tell her, even though I secretly find her rage kind of adorable. “I don’t think those are the kind of ‘troubled youths’ they let in.”
“Says you,” Tash grumbles, before taking a sip of her coke, directly out of the can.
“I’ve heard about places like that. They’re probably too busy building camp fires and doing team-building exercises to knife anyone.” In fact, from what she’s told me of this program so far, I’m pretty sure it’s full of a bunch of kids like me. My parents mentioned sending me to a conference once, for fellow kids with OCD, but I told them I didn’t think I needed it. The truth is, I don’t want to know how bad things can get. I don’t want to find out I’m worse off than I think I am.
“Where’s the bathroom?” Gen asks. I get the feeling she’s sick of watching us awkwardly flirt in front of her.
“Go ahead and go past the counter, into the back,” Tash tells her. “It’s the door next to the freezer. You don’t want to use the public one, it’s gross.”
Gen stares across the table at her with huge eyes. “But won’t I get in trouble?”
“Not if you don’t get caught,” Tash tells her, with a totally straight face. “Just make sure to stick close to the walls, Mission Impossible style, so the security cameras don’t see you. If they do, I’ll make sure to wipe them before I finish my shift. And stay away from the safe, cause I am sure as hell not going down for you if you rob the place. Get me?”
“Okay,” Gen whispers reverently, nodding. Then she stands up and ninjas her way across the room with a look of pure determination. I don’t think I’ve seen her get so excited about anything in a while.
When my little sister disappears behind the counter, Tash turns back to me like nothing happened.
“So, what are we doing tonight?”
“Uh….” I search my internal schedule, distracted a little by Tash’s fingers, linking together with mine. Hand-to-hand contact has always been an issue for me, but over the years I’ve learned to cope with socially requisite things like handshakes and holding hands, by telling myself that mycobacteria—the harmful, disease-causing kind—have a harder time thriving on dry skin. So as long as I keep my hands dry, the chances of me catching anything are minimized, unless I get a paper cut or something, in which case I’m immunocompromized and I need to disinfect my hands constantly. Luckily, my dad is a doctor, so he has access to industrial-sized tubs of moisturizing, hospital-grade disinfectants like Avagard. I carry a travel sized bottle in my pocket at all times, and when it comes to using it, I’m like a ninja. Most of the time, I can sneakily sanitize my hands, wrists and arms without anyone even noticing.
When I’m done reassuring myself that no one will die if I keep holding hands with my girlfriend, Tash is still waiting for me to tell her what we’re doing tonight. 
“I thought we could see a movie.”
She makes a face. “Another movie? How about you come over to my house instead? We can watch something there, just the two of us. And it’ll be free.”
In case I really am as dense as I seem, she touches my knee under the table. I squirm, slightly. It’s a bold move, even for her, which is why I wasn’t expecting it, why I can’t control the momentary look of panic that flashes across my face.
“Or we could go to the theater, that’s fine, too.” Tash immediately pulls both of her hands away. Her eyes show hesitation. She thinks I’m not interested.
But she couldn’t be more wrong. I’m usually so much better at covering my inner turmoil, at pretending like my zone outs are just pauses required before a well thought out response, like I’ve got nerves of steel and the world’s best poker face. At best, I’m pensive and cautious. At worst, I’m having what people sometimes call a ‘brain fart.’ But in reality, it’s more like a mini psychotic break.
I force myself to push past the tangle of thoughts, to smile reassuringly at her. I reach for her hands, which are twisting together in her lap, and pull them toward me. With my eyes, I try to broadcast that it’s not her fault, that it’s mine, even as my spasmodic brain works overtime to come up with a reason she’ll even slightly understand. Another excuse. Another lie.
“I like being seen in public with you.” Okay, not a lie, but definitely a cheesy line.
 “Right.” Tash snorts, looking down at our hands. “I’m a great trophy girlfriend. ‘Look, but don’t touch.’”
She pulls her hands away, and her fingers slide down my leg for a few inches, purely by accident this time. The slight friction of her touch sends a thrill running through me. But the sensation isn’t as strong as I know it should be, because even as much as it rocks my world, it’s still not enough to overcome the fear, or the fog that masks it. Because of the wires in my brain that are misconnected. Because of the pills I take to keep the all-consuming anxiety at bay. My body still responds to stimuli like pleasure and pain, but most of the time it’s like everything is on mute, like a dream: odorless, tasteless, colorless.
Suddenly, I have an idea.
“I mean, I’d like to watch a movie at your house,” I say. “But I’ve already bought these tickets for Starry Night, so….”
Starry Night is this black and white movie thing they do at the park once a month. It’s super girly and romantic, just the sort of thing Tash would pretend to hate, but secretly love.
“I mean, it was supposed to be a surprise,” I lie. My mom works with the charity that runs it, though, so I’m pretty sure I can get tickets.
It works. Tash’s eyes light up like a kid on Christmas. She doesn’t even bother to pretend this time.
“Seriously? That’s awesome!”
Beneath the tightness in my chest, my heart flips over. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, so I don’t know what to call it. It’s too soon to be love, but too profound for a crush. Tash is getting to be like a drug for me. But not like the kind I already take, not the kind that dulls. A counter-drug, an antidote.
She brightens me. She makes me feel everything more vividly. I just wish I had the ability to filter, because once I start feeling, it’s really hard for me to block out the bad. Imagine living like that, without any barriers between you and such a dazzling, dangerous thing. Bright, colorful, overwhelming, all the time. Nothing to keep you from being burned or blinded.
Her smile widens, soft red lips stretching over slightly crooked, but beautiful teeth. My chest feels like it’s swelling.
“Will there be blankets?”
I shrug, playing dumb. “I guess so.”
More importantly, there will be other people. Lots of other people, young and old. Witnesses. Chaperones. In a public place, where nothing bad can happen.
“Perfect,” she says, and her smile promises danger, but I can’t say anything else, because Gen is finally returning from her top secret mission to pee. Tash leans over to plant a quick kiss on my cheek, using the opportunity to whisper softly in my ear. “Can’t wait.”
Then she stands up and takes her soda can and Gen’s abandoned, decimated chocolate ice cream container to the trash.
Behind my smile, I grit my teeth and start counting.
 



 
PART II: FUNCTIONAL
 
In first grade, I was officially ‘tagged.’ 
When my parents asked the school counselor what that meant, she explained that the school district had recently been granted funding for special, extra-curricular programs for students who fell outside the boundaries of what they considered ‘average.’ According to my test results, she said, I was ‘academically gifted,’ which meant that I was one of those kids who just naturally took to learning, problem solving, and following directions.
Two years later, in what was either a stunning coincidence or a sick cosmic joke, my little sister was also ‘tagged.’ Only instead of ‘gifted,’ Gen was labeled as ‘special needs.’ They spent the next five years trying to figure out where she fell on the special needs ‘spectrum’; if she was severely ADD or mildly autistic. Either way, Gen didn’t learn things as quickly as other kids seemed to, and unlike me, she couldn’t handle studying for hours on end.
One thing we did have in common was that we both got pulled out of class twice a week, in front of all of our fellow students, and taken off to our own ‘special’ classrooms. But I got to do complex scientific experiments, and Gen got to practice reading from her textbooks through different colored panels of cellophane. Apparently, seeing the words in yellow or blue instead of plain black and white was supposed to make it easier for her to retain facts. That was around the same time I started highlighting my homework—in addition to taking copious, meticulous notes.
Fortunately for me, because I had the ‘gifted’ classification, my excessive note-taking was chalked up to being an exceptional student. That was another thing the counselor told my parents about me. I’m what psychologist types like to call ‘exceptionally socially intuitive.’ 
If you ask me, that’s just a P.C. way of saying that everything I do or say is an act. A lie, custom tailored to whoever might be watching, to make sure no one ever figures out the true motives behind my actions.
But like most things about me, even that label is a lie. The truth is, I’m exceptional in the same way chameleons seem exceptional to the average, uneducated observer. For chameleons, blending into their surroundings isn’t exceptional at all. It’s not a magic trick, meant to impress or delight. It’s not even about showing off or attracting a mate. It’s about survival.
I read this article once, about a drug addict who kept his habit a secret from everyone in his family for almost 30 years. One thing he said really stuck with me: 
“I was the world’s greatest actor, in the world’s worst play.”
I never thought I’d have so much in common with a junkie. But that quote pretty much sums up every waking moment of my life, up to this point.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Tash drops into the passenger seat of my car with a loud sigh. 
“Hey there, handsome. Long time, no see. Sorry it took me so long to get ready.”
I stifle a nervous laugh. It’s been exactly 37 minutes since she got off work, 23 since she went into the house. I know because I got here at exactly 8:00 PM, then sat and counted the minutes. (But I did keep myself from counting the seconds, so that’s something.) In that time, she seems to have showered, blow-dried her hair, changed her entire outfit, brushed her teeth, and even put on a little bit of makeup.
She leans back in her seat, way back, to give herself enough room to cross her long legs without letting her short, ruffled skirt ride up too far.
The long stretch of smooth, bare skin gleams at me from across the car. And she shaved her legs. Isn’t that supposed to take forever? I’m pretty sure my mouth is hanging open, and not just for the obvious reasons. I don’t think I’ve ever taken a shower that lasted less than 45 minutes, let alone gotten dressed and brushed my teeth in under an hour.
I’m impressed, and also kind of ashamed. I’ve never had a serious girlfriend before, but I’m pretty sure it’s against some kind of guy code to have your girlfriend beat your personal grooming speed record.
And once again, I’m letting myself get caught up in my head. 
“You look amazing,” I tell her, and mean it. She does that girl preening thing, then kisses me on the cheek. I smile, and back out of her tiny driveway, heading for the park.
Speaking of guy code, I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to be thinking about manlier things than primping, since I’m on my way to a very important date. In fact, I’m pretty sure if I were to write down every thought I ever had in Jeanne’s therapy journal, she’d be blown away by how girly it all sounds. 
‘Do all guys secretly have this many feelings?’ she’d wonder. ‘Or is Grant just extra insecure about everything, because he’s living this super elaborate lie?’ The answer to that question is one I’d really like to know. But it’s not  like I can just turn to one of my soccer friends and go, ‘Hey man, have you ever gotten so stressed out about whether or not your socks match that you can’t leave the house?’ Or, ‘How often do you bleach your combs and replace your hair gel? Like, once a week?’
As I drive, Tash goes off about her latest fight with her mom. Apparently, things have been even tenser between them since Tash decided to stay for the summer and keep working at Baskin Robbins, partially to save enough money for a deposit on an apartment in L.A., but also to wait for Margot to come back from camp.
“So, I’m pouring cereal into a bowl at 10:45 AM, which is not an unreasonable time, for most people—and it’s Rice Krispies, for fuck’s sake, so it’s not like they’re even that loud—and she comes tearing out of her room like the place is on fire, screeching about how she just got to sleep and I woke her up. I swear to God, the whole dynamic is just so ass-backwards.” She makes a sound that’s half exasperation, half laugh. “I mean, correct me if I’m wrong here. But isn’t it the teenager who’s supposed to be staying out partying with my boyfriend all night, getting hammered and sleeping in until noon? Not the parent?”
I nod, because I don’t really know what else to say. I try to imagine what it would be like if my dad was gone and my mom wasn’t around most of the time, but I can’t. I can’t even remember the last time my parents raised their voices at me. Also, I’ve never broken curfew. Not once.
“And then when I’m getting ready, she picks another fight because she’s going to be late for her date with Dale, and I’m like, ‘Well, maybe you should’ve showered before I got home. You had all damn day, you know.’ Ugh, I just…I can’t even deal with her right now. The sooner Margot gets back, the better.”
I glance over at her, but I’m splitting my concentration between what she’s saying and tapping my left foot every time we pass a traffic sign. There are a lot of them on the way to the park, so it’s more distracting than usual. Of course, that means I pause too long before answering.
“I’m sorry,” she says, before I can tell her it’ll all be okay—even though I’m not sure if it will be. “I shouldn’t be bitching about this, not when we’re supposed to be having fun. You’re leaving for North Carolina next week, and I don’t want your last thought of me to be about my stupid mom. Let’s talk about something happy. Or better yet, let’s not talk.”
She reaches for the radio, cranking up the music. The CD she made for me is still in the player, and it makes her smile. I can feel her watching me as I drive, so I try to make my tapping more subtle, make it seem like I’m just rocking along with the beat.
“You know,” she says, turning down the music. “I just realized something. I’ve never really asked you what kind of music you usually listen to. What’s your favorite band? Did you bring your iPod?”
Instead of waiting for me to respond, she just leans forward and opens the glove compartment.
“Wait, no—” I reach toward her, but it’s too late.
“What the…Oh my God, Grant! Are these condoms?”
Wait, what? I almost swerve off the road trying to figure out what she’s looking at. I know, down to the last Q-tip, what’s in the glove box. And that is not what’s in there.
But she’s laughing, holding the box of antiseptic wipes I keep between the giant bottle of sanitizer and the pack of bleach wipes, which are for the inside of the car, and various door handles.
“No,” I tell her, relaxing a little. “They’re alcohol wipes, for first aid.”
Technically, that’s not what I use them for, but she doesn’t have to know that.
“Oh. I guess that makes more sense.”
Is it just me, or does she look a little disappointed? I hope it’s just me. Glove compartment condoms…straw condom…why does that word keep coming up?
Thankfully, we’ve reached the park. I pull up to the side of the street and parallel park, careful not to ding any of the other cars. The movie starts at nine, so we’re still a little early.
“Jack White,” I tell her, trying to bring the subject back to a more comfortable place.
Tash looks at me, confused.
“Jack White is probably my favorite artist. I’ve always really liked blues, because it seems really messy, but it’s more like a really complex mathematical equation. The oldies are good, but the lyrics aren’t as relatable to now, at least not in my opinion. The White Stripes, The Dead Weather, The Raconteurs, all their songs are about imperfections, perceptions and lies. And they all have Jack White, who is like this insane, misunderstood guitar genius.”
She blinks, then smiles. “Wow. That was a lot of information.”
I shrug. “You asked.”
“I should really ask more often.” With that, Tash grabs me and kisses me. Once again I’ve done something right, by accident.
We get out of the car, and I get the blanket and some bottles of water and a bag of individually wrapped, fun sized candy out of the back. When I asked her to help me get tickets for tonight, my mom offered to pack a picnic. But then we realized we couldn’t think of any picnic food that would fit all of my rules, so she said I should just tell Tash that we had a special family dinner planned, and go pick her up right after. She’s a great OCD wingman, my mom.
In spite of Tash’s grumbled protests, I choose a spot toward the front of the crowd, right in the middle, where everyone can see us. Then, I pretend to be disappointed that I forgot to bring a second blanket for us to cover up with. I tell her if she starts to get cold, she can have my jacket. She glares at me suspiciously for a few minutes, but then when the movie starts, she cuddles down next to me to watch.
Tonight’s Starry Night movie is Casablanca. Sitting outdoors, watching it projected up on the side of a big white brick wall, it kind of feels like we’re back in time. Maybe in the 1950s, or something, when things moved a lot more slowly and life was a lot more simple. To anyone watching, Tash and I could just be a normal guy and a normal girl, on a normal date.
As the credits roll, Tash rests her hand on my chest and starts drawing little circles with her fingertips. It feels nice, and a part of me loves it. But after a few minutes, I catch myself counting the circles, tracking the shapes to see if there’s any kind of pattern to her motions.
Through the speakers set all around the park, the famous song starts to play.
You must remember this…a kiss is just a kiss. A sigh is just a sigh….
What would it be like, to see a kiss as just a kiss, instead of a gateway to disaster and chaos?
I close my eyes and focus on pretending to be a normal, teenage guy. This is the closest I’ve ever come in my life to having a perfect moment. It’s the one thing I’ve wished for, as long as I can remember. One single moment where I’m not counting, or sanitizing, or worrying, or ritualizing…just 60 seconds where I’m perfectly free from my compulsions. Where I’m truly normal.
Almost the exact second the wish forms, I feel the first raindrop fall on my hand. In that moment, I know with a certainty that this is my fault. I wished for more than I deserved, and I ruined this perfect moment, before it even had a chance.
“Seriously?” Tash squints angrily at the sky. “Fuck balls.”
Her reaction makes me smile, even as my anxiety grows. I really couldn’t have said it any better myself.
The raindrops keep coming, until one by one, everyone around us starts to leave. They gather up their blankets and loved ones and make for their cars, then for the safety and dryness of indoors. I stand up and pull Tash to her feet, and she holds my coat over her head as the rain falls harder and harder, as I snatch up the blanket and move toward the car. She grabs my hand, and I pull her along with me, too distracted to worry about hands. I’m just trying to make it across the park before we’re both soaked. When she’s safely in the passenger seat, I circle around to my side and jump in, then lock the door behind me, one, two, three times. Just to be sure. 
My breath goes out of me in a disappointed sigh, as I turn to look at her. 
“Well, so much for—” 
I don’t notice the ravenous look on Tash’s face until it’s too late, until her warm, dry hands are touching my rain-dampened face. She climbs into my lap, surprisingly graceful in avoiding the stick shift. I can’t do anything but lean back and let her. Outside, the world is dark, the windows blurred with running water as heavy rain pounds on the metal roof. Somehow, its rhythmic pounding silences the voices in my head. I stop thinking about numbers, and mycobacterium, and intrusive thoughts of accidental violence, and give in to the surreal feeling of being in the eye of a storm.
Everything is muted now, except feeling.
Warmth, pressure, friction. 
Her body moving against mine, her fingers in my hair, her legs around my waist. 
My hands on her knees, her bare thighs, sliding higher. 
Soft skin, deep breaths, lacy fabric. Heat-seeking fingertips. Perpetual motion. Grinding, pulsing, exploring.
What will happen if I….
Tash gasps. A thrill goes through me. I’ve done something right, by accident. I do it again.
“Grant,” she whispers. “Oh, my God.”
My body takes over, instincts I never knew I had kicking in. I move with her, guiding her to somewhere I’ve never been. A place I’m not even sure I understand. All I know is, I want to take her there.
Her fingers fumble with the button on my jeans, but she keeps kissing me, keeps moving, trying to do everything at once. There isn’t enough space. What’s happening is too big, too important for the front seat of my car. I want to help, but I don’t know how. I reach for the lever that will push my seat back, but my hand is sweating, and I can’t get a grip.
The rain slows to a trickle, then stops. Without the noise outside, everything happening inside the car suddenly feels louder, sharper, closer. More real.
Too real.
Hearts racing. Blood pumping. Bodily fluids being shared, cells dividing, bacteria growing. Images flashing through my brain, a microbiology class film playing on repeat. Disease, infected flesh. Death.
Tash unzips my jeans, and in the new silence, the sound is like a machine gun. I freeze.
“Wait, Tash, we have to stop.”
“What?” She pulls back. Her breathing is ragged, like mine, but her lungs aren’t gearing up for an attack, like mine. Her hands are shaking too, but not from terror, like mine.
“I…I can’t.”
“Can’t what?”
I try to put words to the storm happening in my brain, but I can’t do that, either. So I just shake my head. Everything is falling apart. What started out as amazing, and life-changing, and earth shattering, is quickly degrading into destructive, apocalyptic, anarchy. And yes, of course I’m being overdramatic, and I know it. As Jeanne is so fond of telling me, it’s not OCD unless you know the thoughts you’re having are irrational. It’s the ultimate psychological Catch 22. You’re not crazy if you know you’re crazy. But you can’t stop feeling like you’re crazy, because knowing you’re having insane thoughts and not being able to stop makes you feel like you must be crazy. What other excuse is there?
“Tash, please.” 
I close my eyes, begging through gritted teeth for the strength to help her understand. I’m still frozen, paralyzed by fear at the thought of hurting her, even as my brain assaults me with images of me wrapping my hands around her throat, slamming her head against the window. I picture myself hurting her, over and over, in a hundred different ways. If I move even one muscle, all of those things could happen. Maybe secretly, I want them to happen.
Slowly, carefully, she climbs off of me and lowers herself back into her own seat. But she doesn’t yell at me or demand an answer. She just sits there, looking at me like she’s waiting for me to turn back into the strong, steady, calm guy she thinks is the Real Grant.
But that Grant never existed. Not really. This panicky, insecure mess, this epic malfunction of a brain stuffed inside a normal-looking body, this is the Real Grant. She just doesn’t want to see it. I don’t blame her. If I could ignore the parts of me that don’t make sense, I would. People believe what they want to believe, and Tash sees me as her knight in shining armor. Mr. Perfect. He sounds like a great guy, too. Someone who might actually deserve her. I wish I could meet him, so I could kick his ass for stealing the life I was supposed to have.
We sit there, not talking, for what seems like forever. Me, silently fighting to get my breathing back under control, to put a stop to the wave of panic and danger that’s crashing over my brain. Her, waiting.
Until she can’t anymore.
“Grant,” she says, very slowly and carefully. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
I shake my head again, gripping the steering wheel for dear life. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Seven is the fourth prime number, and also a Newman-Shanks-Williams prime, a Woodall prime, a factorial prime, a lucky prime, and the fourth Heegner number. Most importantly, it’s a safe prime. The only safe prime in the Mersenne classification.
“Is it me? Did I do something wrong?”
“No,” I somehow manage to tell her, mid-ritual. “It’s me.”
“Okay….”
“‘The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two,’ is one of the most highly cited papers in the field of psychology. Published in 1956 by the cognitive psychologist, George A. Miller, it is often interpreted to argue that the number of objects an average human can hold in working memory is seven, plus or minus two. It’s frequently referred to as ‘Miller’s Law’.”
One: the first time Tash kissed me, it was 11:27 AM. Two: her favorite flavor of ice cream is Java Chip. Three: her middle name is Doreen, after her grandmother on her father’s side, and she hates it. Four: she’s never been to Disneyland.
“Grant, I’m trying really hard to understand, but I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”
Five: she’s the only girl who’s ever tried this hard to understand me. Six: her underwear is lacy, and black. Seven: she’s just as beautiful when she’s sad, or angry, or confused, as she is when she’s smiling.
“Grant?”
Plus one: she’s a fighter. Plus two: she’s trying really hard not to fight with me right now.
That’s it. That’s all I can hold onto. Seven things. Plus two—just to be safe. There’s no room left for the bad thoughts. I’m safe now. At least, as safe as I can be.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her, and I mean it more than ever. “I kind of freaked out, just then.”
It is a massive understatement.
“It’s okay, I just want to know what happened.” Her face is genuinely concerned, but profoundly confused.
Once again, I’m struck by the fact that at least 80% of the important conversations in our relationship have taken place entirely in my head, and Tash has no idea. In my head, I’ve told her the truth—the whole truth—a thousand times. I’ve told her how I feel about her. What I want. How I can’t. Why I can’t. But it never comes out for real, and so we’re stuck in this never ending stalemate.
If I could just find a way to push through…if I could just show her, maybe that would be enough.
But every time I think about acting on my feelings, my brain does the math and decides it’s not worth the risk.
“Do you ever wish you could be lobotomized?”
Tash considers what I’ve said, like it’s a serious question, instead of the weirdest segue in the history of ever. Just like that, we’re back to square one, back to pretending everything is normal. Like nothing disastrous almost happened.
“Like, as an attitude adjustment? No, but I’m sure my mom has wished for it a time or two, on my behalf. I’m sure I’d be easier to live with if I just sat in a corner and drooled all the time.”
Again, I’m not all that experienced in this area, but I’m pretty sure it’s not a good sign when you break off an almost sex moment and then your girlfriend starts talking about drool. 
Even if I wasn’t mortally skeeved out by strangers’ bodily fluids, most people would probably agree that drool is the opposite of sexy.
She sighs. “So, what now? We could go back to my house, order pizza, just hang out for a while?”
Delivery pizza. That’s one of the bad foods—the foods I can’t eat. It doesn’t come in a package, and there’s no way of knowing where it’s been between the restaurant and your front door. Plus, have you ever seen a pizza delivery guy? Nine times out of ten, they look like they haven’t showered in months. As a result, I’m like a poster child for DiGiorno. 
But I don’t really feel like explaining to Tash that in order to have pizza with her, I’d have to go to the store and buy a frozen pizza, make sure it has an unbroken seal, then clean her entire kitchen top to bottom with gloves on before we can stick it in the oven. I glance at the dashboard clock. It’s already ten-thirty. That process would take at least two hours, maybe three. Unless she’s using pizza as a euphemism, in which case I’ll spend the next two hours before my curfew flirting with disaster and trying not to have a full blown panic attack.
“I’m not really that hungry,” I tell her.
“Oh,” her smile wilts. “Okay, well do you want to go bowling or something?”
She’s so patient with me. So forgiving. I don’t deserve her.
But bowling? Oh, man. Don’t even get me started on bowling. I can already feel the anxiety-induced sweat starting to form on my lower back. Back sweat: the official perspiration of OCD sufferers.
If I could just disconnect my brain, that would be a start. I could forget about the imaginary consequences of every little thing, and just live. But the only way I know of to shut off the frenzy that goes on in my head, when I even start to think of losing control, is to take the yellow pills that my dad says are only for emergencies. For when I’m in the middle of a really bad attack. If I took one now, my brain would shut down. But so would the rest of my body. I’d be pretty much catatonic for the next twelve hours. I consider asking Tash how she’d feel about taking advantage of me while I was unconscious, just to see how things go. But then I realize that could be taken as a really insensitive and inappropriate joke, and I kick myself for even thinking it.
“Uh, I have to get up really early tomorrow.” I hate myself for saying it, because I know she knows it’s a blatant lie. “Can I call you after I take care of a couple of things?”
“Sure.” Her voice is tight, like she’s barely holding back from giving me the verbal ass-kicking I completely deserve. “Whatever.”
I pretend not to notice her frustration. When I’m not on the verge of a total psychotic meltdown, I’m great at pretending. A few minutes later, I drive Tash home in awkward silence.
She doesn’t kiss me goodnight.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
The next morning, I lose control over a bowl of peach flavored oatmeal.
“I don’t want to go.”
My dad looks up from his iPad. “What’s that, son?”
“The anatomy course at Duke,” I say, feeling like my head is about to explode. “I don’t think I can do it.”
Gen stops pushing her scrambled eggs around on her plate, just long enough to shoot me a look that says, very clearly, ‘you are going to get in so much trouble.’
Dad’s eyebrows mash together in concern, and I can see the beginnings of disapproval in his eyes. When he speaks, his voice is calm and even, like he’s speaking to one of his psych patients in the ER.
“What do you mean, when you say you ‘don’t think you can do it’?”
I mean that I can’t be trusted to fly halfway across the US, or to act professionally in front of a bunch of strangers and esteemed medical school professors, let alone stand inches away from a corpse without having a full blown panic attack. I mean that I have no desire whatsoever to work in healthcare, adjacent to sick people, not in any capacity. I mean that after last night, I’m not even sure if I’ll even be able to live away from home, or go to school, or hold down a job, or get married. Or anything normal people are supposed to grow up and do. Because I’m never going to be able to stop thinking about all the bad things that might happen if I try.
Of course, I don’t say any of that out loud.
“It’s just…I feel like the therapy is really helping,” I lie. “And after this fall, who knows how much time I’ll be able to spend at home, even if I can come back for the holidays. I’ll be really focused on my grades and everything…and I’d kind of like to take this summer to get ready…for everything.”
I can already see him forming a counter-argument, so I press on, before he can stop me. “Plus, there’s that internship at the mayor’s office. I could do that, instead. It’ll give me some really good networking skills. Maybe help me get a foot in the door for student government in undergrad—I’ve heard that’s really competitive. But extracurricular activities really matter for med school applications.” I take a deep breath, and use one of Jeanne’s favorite psychology platitudes on him. “I just want to make sure I’m not running before I can walk, you know?”
“Grant,” my dad sighs. “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. I’ve seen your biology grades, and your physics grades. Anatomy is just that, a big biological math problem. Everything is connected. I think when you start to see that, you’ll take to medicine like a fish to water.”
Medicine…fish…cold, dead bodies. Flesh. Tugging skin. The images flit behind my eyes like flashcards. More pictures to add to my diary of intrusive thoughts.
“I believe you, Dad,” I can’t stand the concern in his face, so I look down at my oatmeal in its sad little disposable plastic bowl. I start stirring it with my plastic spoon, clockwise, in concentric circles. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. “I just feel bad letting you pay so much for this summer course when I’m not…” Worthy. Ready. Mentally stable. “…There yet. I can’t really focus on my medical career until I get some of my prerequisites out of the way.”
For a few long seconds, there’s this stifling, uncomfortable silence, broken only by the wet sound of my oatmeal being stirred. I have to stop after the next multiple of seven, though, because it’s grossing me out. Finally, I muster up the courage to look him in the eye.
He’s definitely disappointed. Maybe even more than that. Upset. Betrayed. Ashamed.
“Are you sure this sudden attitude change doesn’t have anything to do with that girl?”
I blink, several times. Like that will protect me. “Tash? No, this doesn’t have—”
“Because it’s normal to feel like your first…relationship is the most important thing that’s ever happened to you. But it’s not forever, son, and it’s not worth giving up such a great opportunity for.”
Some small part of me rebels, but I’m not sure how to put words to why it bothers me so much.
“I know that, Dad, and I promise it’s not because of her.”
Gen chooses that moment to scrape her fork loudly against her plate. My dad gives her The Look, and she rolls her eyes. “Sorry, I’ll go watch some cartoons or something.”
After she’s gone, my dad turns back to me, folding his hands together on top of the table. Uh oh. He’s assumed lecture position.
“I hope you feel like you can tell me anything,” he says. “Because I don’t want you to feel like you’re going to disappoint me, by telling me the real reason you don’t want to go. I can’t promise that I’ll agree with it, but I’ll do my best to understand.”
“I don’t want you to feel disappointed in me, either.” And I don’t have to keep my bedroom door locked every night, to keep me from sleepwalking and pushing my mom down the stairs. But I lock it anyway, just in case. Because that’s how my messed up brain works. “But I’m telling the truth. I just want to prepare for school, and med school, in my own way. It’s not that I’m not grateful for everything you planned out, I just….”
“You want to succeed on your own merits.” He nods, and the tightness in my chest, the fear of rejection, loosens its hold. “Well, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t know how you feel. I know I went to school with a lot of kids whose parents paved the way for them, and it didn’t necessarily help them in the long run. So if that’s really why you’re doing this, because you want to be able to work for it on your own, I can admire that.”
“Really?” I feel like I just stepped backwards into the world’s greatest excuse. “I mean, I’m glad you feel that way.”
“Sure,” he nods, then stands up to take his breakfast dishes to the sink. “In fact, why don’t we let you start from scratch? I’ll cancel the check for your fall tuition, and you can get a summer job at Burger King and start saving up for Stanford. It should only take you a year or two to scrape enough cash together for a semester of tuition. As long as you budget.”
My blood turns to ice. All my life, I’ve been afraid of something like this, that I’d push my family into giving up on me. I started having nightmares of being kicked out to live on the street when I was five. Not because of anything my parents said or did, but because deep down, I knew I’d eventually do something to deserve it. If I didn’t clean up my toys, they wouldn’t love me anymore. If I didn’t do my homework, they wouldn’t let me live with them. And if I ever told them exactly what was going on in my head, they’d hate me.
I’m still staring at the middle of the dining room table, not breathing, when my dad comes over and slaps me on the back.
“Calm down, bud. I’m just joking with you. I’ll call Duke on Monday morning and cancel your enrollment.” He squeezes my shoulder. “But I want you to make good on your promise to stay productive this summer. Go look into that internship at the mayor’s office, and see if you can get into the volunteer program in the ER. That’ll give you some good patient contact experience.”
With that, he heads off to work. But I’m still frozen in place, because on some level it feels like I’ve literally dodged a bullet. Even though most people would say that was a great response, it still felt way too close for comfort. It still felt like walking a tightrope over a shark tank. Not something I’d want to do again.
When I can finally move through the crushing guilt of knowing that I’m risking my entire future—and lying about it, to boot—I change into my workout clothes and head into our home gym to run on the treadmill for a few hours. The rhythmic thudding of my feet, coupled with the continuous motion, drowns out most of my thoughts.
Like the rain.
My steps stutter and I almost go down, just thinking of last night. But I recover, and run even faster. I can’t let myself dwell on the failures of my past. Not when I’ve got so much to do.
I’ve decided that this will be the summer of self-discovery. Of testing my limits. I was lying about the therapy helping, in fact I’m pretty sure it’s making things worse. But one thing has never failed to teach me about myself, and that’s experience. No matter how painful, it pushes me. Like soccer practice, or studying for a test, or anything that requires discipline, I can cross boundaries if I train for them first.
Today, I’ll start with endurance.
After I finish my seven kilometer sprint, I head for the shower. As usual, I turn the water as hot as it will go, then dial it back until it’s just bearable. I step under the spray, letting the scalding heat pound away at the sweat and dirt that coats my skin. Then I go after the bacteria, filling my hands with antibacterial soap. After I’ve washed myself from head to toe, I start over with shampoo. Then antibacterial, moisturizing soap. Then deodorizing soap. I don’t step out from under the water until my skin is bright pink and going on raw.
Mom always keeps a stack of clean white towels on hand, because I usually go through at least two of them when I’m drying off. When I’m as dry as I can get, I step over to the sink and wash my hands and face with another kind of soap. Then I shave. Then, I put sunscreen on, because I don’t want to get skin cancer. Then I floss and brush my teeth, twice. Then I wash my hands again.
After all that, it’s time to take my morning meds. I reach into the medicine cabinet for my blue plastic pill organizer, the one with three different compartments for each day of the week. I open the one marked ‘SAT,’ and drop the little cluster of pills into my perfectly clean, perfectly dry hand. Zoloft for anxiety, the little blue oblong pill, 100 mg per day. Lexapro, the little round white one, 20 mg per day. Xanax, the white one that looks like a Tetris piece, for bedtime, to keep the racing thoughts at bay. Finally, Klonopin, which looks like a cross between a Smartie and a street drug, and is only for ‘emergencies.’ Like when I’m doubled over on the floor in a corner of my bedroom, because I’m 90% sure that there’s a murderer in my house who’s going to kill my entire family with a box cutter while they sleep, and that murderer is me.
Unbidden, intrusive thoughts that sneak in when I’m tired or stressed, then grab hold of my brain until they become my new reality. Thoughts of violence, things I’m secretly terrified I want to do, even though I’ve never so much as raised a hand to anyone I love. Those are the kind of ‘emergencies’ I have.
I put the pill container back and close the medicine cabinet, then stare down my reflection in the mirror for so long, I don’t even recognize myself anymore.
Then I tilt my hand sideways, watching as the pills slide into the sink and circle the drain, before finally disappearing.
 



 
PART III: MOST LIKELY TO…
 
Once, when I was about 12, my dad walked in on me masturbating.
To my absolute horror, he came back in about twenty minutes later, sat down on the edge of my bed and said, “Don’t worry, son, you’re not in trouble. Self-stimulation is a natural part of your maturation process. It’s normal for a boy your age to start figuring out how his body works.”
Then, as I sat there, trying to figure out what to say—or if there was even anything in the world to say to that—he stood up and headed for the door. But right before he left the room (and closed the door behind him) he stopped. Smiled, awkwardly.
“Just don’t do it too much, or you might go blind. Okay, kiddo?”
Looking back, I honestly don’t think my dad meant to terrify me into never touching myself in that way again, but it worked, nonetheless.
Even later, after I’d sat through that incredibly awkward 1960’s film in health class—‘Billy Becomes a Man,’ or whatever it’s called—even after I realized that there was no actual, scientific connection between frequency of ejaculation and loss of eyesight, even though deep down I knew my dad’s comment was a joke…the fear remained. I added it to my ever-growing list of bad actions that would cause catastrophic results, and that false belief became a part of my life.
There’s this saying, about how your worst battle is between what you know, and what you feel.
That’s what it feels like, being me. No matter what I can prove, my instincts always prefer to latch onto the option that causes the most pain, and provides the most fear. It’s worse than self-destructive. It’s self-flagellation, only preemptive. You’re spending every waking moment, punishing yourself in advance for something you might never even do.
So you keep not doing anything new, because you’re too afraid to test your own theories, to prove yourself right.





CHAPTER FIVE
 
On Monday morning, I get up at 8:00 AM—two hours later than usual.
I shower, shave, brush my teeth—the usual routine, except I skip taking my morning meds again—then I dress in a crisp white shirt, gray slacks and a red and blue striped tie.
My dad has already left for the ER, so I don’t have to worry about running into him and hearing about how the call with Duke went. I’d rather not know. Ignorance is bliss, or so they tell me.
I drive to City Hall, cranking The Raconteurs as loud as my stereo will go. The beats give me strength, and the ironically angry lyrics make me feel like I’m doing something dangerous. Even though, in reality, what I’m about to do is only scary if you happen to care about things like status, and prestige. And legitimacy. Which I do, unfortunately.
I park in front of the mayor’s office, and lock the car three times. Inside, there’s a receptionist sitting behind a desk. I search my memory for her name…Barb.
“Hi, Barb.” I give her my best Former Student Body Vice President smile. “How are you doing today?”
She doesn’t smile back. “What can I do for you?”
“I was wondering if Mayor Golden was around? I was supposed to be doing a summer internship here, with him....” I trail off, before mentioning the part where I gave up the internship back in April, when I agreed to go to Duke for the anatomy course instead. It’s not really lying, I tell myself, just omitting a part of the truth.
If I ever write my autobiography, that will be the title: Lies of Omission by Grant Blue.
Barb—which I can only assume is short for Barbara, which has seven letters in it, so this approach has to work—stares at me like she’s waiting for the punch line. I slide my hands into my pockets and stare back, smiling expectantly, like I already told it. I’m just waiting for her to laugh. I learned that a long time ago, that if you stay quiet long enough, it makes people uncomfortable. Even if the conversation ball is in your court, they’ll forget because the urge to keep playing is stronger. 
That’s how I usually end up winning arguments with Tash, because she gets irritated and talks herself out of things, while waiting for me to respond.
I’m hoping that will be the case with last night’s non-argument, but I’m not really sure. It’s the first time she hasn’t just broken down and yelled at me about what’s bothering her. Almost eleven hours have passed, and still no yelling. No angry voice mails, no text message apologies. No confessions. Just silence. The discomfort I’m feeling after not hearing from Tash for 635 minutes in a row is probably similar to what Barb is feeling now.
Finally, she breaks. “The office is on the fourth floor, kid. What are you waiting for?”
“Oh.” I look behind me, toward the elevator. But then I look back, dismayed. “Don’t I need an ID card or something?”
“No, you don’t get a badge,” she says, kind of bitterly. “Those are only for actual employees, not interns. You guys just pretty much come and go freely, as far as I can tell.”
I smile, already backing away. “Thanks, Barb. That’s all I needed to know.”
As I head for the elevator, I feel kind of victorious, like I’ve wrestled a dragon or something. Being the son of a doctor has taught me a lot about things I never wanted to know, but it’s also taught me that getting people to respect you is 90% about acting like you know what you’re doing. Which is why my plan for getting into the mayor’s office is simple: I’m just going to walk in there and pretend like I belong there. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them I’m an intern. If they ask me about missing the deadline to accept, I’ll just act like I don’t know what they’re talking about. Like it was a clerical error on someone’s part, and I’ve been planning on interning this whole time, but no one ever called me to tell me when to start work. Again, not lying. Not dishonest. Just using the convoluted and notoriously disorganized bureaucracy of government to my advantage.
Nixon would be proud.
I hit a slight snag when I realize that the elevator is empty, and one is an odd number of course, so that’s not going to work. Luckily, I spy a stairwell at the end of the hallway. Even better, it’s got those bar handles on the doors, the ones you can open by leaning on them with your hip instead of touching them with your hands.
I’m going to fit right in here.
As I enthusiastically tackle all eight flights of stairs leading to the fourth floor, I have a brief moment of concern over the invincible euphoria I seem to be feeling, but then it passes. Confidence is a very important trait to have in politics, even if it comes from a place of uncertainty. The important thing, I tell myself, is to fake it until I make it.
Maybe if I tell myself I can do anything, I’ll start to believe it. Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong my whole life. Maybe my OCD is like a superpower, something I can use to my advantage. I can replace the bad thoughts with useful thoughts. Inconvenient rituals like counting and sanitizing can be replaced with organization and punctuality, charm, success. It’s not that far of a logical leap. Why not?
When I get to the mayor’s office, there’s another receptionist guarding the way. This one is much younger, around my age, with copper colored hair and a bright yellow sweater. And pearls. She kind of reminds me of the cute school counselor on Glee, but younger and probably less OCD.
“Hi…Can I help you?” 
I can definitely sense an ‘interested’ vibe coming from the buttoned-up redhead. Normally, I tend to ignore that kind of thing. But today, my instincts are heightened, hormones in high-gear—probably a side-effect from last night. But hey, if the mayor’s secretary thinks I’m hot, she’ll be more likely to help me. I’m on a roll now, in full Nixon mode, so I smile and reach out to shake her hand.
“Hi, I’m Grant Blue. I’m supposed to be starting an internship for Mayor Golden.”
“I’m Melody.” She holds onto my hand just a fraction of a second too long, smiling just a little too widely. Her teeth are perfectly straight, unbelievably white. I can smell her perfume, even from across the desk. It’s fruity and sweet, like punch. Biting her lip, she reaches her other hand toward a desk phone. “That’s funny, he didn’t say anything about a new intern.”
“Really?” I put on my best confused face. “That’s weird. I applied for the internship back in January, do you think maybe he forgot?”
I’m pretty sure I’m stretching the boundaries of omission now, but I can’t bring myself to care. It’s exhilarating, bending the rules. Striking out on my own, finally becoming my own man. Taking risks, just like a normal teenager should.
“I don’t know,” she says, with a voice like cotton candy. “Let’s ask him.”
But instead of picking up her desk phone, Melody stands up, straightens her polka-dot skirt, and walks around the desk toward me. 
“His office is this way.”
I follow her back, behind the desk, through a short hallway lined with dark wood and framed pictures of important people. I glance at them as I pass, recognizing some of the top lawmakers in the country. What if someday, that could be me? Instead of cutting people open, I could spend my career making laws, influencing change. Solving complex problems faced by society, instead of dealing in sickness and death. I’ve never really let myself want it before, thinking it was better to just stick to the plan my parents have laid out for me. But what if I could show them another option? What if I could prove to them that I’m better suited to this path?
In front of me, Melody swishes her hips with every step, heels thudding delicately against the carpeted floor. I try not to notice, but it’s like a switch has been flipped in my brain. I put my hands in my pockets and count our steps, to distract myself. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven…One, two, three, four, five, six, seven….
Three more steps and we’re at the end of the hall. I tap my left foot, four more times, to finish out the sequence. Twenty-one is a Fibonnaci number, a Harshad number, a Motzkin number, a triangular number and an octagonal number, as well as a composite number. It’s proper divisors are one, three and seven. It’s also the sum of the first six natural numbers, one through six. That makes it a triangular number. Twenty-one is a good number. That means I’ve done something right. 
This is going to work out, I know it.
Smiling up at me, Melody knocks on the heavy oak door, three times. Another good sign. I smile back at her, excited to see if my new hypothesis will be proven.
“Come in,” a man’s voice says, from behind the door.
Melody opens the door, and I follow her into the room. It looks like a normal office, with a big wooden desk and filing cabinets against the walls, but for some reason it just feels more impressive. Even if it is just the mayor’s office in a small town, it’s the first step to something greater. Behind the desk, a man sits with his shirt sleeves rolled up, just like mine. His tie is even blue and red striped, like mine. Another good omen. I smile.
“This is Grant Blue. He says he’s supposed to intern for you. I think he’s lying.”
My smile evaporates, along with my burst of false confidence. My eyes dart frantically toward Melody the backstabber, then to the mayor, who’s looking at me with eyebrows raised, then back at the redheaded betrayer again.
I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I can’t speak. My tongue feels like it’s made of lead.
The mayor stands up and circles his desk. “Don’t be ridiculous, Melody. Why would someone lie about interning? It’s hard enough to hire someone to fetch me coffee and run documents around, let alone getting a willing mark to do it for free. That’d be like sneaking into a work camp.”
He reaches out, and I shake his hand, without even thinking twice about it. “I’m glad you could make it, Grant. I understand you were class valedictorian at Guthrie.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What a coincidence. So was I. We beet diggers have to stick together, am I right?”
I nod. “Absolutely, sir.”
Clapping me on the shoulder, the mayor smiles. “Enough of this ‘sir’ business. You can call me Patrick.”
I blink in surprise. Mayor Golden’s first name is Patrick? As in, P-A-T-R-I-C-K, with seven letters?
That settles it. This man is officially my ticket to future glory and success. Today, mayoral intern. Tomorrow, President  of the United States. Why not?
With that, he turns back toward Melody. “Sorry about my daughter. She likes to give the new interns a hard time.”
Daughter? Uh-oh. 
Behind the mayor’s—aka her dad’s—back, Melody gives me a self-satisfied smile.
“That’s because most of the interns you hire are useless.”
Wow. Okay, so maybe she only looks like a nice girl.
I decide not to let her obvious dig get to me. The odds are in my favor. I just have to keep believing that I’m going to succeed, and I will.
“I really appreciate the opportunity, sir—I mean, Patrick.” I purposefully ignore Melody’s gaze. “What would you like me to do first?”
“Actually,” the mayor looks at his watch. “I’ve got a lunch with the district governor at the country club in fifteen minutes. You know what? Why don’t you come along? We can get to know each other a little better, and you can keep me from being too bored with all the talk about budgetary concerns. Melody will get a time card set up for you, and you can officially start working in the office tomorrow morning. Sound like a plan?”
“Uh, sure,” I say. “That sounds great.”
Best. Internship. Ever.
As I wait for the mayor—who is quickly becoming my personal hero—to grab his coat, Melody leads me back into the front office and hands me a sticky note.
“Write down your phone number and social security number please, so I can put you in the system.”
“Okay.” I pull a pen out of my pocket—because I don’t like to use other peoples’—and write down the information. Everything seems to be happening so fast, it feels so surreal. But maybe this is what life is like when you stop overanalyzing everything. Things just work out on their own, like magic.
When I hand the note back to Melody, her fingers brush mine. I make a mental note to excuse myself to wash my hands the second we get to the country club, so I don’t smell like fruity perfume for the rest of the day. Then I kick myself, because my OCD is making me paranoid again.
“See you tomorrow,” she says, smiling.
I smile back, even though I know I should be careful not to let her get the wrong impression. Plus, if Tash finds out I’m working with a cute redhead who happens to be my new mentor’s daughter, she could get upset. I know I should be cautious, and make sure not to cross any lines.
But on the other hand, I’m freaking sick of playing it safe all the time.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
As I leave the country club, I decide that today can’t possibly get any better.
But the New Grant, confident and optimistic as he is, wants to see if he can keep the good luck train rolling. So instead of driving home, I drive to Tash’s to tell her the good news: that I’m staying for the summer.
By the time I pull into the driveway next to her trailer, I’ve got it all figured out. The perfect spin for what happened last night. I freaked out because I didn’t want to get serious and then leave her a few days later. Just like last time, the day before prom. Except now, I won’t have to leave. She’ll forgive me when I tell her that I gave up the summer course at Duke. She has to.
Unless she doesn’t.
I shake my head to clear the clouds. Things are looking up. I feel more alive than I’ve felt in forever. I’m young, healthy—at least physically—and I’ve got the rest of my life ahead of me. I deserve to live it.
Don’t I?
After locking the door three times, I climb the rickety steel stairs to the green-plastic carpeted porch. Why anyone would want their front porch to look like it has plastic grass growing on it is beyond me, but everyone else’s looks the same, so maybe it’s a trailer park thing. The blinds are drawn on the living room windows, but Tash’s car is parked on the street. I knock on the screen door, four times.
No answer.
Using my foot, I pull open the screen door and knock again, louder.
One, two, three, four. Then, I count to three and do it again. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.
The door wobbles open.
I step back, expecting to see Tash or her mom standing there. But there’s no one. I realize it was me, knocking hard enough that the door opened on its own. It must not have been latched properly.
Feeling like an intruder, I shoulder it open a few more inches, until I can see most of the living room and part of the kitchen. Everything is draped in shadow, like the inside of a crypt. I consider turning around and leaving. Maybe Tash’s car is having trouble starting again. Maybe she caught a ride to work with Ramona, or her mom. But I could’ve sworn she said she was off today.
“Hello? Mrs. Bohner? Tash? Is anyone home?”
If Tash was here, this is where she’d jump out and try to scare me. Or maybe she’d make a joke about how I sound like a character in a teen slasher flick who’s about to die. Maybe both.
But nothing happens, and after a few seconds I decide I’ve missed her. I reach for the doorknob, because there’s no way I’m going to be able to shut the door with my foot and make sure it latches properly—luckily, I’ve got a three month supply of hand sanitizer in my car, so no worries—and that’s when I hear a crash from the back of Tash’s trailer.
My stomach clenches. Suddenly, an image of Trent Gibson’s face flashes across my mind. Glaring in hatred, with his fat fingers wrapped around Tash’s neck. Ripping her dress with his other hand. Hurting her. Then I’m standing above him. Hitting him. Kicking him. Punching him over and over, until his ugly face was a bloody mess. Until he stopped moving. 
I’d never even hit anyone before that day. My intrusive thoughts used to be about accidentally harming people. Loved ones, strangers. Damaging property. Hitting a pedestrian in my car. That kind of thing. But after prom night, the thoughts turned more and more violent. It started with Trent, for obvious reasons, but eventually my OCD turned on me, like it always does. It started supplying me with images of torture and cruelty, designed to horrify me in the most personal ways. Tash, my mom, my dad, Gen, even people I barely knew, like Margot. I’ve seen myself become every type of monster.
But none of those things have ever really happened. None of the images are real. At least, not yet.
Standing in Tash’s doorway, it’s hard to breathe. But somehow, I find the will to move. Before I even realize what I’m doing, I’m barreling down the hall, toward Tash’s bedroom. If Trent is here, hurting Tash, I don’t know what I’m going to do…but it will be something bad.
There’s a thin L of yellow light shining around her door. I push toward it, hoping with everything I have that I’m not too late. That I can save her.
I shove the door open. “Tash!”
Her scream is earsplitting. Her eyes are wide with fear. So are mine.
I’m so hopped up on adrenaline, I automatically swerve sideways to avoid the stuffed alligator that comes whizzing toward my face. Though, maybe it was a stuffed crocodile—hard to say which, at the speed it was going.
Tash stands in the middle of the room, totally naked, clutching a towel to her chest. “Grant! What the fuck? You scared me to death!”
“I’m sorry.” I’m also staring, and I can’t seem to stop. I close my eyes and bring my hand up in front of my face, but it’s too late. The image is now burned onto the back of my eyelids, in a good way. “I thought….” But I can’t say what I thought, at least not out loud. Partly because it seems like the wrong moment, in light of the fact that I just saw my girlfriend naked for the first time, and also because she made me promise not to bring it up again. Not after what happened in May.
Instead, I say the first thing that pops into my head. Correction—the first words. “So…you’re naked.”
Tash scoffs loudly. “No shit, Sherlock! So turn around, why don’t you?”
“Oh, right.” I can feel my face turning red, and now my blood is pumping for a whole new reason. I do a one-eighty, but I don’t leave the room. It’s a bold move for me, considering Tash has a lot of stuffed animals to throw. “Sorry,” I say again. But if I’m being honest, I’m really not.
Tash makes a sound that’s half-growl, half-laugh. “Are you, though?”
I smile, because I know she can’t see my face.
“Don’t turn around,” she warns, then she starts muttering to herself. “Fuck, where is my motherfucking robe?” Then, “You’d better not be peeking!”
I can hear her tearing the room to shreds behind me, and I smile even harder, because her robe is hanging on the back of her bedroom door, right in front of me. 
“Scout’s honor.” And okay, maybe she wasn’t completely naked, because now I think I can remember seeing a flash of something small and lacy before she picked up the towel. Purple, maybe. Or dark blue. And I officially need to start thinking about something else.
“Why didn’t you say something?”
Tash scoffs. “Like what? ‘Hey home intruder, there’s a gator coming your way, so you should probably duck?’ In this neighborhood, you’re lucky it wasn’t a baseball bat. Or a bullet.”
I turn my head, slightly. Out of the corner of my left eye, I see a flurry of blonde hair and black fabric. She’s almost dressed, but I don’t want to seem like a pervert, so I keep my back turned. I want to kiss her so bad. My fingers are itching to touch her. Or maybe I just want to wash my hands. At this point, all of my urges are getting so strong, it’s hard to tell the difference.
“No…I mean, when I called your name. Why didn’t you say anything? I wouldn’t have just…barged in if I wasn’t worried that something was…. What were you doing?”
“Uh, let’s see. First I was sleeping, and then I was showering, and then I came back into my room and blow-dried my hair, and then I figured, what the hell? My mom’s out of the house, and I haven’t gotten a whole lot of action lately, so I might as well rub one out.”
What?  I almost choke on my next breath. “You were…were you really just…?” I can’t say it, though.
“No! Jesus, Grant!”
I flinch as another unidentified plush flying object hits my back.
“I didn’t hear you, because you probably didn’t yell loud enough.”
“Oh.” I finally turn around. “Sorry, again. It’s just…the front door was open.”
“So?” 
Tash stares me down, hands on hips. She’s wearing a black tank top and yoga pants, and her hair is still slightly damp. She’s so gorgeous, it’s killing me. I’ll bet she tastes like toothpaste and smells like soap. I really, really want to find out if I’m right.
“Why are you here, Grant?”
My heartbeat sounds like thunder in my ears. “I wanted to see you.”
One corner of her mouth twitches, but she crosses her arms, forcing a frown. 
“Well, I’d say mission achieved. You definitely saw me. Or are you going to pretend like that didn’t happen, too?”
Too? I’m confused. Then, I remember. She’s talking about what happened on our date. Or, more accurately, what didn’t happen.
I clear my throat. “I wanted to talk to you, too. You deserve an explanation.”
The problem is, I’m not sure I can give her one. At least, not one she’ll understand. It’s so easy for her, talking about this stuff, even joking about it. I try to imagine telling her, seeing the look on her face, and I just…I can’t.
“Fine,” she says. I wait for her to sit down on her bed, or tell me where to sit, but instead she marches past me into the living room. I have no choice but to follow her. She plops herself down on one corner of the shabby, brown floral couch, pulling her knees to her chest. “Okay, so explain.”
I sit down next to her, but on the other end of the couch so she doesn’t feel like I’m crowding her.
“The morning after we went to the park, I told my dad I didn’t want to go to Duke anymore.”
Tash hugs her knees a little tighter, but her chin is set, like she’s waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“Why?”
I open my mouth to tell her the story I came up with, about wanting to give us a chance. But sitting there with no makeup on, curled up into a little ball on the couch, she looks so trusting. So fragile. Not the tough, rowdy Tash the rest of the world sees. I can’t lie to her.
“I don’t want to be a doctor.” I shrug. “At the moment, I don’t really know what I want to be. Maybe a lawyer or a senator, someday. I’m hoping…if I stay, I’ll have more time to figure things out. Before I start school, in the fall.”
“Okay…but what does that have to do with the other night?”
“Honestly?” I shake my head, then lean forward, elbows on my knees. “Nothing. That was something else.”
“But you’re not going to tell me what…right?”
I can’t look at her, because I’m afraid she’ll see the truth. So I look toward the front door, still open a crack since I forgot to close it. I can’t believe I forgot something like that. I usually close everything behind me, and lock it, repeatedly. It reminds me of how this all started.
“Why was the door open?”
“What?” Tash looks irritated, probably because I’m changing the subject, again.
“When I got here, the door wasn’t just unlocked, it was open.” I don’t know why, but I’m suddenly feeling angry. Wait, no, yes I do. It’s because of Trent Gibson, and what happened this spring.
“After everything…why would you leave the door unlocked?”
Tash unfolds her legs, glaring at me. “I didn’t! My mom left for work like an hour ago! How the hell am I supposed to know she left the door open?”
“Seriously?” I look at the door, then back at her, like this one thing is the only thing standing between us and being okay. Even though it isn’t. Not by a long shot. “How could she be that careless, after…after what almost happened to you here?” I can’t take it anymore. I stand up and push the door shut with my foot. “He knows where you live, Tash! Doesn’t your mom realize that?”
Tash doesn’t answer. I turn around again, just in time to see her turn away. It’s not like her. She never runs from a fight. That’s when I realize.
“She doesn’t know, does she?”
She stands up and starts walking toward the kitchen, keeping her back to me. But I grab her by the arm. She tries to jerk away, but for once I am truly not in control of my temper, or my actions.
I pull her toward me, spinning her around until she has to look me in the face. “Tash, how could she not know about the attacks? She’s your mom. Why wouldn’t you tell her?”
Tash shakes her head, looking at the floor. “It’s not your problem, Grant. Just let it go.”
“Let it go?” Now I’m the one shaking my head. “You know, you keep saying that. But I don’t think I can ever stop thinking about that night. About how scared you looked. No matter how tough you act, he was bigger than you, and stronger than you. There wouldn’t have been anything stopping him…I have nightmares about it, Tash. All the time. Tell me how to get over that. ”
“God, would you just fucking stop!” 
She pushes against my chest, hard. I take a step back.
“What part of ‘it’s over’ don’t you understand? Yes, it happened. It sucked. There’s nothing either of us can do about it. It’s not like it’s the first time I had to—” Her voice cracks. She stares at the ceiling, then closes her eyes. Takes a deep breath. “Forget it. Just, fucking forget it. I don’t know why I thought I could just be with you, like a normal girl, without this bullshit getting in the way…but of course it does. It always will. Story of my fucking life.”
Tash turns to go back down the hall, and I follow her. She stops, just long enough to say, “Message received, Grant. I get it now. You don’t have to spend an hour, awkwardly struggling to explain it. Please lock the door on your way out.”
She’s halfway down the hall when I finally blurt it out.
“Tash, I’m a virgin.”
She stops, but doesn’t turn. I realize she’s probably too mad to have heard me clearly. So I clarify.
“I know it’s probably not all that surprising, knowing what you know about my…issues. But I didn’t know if you’d figured it out already or not, because these days, most people just assume. Like the guys on my soccer team, they just acted like I was like them. So I did, too. I never lied, I just kind of…let people think that I was dating. I mean, I’m straight. I like girls. Why wouldn’t I be trying to get together with them?” I’m probably going too far with this whole honesty thing, but I feel like I owe it to her, after everything. “In middle school, I even had a fake girlfriend from summer camp. I’d tell my friends about her, her name was Julie. We dated for like, a year. I’ve never even been to summer camp. I just didn’t want people to start asking questions. But the truth was, I never even tried. I just kind of…shut that part of myself off. …Until now.”
Slowly, Tash turns around to face me, arms folded. Posture defensive. Expression guarded.
There she is, the fighter. The girl who tells it like it is, no matter what other people might think. The girl I started falling for, all those years ago, in Mrs. Patterson’s sophomore American History class. It just took me almost three years to realize it. Thirty-four months, approximately a thousand days. Twenty-five thousand hours. Countless minutes. Just because I’m smart enough to do the math, it doesn’t make me any less of an idiot.
“Are you sure you aren’t, like, saving yourself for marriage or something?”
I shake my head. Not that the excuse hasn’t occurred to me before, but my family really isn’t all that religious. And the thought of marrying someone and chaining them to me forever without finding out if that side of things could work, well, it always seemed like that would be really unfair. To them.
“So…what are you saying?”
What am I saying? I’m at a loss. Or maybe that’s because I feel like I already said it.
“I don’t know.”
She takes a step toward me, a small one.
“Why are you wearing a tie?”
I exhale. Finally, a question I can answer. “It’s for my new internship. At the mayor’s office.”
Her face is still mostly in the shade, but I can see a smile forming. “You look very official.”
I don’t really know what to say to that. My hands find a home in my pockets. “Thanks.”
Another step. “Have I ever told you that I have a thing for ties?”
“No.” Gulp.
Apparently, admitting that I have no idea what I’m doing has had the opposite effect on Tash. Instead of backing off, it’s made her more confident. She moves toward me like a predator closes in on its next meal. But before I can get really nervous, she stops, just in front of me.
“I’m sorry I yelled. And swore at you.”
My throat is dry. My mouth is dry. There’s a pounding in my ears. “That’s okay.” I swallow again. “I deserved it.”
“No, you didn’t.” She shakes her head, touching my chest with her fingertips. Through the thin material of my dress shirt, I can just feel pinpricks of heat. I count them. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.
“Grant, can I kiss you?”
I nod, and she does. I was right—today, she tastes like toothpaste. Her skin smells like something clean and sweet, like oatmeal. Or maybe cocoa butter. It makes me hungry, but not for food.
Ten is a natural, even number. It’s the base of the decimal numeral system, by far the most common system of denoting numbers in both spoken and written language.
“Can I take off your tie?”
Ten is a composite number. Its proper divisors are one, two and five. Ten is the smallest noncototient. 
Tash pulls my tie off, sliding it out from underneath my collar. Then, she goes back to kissing me, pushing me gently back toward the couch. Unlike before, there’s no mute button, no thundering rain to drown out the thoughts. But I don’t need them, because the feelings are louder. The sensations, the emotions, everything. Instead of a slow burn, it’s like every nerve in my body is a lit fuse.
“Can I take off your shirt?”
Again, the answer is yes. I count each button as it disengages. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. I take that as a sign that it’s okay to keep going.
When my shirt is gone, I find I have no problem letting her push me gently down onto the couch. Like before, she climbs into my lap, but this time there’s no steering wheel or stick shift to get in the way.
After a few more minutes, we take another break from kissing, long enough for her to whisper in my ear.
“Can I take off my shirt?”
Holy shit. Keep it together, Grant. I now know what it feels like to be a keg of gunpowder. Sitting under a candle with an open flame. 
“Yes,” I tell her, and my voice comes out sounding a little bit strangled.
Where was I? Ten? Ten is the second discrete semi-prime of…I can’t remember anymore. And also, I don’t care.
“You can touch me, if you want to,” she says.
I want to.
A few minutes later, she asks if she can touch me, too.
I say yes. And I keep saying yes, until slowly, I discover what I’ve been missing.
We don’t go all the way, but we come pretty close. Tash keeps asking though, because she’s learning how to handle me. She knows I need to keep my focus on what I want, instead of what I don’t want, what I’m afraid of, what I’m still not sure if I’m ready to try.
All this time, I’ve been avoiding crossing that line and losing control, exposing myself completely, which is the one rule I swore I’d never break. But as usual, Tash is teaching me how to bend the rules. As it turns out, it’s easy to surrender control, as long as you do it a little bit at a time.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
It’s my first official day at my new internship, and I am grinning like an idiot.
When I walk into the mayor’s office, Melody looks up from her computer. “Wow, someone’s excited to be here.”
I just shrug. “It’s a nice day.”
It’s not like I can tell her the truth, that I’m smiling because when I woke up this morning, I could’ve sworn I tasted cinnamon lip gloss on my tongue. Or the fact that just putting a tie on made me blush, because I was already thinking of letting Tash take it off after work. Not only would that be inappropriate of me, but it’s really none of her business.
“Is the mayor in his office?”
“My dad left at six-thirty this morning to play golf with the rotary chair. He won’t be in until later, which means I’m in charge of you.” Smiling pleasantly, Melody gestures to a chair right behind her. “Have a seat, intern.”
Her desk is horseshoe-shaped, like a waist-high cubicle made of stained oak. It’s clearly not a two-person work space. I raise my eyebrows.
“Going to be a tight fit.”
“I’m going to show you how to log into the system, and you need to be able to see what I’m doing,” she says, her face innocent. “Don’t worry, I’ll scoot over.”
With that, she scoots her rolling office chair exactly one inch to the left. I clench my teeth down to keep from saying something rude, or as Tash would say, ‘very un-Grant-like.’ There’s no reason I should already be feeling this irritated. It’s not like Melody has done anything to me…except be kind of condescending and mock me in front of her dad. I remind myself that I’m off my meds, which means I need to self-regulate. That’s the only way this is going to work. 
Mind over matter. I think, therefore I am. I have a disorder; the disorder does not have me. …And other such useless platitudes, by people who claim to know what they’re talking about.
Cautiously, I move into the cramped circle and slide into the empty chair. My knee bumps against Melody’s for a split second, and I immediately grab the edge of the desk and push myself back again.
“Sorry.”
She’s wearing pearls again today. I never really noticed or cared what kind of jewelry girls wore before now. But ever since Tash told me that story about her mom and Urban Dictionary, I’ve never been able to look at pearl necklaces the same way.
“That’s okay,” Melody says. Thankfully, she doesn’t make a big deal out of it. She just turns to her computer and walks me through the process of logging into the network. As she types and talks, I take notes on a pristine legal pad, using my own pen. Or, more accurately, pens—plural. Black for addresses, blue for logins, red for passwords. If she notices that I keep switching every few minutes, she doesn’t comment.
About an hour later, Mayor Patrick finally shows up. That’s what I’ve started calling him in my head, as kind of a compromise. Even though he’s been nothing but nice, I can’t really overhaul a lifetime of being trained by my dad to respect any and all authority types.
“Good morning, kids!” He smiles at us, and I fight the urge to stand up and salute him. “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”
“Oh definitely,” Melody says, before I can answer. “We deleted about a hundred different junk emails, and Grant made a rainbow.”
She points at my notes, and I feel my face start to heat up. I should have just done them in black, then taken the notes home with me and copied and color coded them later, like I used to do in school. It’s amazing how easy it is to forget that people are always watching, always judging.
I won’t make that mistake again, at least not around Melody. I smile and give a half-hearted laugh, like what she just said was some kind of inside joke, between the two of us. “She’s a great trainer.”
The mayor looks slightly confused, but he doesn’t pursue the subject. “Alright then, well why don’t you show him how to work the coffee machine next, Mel? I’m feeling a little beat up after Joe Baxter ran me ragged all over the green.”
“Sure thing, Daddy.”
The second Mayor Patrick disappears down the hallway, I stand up. “Do you mind if I use the restroom?”
“Sure, just don’t take too long. My dad gets pretty cranky when he doesn’t get his coffee.”
“Where is it?”
Melody gestures off in the direction of the mayor’s office. “You can use the private one if you want. It’s the last door on the left, right before my dad’s office.”
I thank her, even though it pains me, and make for sanctuary as fast as I can. When I’m finally by myself in the tiny, but thankfully clean bathroom, I rip off my tie. My face feels feverish, and my hands are shaking. It’s got to be withdrawal from the meds, because it can’t be over something as stupid as the mayor’s bratty daughter making fun of me in front of her dad for the second time in two days.
Suddenly, I’m overcome with sweat-related paranoia. I look in the mirror, raising my arms, expecting to see giant tacos of sweat starting to form. But there’s nothing there. Still, just in case, I strip off my shirt and hang it carefully across the back of the stall, then wash my hands and arms and splash cold water on my face. I know I’m ritualizing, that I’m freaking out, that I’m seconds away from going off the rails, but I can’t seem to stop washing. I have no idea how long I’ve been in the bathroom, but I know it’s too long to be normal. Someone is going to notice. If not Mayor Patrick, then definitely Melody. I was an idiot to think I could pretend. She’s been watching me like a hawk since I got here, just waiting for me to screw up. Hoping for me to screw up, more like it.
Get a grip, Grant. No one is out to get you. Nothing bad is going to happen. It’s all in your head. You’re stronger than this. You’re better than this. Or at least, you should be.
Somehow, I manage to pull myself together enough to dry off and put my shirt back on. I carefully tuck it in, making sure it looks exactly the way it did when I came in. I replace my tie the same way, but this time I can’t bring myself to get excited about the thought of taking it off.
The next six and a half hours seem to stretch in front of me like an endless desert. I don’t know how I’m going to survive, not with a red-headed vulture circling my every move. Maybe I can make myself throw up and pretend to have food poisoning. Then I can go home, take my meds, and start again fresh tomorrow.
Just thinking it makes me feel weak and pathetic. It makes me hate myself. Which makes me angry. Which somehow, ironically, makes me feel less afraid.
I muster up the courage to leave the bathroom and go back to the front office. Melody stares me down from her usual spot at the desk, arms crossed. “Took you long enough.”
“Sorry.” I search for a good excuse, but she doesn’t wait for one.
“Anyway, I went ahead and made coffee—by myself—so you’ll just have to figure out how to do it on your own tomorrow. Right now I need you to change the toner in the copy machine, and then you can start alphabetizing the archives. Do you think you can manage?”
You mean, can I handle working by myself, in the sweet bliss of silence, away from you?
I smile. “Absolutely.”
An hour later, Melody comes to find me in the archives. I’ve already gotten through three of the filing cabinets, and sustained only a couple of small paper cuts in the process. It burns like hell when I use the hand sanitizer, but I consider it a small price to pay for personal liberty.
“I’m taking my lunch hour now,” she says. “You can take yours after you bring the recycling bins down to the loading dock.”
“There’s a loading dock?”
“Uh huh,” she says, already turning to leave. “Just take the freight elevator and press ‘B’ for basement.”
Great, the freight elevator. Which leads to a dark, moldy basement. Full of trash.
But I’m hungry, and I’ve decided not to let Melody win, so I roll my sleeves up even further and prepare to go into battle. I psych myself out with stupid mantras for a few more seconds, then I trek into the front office.
But when I round the corner by Melody’s desk, I freeze in my tracks. What I’m seeing can’t be real. It has to be a mirage. Wishes don’t really come true, especially when you’re too stressed to make them.
I take another cautious step forward. “Tash?”
Looking totally out of place in her cutoff jean shorts and see-through t-shirt, the blonde goddess turns toward me. “Hey, there you are! I was worried I’d missed you.”
My eyes sweep the office, but Melody is nowhere in sight. It’s a miracle. My chest feels like a hot air balloon as I move toward my beautiful, amazing girlfriend, pulling her into my arms. Tash laughs, holding her arms out awkwardly at her sides, a milkshake in each hand.
“Rough day, huh?”
“No, it’s going great,” I lie. Then I kiss her. “I’m just really glad you’re here.”
I kiss her again. Everything is suddenly better.
“Listen,” she says, pulling away to look over her shoulder, even though no one else is in sight. “I don’t want to get you in trouble or anything, but I didn’t know if you were going to get a break ever, so I thought I’d bring you one of your disgusting PBJ smoothies and find out if you’re free after work.”
I’m distracted by the fact that I can see red strings around her neck, trailing down to dip into her low-cut shirt. It’s a swimsuit, I realize. I’ve never seen her in one before. It shouldn’t seem like such a big deal, after last night, but it does. I suddenly wish I wasn’t working, so I could take her to the lake.
“Did you go swimming?”
“What?” Tash looks down at herself, confused. “Oh. No, I was laying out on my roof this morning. Yo, eyes up here, Frodo. Did you even hear what I said?”
My senses are buzzing. I can’t wait to get her alone. “Yes, I did. And I do get a lunch break, but I have to take the recycling bins downstairs, first. Can you wait for me? It shouldn’t take more than ten minutes.”
“Recycling bins?” Tash’s forehead wrinkles in concern. “I thought you’d be doing more, like…I don’t know…interny stuff.”
I thought the same, but I don’t say it out loud. Instead, I smile, like it’s a big joke. Because it kind of is.
“As it turns out, the word ‘intern’ is pretty much code for ‘modern-day slave.’” I grab the handle of the recycling bin and tilt it onto its wheels. It’s heavier than it looks. I frown, realizing I’m going to have to make two trips. “But it’s all good.”
“Here,” Tash puts the cups down on Melody’s desk. “Let me help you. That way you don’t have to ride the elevator alone.”
I’m not sure if she knows that she just saved me from a trip to hell, but even if she doesn’t, I love her. That’s it. It’s settled. I freaking love this girl. There’s just no other word for it.
Together, we drag the giant rubber trash bins down the hall and into the world’s cleanest freight elevator, and as it turns out, it’s not so bad. I realize I could’ve survived it on my own, but having Tash there cracking jokes and stealing kisses just makes everything feel so much more…doable. And even when it’s not, she seems to understand. Like how she automatically reaches past me to push the elevator button, and sneaks a kiss at the same time. Or when we come back from the basement and she asks for some of my hand sanitizer, and then squeezes some into my hands, too, like it’s an afterthought.
I honestly don’t know how she does it, but she almost makes me feel…normal.
The question is, can I find a way to feel like this all the time, even when she’s not around? Or is Tash going to become my new obsession, something I can’t function without? It’s messed up, the way my OCD likes to take good things and twist them like that. But as we take our milkshakes and drive to the park, I can’t help thinking it.
If it seems too good to be true, it probably is. You can have too much of a good thing. All good things must come to an end. …And other such depressing platitudes, by people who think like me.
 
###
 
Somehow, with Tash’s encouragement, I manage to go back to city hall and make it through the rest of the day unscathed—except for a few more paper cuts.
After I go home and shower, I change and pick up Tash for dinner and a movie. We go to my favorite French restaurant—but really, it’s the only restaurant I can go to, because the owners are my neighbors and they know about my OCD. Tash doesn’t comment when the waiter brings my water in a disposable plastic cup with a lid on it, while everyone else gets a real glass.
At the movie theater, Tash and I hold hands the entire time, and it doesn’t bother me, because it’s her hand. The movie is something ridiculous about sharks and tornadoes, but Tash is so into it, I laugh along with her. When the movie is over, we wait a few minutes and then file out of the dark theater along with everyone else, going toward the light like a flock of very orderly mosquitos.
But just before we make it through the door, Tash stops walking so abruptly that I bump into her, and the lady walking behind me bumps into me.
“Sorry,” I say, to both of them. Even though it’s technically not my fault. I put my arm around Tash, thinking maybe she’s just having a clumsy moment or her foot slid out of her shoe or something. It happens. “Hey, what’s the hold up?”
She doesn’t budge. Her face tells me something is seriously wrong. I follow her gaze to the other side of the hallway, where another theater is spilling out its audience through another doorway.
“Tash, what’s going—” And that’s when I see Trent Gibson. Standing just a few feet away from us, with two of his friends. He’s laughing, loudly, and I know I’ll never forget the sound of that laugh. I can only imagine how Tash is feeling, knowing that he’s walking around and laughing still.
My hands clench into fists. I don’t even try to control the wave of hatred that crashes through me. Normally, I’d be the calm one. I’d pull Tash gently in the other direction, muttering something along the lines of, ‘He’s not worth it.’ And he isn’t. Deep down, I know that.
But tonight, my brain isn’t in a position to process such an unexpected meeting with the person I’ve imagined murdering, literally thousands of times.
So instead of walking away, I let go of Tash and move toward Trent, ignoring his friends—who are each at least as tall and strong as I am—and haul back, punching him as hard as I can. His friends watch in surprise as I head butt him in the face, then kick him in the gut. When he falls to his knees, I keep kicking him, ignoring his cries of pain. But even that isn’t enough. As a growing crowd watches, I pick up a trash can and start hitting him with it, over and over until his bones crack. Someone calls the police, because they show up, guns drawn. They yell at me to stop, but I don’t. I can’t. Tash tries to pull me away, but I’m so bent on killing Trent Gibson that I don’t let her. The police open fire. Tash and I both fall to the ground, dead.
Tonight, my brain is especially creative. Which is why I stand, frozen on the spot, every muscle in my body clenched, as I fight to keep the images in my mind from becoming reality.
Even though the scenario my OCD has invented is something that would only ever happen in a Tarantino movie, I can’t stop picturing it. Can’t stop believing that somehow, deep down, this is what I really want to happen. Otherwise, why would I let myself think it?
“Grant,” Tash’s voice is quiet, calm, unlike her. “Grant, it’s okay. Come on, let’s go.”
That’s when I realize that part of my sick vision was real. People really are looking at me like I’m deranged, even if I’m not currently pummeling Trent. My breath is coming in short, loud gasps. I’m having a panic attack in the middle of a crowded theater. Ironically, that’s also a nightmare I frequently have.
“I’m sorry.” I’m shaking my head, trying to clear it, failing. My eyes dart around, looking for Trent, but he’s gone. It’s not enough to calm my racing heart, but it’s enough to get me moving. I follow Tash out the side exit, across the parking lot, into the car.
By the time we get inside, the anxiety has melted away, leaving only shame.
“I’m so sorry,” I tell her, for probably the hundredth time. “I didn’t handle that very well.”
It’s the understatement of the century.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“So Grant, how have you been?”
The clock on Jeanne’s desk is turned around today, so I can’t see the time. But I can hear it ticking. I count the ticks, adding up the seconds until I get to the minute, and continuing the running tally in my head. Three minutes and 27 seconds, three minutes and 28 seconds…three-twenty-nine, three-thirty….
“Great.” It might be the biggest lie I’ve told all week.
“That’s good. So, on a scale from one to ten, where would you rate your anxiety today?”
My head is pounding, my nerves are raw, and I haven’t slept in two days. Last night, I spent hours going through my closet, looking for a homework assignment from my freshman English class, because I couldn’t remember what grade I’d gotten on my essay about Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Then, after I’d found it, I stayed up the rest of the night reorganizing my notebooks, just to make sure they were still in chronological order. God forbid the admissions department from Stanford should lose one of my transcripts, and I can’t find the paper that proves I got a 98% on my final essay for a class I took four years ago, or back that up with the notes I took leading up to the assignment.
“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe… a five?”
My hands are clammy, sweaty and itchy, all at the same time. How is that even possible?
“And how is the new dosage plan working out for you? Are you seeing any side-effects this time? Insomnia? Mood swings?”
“No.”
There has to be a way I can figure this out on my own, without having to tell my dad about the medication. He always grills me, every time my prescription gets changed. Then, he goes off on a research binge to make sure the studies support whatever I’m thinking and feeling. Never mind the fact that he doesn’t usually know what I’m thinking and feeling, because I can’t tell him. If I tell him, I stop being his son. I become his patient. I’ve made that mistake before, and it took me almost ten years to earn back his respect. He just now starting letting me make my own decisions again, like quitting the course at Duke. What would he say if he knew I’d stopped taking my meds, that I’d been lying to him about everything? He’d never trust me again.
“Didn’t you say something about mental exercises, or something?”
“Yes, I do remember mentioning that,” Jeanne says, after a moment. “The mind over matter approach. Are you saying you’d like to try something like that?”
I shrug, like it’s not important to me. “Sure, why not?”
All my life, I’ve hated my OCD. But I’ve also kind of secretly loved it. Like a complex equation I get to solve on a daily basis, all these rules I have to find my way around. Every situation is a new problem, and I’m the constant variable. Solve for Grant. Find a way to make it work.
But it never really works, because in the end I’m only functional under controlled circumstances. Not in the real world. Not in the world Tash lives in, or my dad, or future potential employers. I try to imagine living in a dorm room, having a roommate, getting married, having kids, but I can’t. Not the way things are now.
“What do I need to do?”
 “Well, it’s not really something you do, per se.” Jeanne seems uncomfortable, but maybe that’s because this is the most proactive I’ve ever been about my treatment plan. Usually I just shrug and go with it, or at least I pretend to. “It’s more about changing the way you think. Every patient’s process is different, because every person with a mental disorder has a different set of processes they need to rewrite. It’s like training your brain to respond differently, teaching yourself how to override your first instincts. In order to figure out how to face your fears, we need to bring them to the surface and figure out exactly what they are. Have you been keeping up with your journals?”
“Yes,” I lie. Okay, so the first step is to go back and back-fill my journals with all of the intrusive thoughts I’ve been having. That shouldn’t be a problem. I remember them vividly.
“Can you…” I start tapping my fingers on my knee, trying to keep my mind on the task at hand: becoming normal, no matter what it takes. “Can you give me an example of how it’s supposed to work?”
“Hmm, let’s see….” Jeanne starts tapping her pen, and I count the taps, synchronizing my finger taps to her thoughtful movement. For some reason, it’s okay for Jeanne to do this, but when I do it, it’s a compulsion. When Tash wants to sanitize her hands, it’s because she’s skeeved out by the germs in the basement, like any normal person would be. But when I do it, it’s a compulsion. Suddenly, I’m struck by how unfair it all is. How being tagged in first grade was nothing compared to this label I have, this disorder—this disease—that has taken everything about me and twisted it into something to be ashamed of. So I’m meticulous, and organized, and clean. Since when are those problems to have?
“Basically, what you’d do is identify a certain situation in which you’d usually feel the need to give in to a compulsion, like if your hand touches a doorknob. What would you usually do in that situation?”
I realize she’s manipulating me, but I don’t have a choice. If I want to figure out the answer to this problem, I need to know the formula. I need to see the whole picture.
“I’d wash my hands, or use hand sanitizer. Or I’d count.”
“Okay, so imagine what would happen if you didn’t do those things, if you didn’t follow through on your usual ritual. What’s your worst case scenario?”
I shrug again. “I don’t know. Something bad will happen.”
Jeanne shakes her head. “For the reprogramming to work, you need to be specific. What exactly will happen?”
This time, I’m telling the truth. I don’t really know, because usually I’m so focused on trying not to think about it. On trying to avoid going down that path, for fear where it might lead.
“I guess…I guess it’s different, every time.” I rub my hands on my knees, trying to dry off the sweat. “Sometimes it’s germs that lead to disease, but sometimes it’s other stuff. Stuff that doesn’t make sense, because it’s not connected at all. Like, if I don’t keep both hands on the wheel when I’m driving, my parents might fight and get a divorce.”
I feel stupid even saying it, because I know how ridiculous it sounds. It’s not OCD unless you know you’re crazy, I remind myself. Like that helps.
“I know it might not seem like it, Grant, but those fears are really common. Everyone has them. The only difference between you and me is that I don’t feel responsible if these things happen.” Jeanne smiles. “Okay, well that’s not completely true. If I took my hands off the steering wheel and got in a crash and then someone got hurt, I might feel responsible. But your OCD takes that part of you, that rational, compassionate part that doesn’t want to hurt anyone or anything—even by accident—and it takes it a step too far.”
I nod, even though I don’t really agree. It’s not that I don’t understand what she’s saying, it’s just that I don’t think normal people worry about the same kind of things I do. Because unlike me, they have the ability to turn it off, to make themselves not care. Even about the little things. Especially about the little things, the things I can’t seem to stop caring about. And no matter how much I try or how bad I want to stop caring, I can’t.
“But what if something bad does happen? Am I just supposed to tell myself it’s not my fault?” 
“That’s the point, it sounds like you’re not even letting yourself get that far. You’re stuck in a preventative mindset. What you should be thinking isn’t ‘what if,’ it’s ‘what will I do if?’”
What will I do? I stop tapping with my fingers, and start tapping with my foot, instead. “What do you mean?”
“Maybe you can’t control your fears, but you can choose whether or not they affect the way you act. Pushing them away doesn’t help, but examining them more closely might. The reason cognitive reprogramming works is that it forces you to take those fears and pursue them to their ultimate, irrational conclusion. It’s like turning on the light when you’re afraid of the dark. If you follow the fear all the way to its conclusion, instead of avoiding it, maybe the fears will lose some of their power over you. Maybe they won’t. The point is, at least you’ll know what you’re giving up so much of your life for, right?”
Giving up my life? For some reason, her choice of words makes me incredibly angry. Like I’m just sitting back and waving as my best years pass me by, like I’m just passively avoiding a confrontation with my OCD, meanwhile it’s blatantly stealing my life away, and laughing in my face.
Then again, maybe she’s right. Maybe I am.
Maybe I’ve been letting myself feel helpless, and worried, and afraid all this time, when I should have been getting angry instead.
So my life is a series of fight or flight moments. What am I going to do about it?
I know what my dad would say. He’d tell me to stand up for myself, and face my fears. Stop running, stop hiding. Be a man.
I leave Jeanne’s office feeling more motivated than I have in a long time. I take that feeling and wrap it around myself like a blanket, like the Superman cape I used to run around in as a kid. Maybe I can learn to stop thinking, and just do, for once.
So all throughout the day, through every minute of my internship, I force myself to chase the fear. To follow it down the rabbit hole to its darkest conclusion. When Melody makes a particularly snarky comment about the way I highlight a mailing list, and I picture myself hitting her in the head with a stapler, I let myself enjoy the image. I imagine myself in prison. My parents spent all their life savings on my defense, but it didn’t help. What am I going to do? Probably get shanked. But maybe I’ll get a tattoo and start my own gang. We’ll be the cleanest and most well-behaved convicts ever. I’m pretty sure Tash would come visit me, even if I was a convicted murderer.
Throughout the day, the scenarios only become more ridiculous. 
When Melody makes me go through the office refrigerator and throw away a bunch of moldy takeout boxes, I imagine myself contracting bubonic plague. I get black, pus-filled spots all over my body, and no one I know will come near me. But I can still Skype with Tash from my quarantined hospital room, so that’s something. At least I can die knowing that she’ll be okay. Unless I don’t realize I have the plague yet, and I kiss her, and she gets it too. And then I give it to my parents, and my dad spreads it all over the hospital, and half the population of the U.S. gets taken out in a horrible epidemic. And they have to rename it the Blue Plague, after me.
So yeah, that would really suck. But at least people would remember me.
By the time 5:00 PM rolls around, I’ve imagined a whole bunch of really terrible, really elaborate consequences to my actions. But somehow, the practice has made it harder for me to ritualize, because I’m distracted by the details. As I leave my internship without once having done a sneaky full-body wash, it hits me: I’ve basically spent the entire day doing the OCD equivalent of ‘Scared Straight.’
The problem is, I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. Am I getting better, numbing myself to the fear? Or am I just letting it run rampant, like a virus in my brain?
There’s really no way of knowing, until I eventually snap.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
After work, I go to drive home and end up at Tash’s house instead. We don’t have plans, and she’s probably not expecting me, but I was so focused on white-knuckling the steering wheel and keeping the bottom of my left foot glued to the floor that I guess my subconscious took over. I’m not surprised. It’s getting to a point where, when I wake up in the morning, she’s the first person I want to see.
I park across the street and go up to the house, making sure to give a wide berth to the one-eyed cat licking itself on the driveway. It looks like it’s got at least half a dozen diseases. Though some part of me realizes that it’d probably be good for me to imagine petting it, I can’t quite bring myself to take that kind of risk. Even thinking about it could give me rabies.
When I knock on the door, there’s the sound of shuffling from inside. I’m guessing Tash probably just got out of the shower, or she’s changing, since she just got off of work a little before I did. Of course, that brings up a mental image of her standing in her room, wearing nothing but a towel. Then later, on the couch. I can feel myself blushing, just thinking about it.
The door swings open, and it’s like someone has thrown a bucket of cold water in my face.
“Oh. Hi Mrs. Bohner,” I take a step back, feeling suddenly awkward. I’ve only met her in passing a few times. Once when I came to pick up Tash for a date, and once I saw her taking out the trash in the morning when we were on our way to school.
“If you’re looking for Tash, she’s not home.” Unlike her daughter, Tash’s mom is short and small boned, with curly brown hair. But she seems to share a similar ‘don’t mess with me’ attitude.
“Oh.” Okay…what now? I look around, trying to figure out what to say next, and that’s when I notice that she’s wearing a lot of makeup and this really low-cut, tight black tank top with the word ‘Buck’s’ printed across it. The other times I’ve seen her, she’s always been wearing very little makeup, and conservative business attire. Like, mom clothes. This is very, very different. Even more disturbing is the little black nametag, which reads ‘Shelly.’
Didn’t Tash say her mom’s name was Sharon?
I know there’s something else I’m supposed to say, but the wrongness of the situation has caught the attention of my OCD and now I’m fascinated. When it comes to polite conversation, I’m drawing a blank.
“Can I help you with anything else?” Sharon—or Shelly—purses her lips, and for the first time I’m struck by her resemblance to Tash. It’s all in the annoyed facial expression, apparently.
“Sorry. I just…” I force myself to meet her eyes, to stop analyzing every little detail of her appearance like a total freak. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”
“Sometime after I leave for work.” She shrugs. “She left about a half hour ago to take Nana and Dottie to bingo at the community center. That’s all I know.”
“Great,” I say, much too quickly. Too eagerly. Never mind that I have no clue where that is. I consider asking her, but then I realize I can just google it and stop bothering her. “Thanks.”
“Sure.” With that, she turns and slams the door behind her, practically in my face.
I secretly feel a little bit vindicated, as weird as it seems. Because Tash is always saying how she worries that my parents secretly hate her, and I know they don’t. But if her mom hates me, then maybe we’ll finally be even. Or, at least, in Tash’s mind. As far as I’m concerned, we always have been.
Turning around, I go back to my car and grab my iPhone off of the hands-free holder. I’m halfway through a search query for the Carterville Community Center—because Guthrie is too small to have one—when I see Tash’s mom leave the trailer. She’s carrying one of those huge purses that could hold anything from a chainsaw to a lifetime supply of illegal drugs, and for some reason the way she moves puts me on high-alert. She looks nervous, surreptitious. Like she’s doing something she shouldn’t be.
A part of me wants to follow her, but then I realize that would be crazy behavior. Plus, if she catches me, she’ll definitely hate me. So instead, I make a mental note to bring it up with Tash later. Maybe she already knows what’s going on. Maybe that’s one of the reasons her and her mom are always fighting.
When I get to the community center, I see Tash’s car parked at the side of the building. It’s one of those repurposed churches that looks like it’s seen better days—much better days. In fact, the closer I get, the more I realize that the building is pretty much the textbook definition of ‘shady.’
I get out of the door and lock it—just once this time, but I push the button extra hard for good measure—then I go up the cracked cement stairs to the entrance. The doors are carved wood, and look kind of heavy. They have round handles, the kind that leave no hope of nudging them open with an elbow or a shoulder. Gritting my teeth, I let myself inside.
The lobby is covered in stained brown carpet, and since I’m working on letting my fears run amok, I just go ahead and assume they’re blood stains from a mass murder. I head toward a set of open double doors that lead into a large, dimly-lit gymnasium with a bunch of tables set up at one end. A woman’s voice drones numbers through a karaoke machine.
“B-51. B-51. B-51. …N-27. N-27? N-27.”
This is what Tash does for fun?
I start to head inside, but someone clears their throat behind me. I turn to see Melody sitting behind a folding card table, tucked behind a huge potted tree. Great.
“What are you doing here, Grant?”
I immediately put my hands in my pockets, like that will protect me from her evil ginger wrath.
“Nothing much. Just getting ready to play some bingo. What are you doing here?”
Melody rolls her eyes. “Oh, you know, just my father-mandated community service. He says it looks great on college applications, but I don’t really think selling bingo cards and raffle tickets in this dump once a month is going to get me a congressional seat. Do you?”
“Uh…maybe?”
She smiles, shaking her head. “You really don’t know how to flirt at all, do you?”
Is that what she thinks we’ve been doing? A cold trickle of fear runs up the back of my neck. Dear God, it’s so much worse than I imagined.
“I have a girlfriend,” I say, much too quickly. “I mean…. Sorry and everything, but…yeah.”
Melody just laughs. “Maybe you do. Who cares?” She leans forward on her elbows, pressing her chest together. She’s still wearing the same sweater she had on earlier, but it’s a lot more…unbuttoned now. “So, are you going to buy a bingo card?”
I look down at the table, avoiding the sight of her pale skin and openly challenging smile. The cards are the reusable kind, colored paper that’s been laminated and used probably a hundred different times over, by who knows how many old people with various deadly diseases. My skin crawls.
“Uh…I’m not sure if I’ll actually play. I’m supposed to meet someone here.”
“Sorry,” she shakes her head. “But you can’t go inside without buying a card. Those are the rules.”
I doubt that very much. But it’s not worth picking a fight with the mayor’s daughter over.
“Okay, well maybe I can just say hi to my girlfriend then. You might have seen her. She’s tall, blonde, looks like a Victoria’s Secret model?”
Alright, so maybe that was a little bit mean.
But instead of getting annoyed, like I wanted her to, Melody just laughs. “Nope, I haven’t seen anyone like that around.”
Right. Of course not. Because she probably thinks I’m lying, to try and make her jealous or something.
“She would’ve been with two old ladies.”
Melody stops smiling, and her eyes go wide. “You mean, the trashy one with the bad attitude? Yeah, they had to ask her to leave. She was drunk, and disorderly.”
Oh, no.
“Oh, well that can’t be the girl I’m looking for, then. Sorry.”
I turn around and leave as fast as I can. When I get to the parking lot, Tash’s car is gone. It’s one of those rare occasions where swearing seems like the right thing to do. I curse a black streak as I unlock my car and start the engine. If I hurry, maybe I can catch her. Offer to drive them all home so Tash doesn’t drive drunk all the way back to Guthrie.
After quickly sanitizing my hands, I pull up the most direct possible route to Lazy Acres Trailer Park, hoping against hope that’s the way Tash decides to take. I figure they’ll head straight home, because where else would an 18-year-old girl take two old ladies at this time of night? Denny’s? As I drive, I keep my eyes trained on the side of the road, bracing myself for any signs of an accident.
Please. Please let Melody be lying. Please let Tash be okay.
I’ve been so focused on trying to numb myself to my fears, on trying to mentally beat my OCD into submission, that I let the situation with Tash fall through the cracks. I never even bothered to explain myself last night, figuring it’d be easier to just pretend like nothing had happened. But I could tell she was upset. I was just too busy worrying about my own issues.
If she dies, I’ll never forgive myself. I can’t lose her. Not now. Not when I’m so close to cracking this equation.
When I get to Tash’s neighborhood, I go straight to Margot’s trailer. I pull up in front of the pinwheel-covered rock garden, just in time to see Tash helping Nana out of the car. I breathe deeply, telling myself it’s all going to be okay. No one died. At least that’s something. Then I get out of my car and cross the street.
“Tash?”
She’s halfway up the ramp to the front door, and she doesn’t even look up at me. “I can’t talk right now, Grant. Just give me a minute.”
Her voice sounds really clear, but kind of irate. I hover by the open door of her car, trying to decide what she wants me to say. Something is wrong between us, but I can’t put my finger on what it is. Maybe because there are too many options to choose from.
As I stand there in the dark, frozen with indecision, a small, reedy voice says, “Well, are you just going to stand there, or are you going to help me out of this thing?”
I’m startled when I realize the voice is coming from the car. I bend down to see the older of the two ladies, Margot’s great aunt Dottie, sitting patiently in the back seat.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.”
Feeling a little out of my depth, I open the door and reach in to take her hand. For someone so skinny and frail-looking, she’s got a strong grip. I pull her gently toward the edge of the seat, helping her put her orthopedic shoes on the pavement.
“Now, go get my wheelchair out of the back.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I hurry to do what she says, worried that if I take too long, she’ll try to walk on her own and fall. At her age, she could break a hip, and it would be all my fault.
I unfold the wheelchair, thankful for my dad and him forcing me to take volunteer shifts in the ER last summer, so at least I know how to work one. I help the old lady into the seat and push her carefully up the ramp into the trailer. Inside, she tells me to help move her from the wheelchair into her armchair, and I do. At this point, I’m feeling kind of proud of myself, because I’m too busy trying not to accidentally break all of her bones to worry about sick old people germs.
But I’m also worried about Tash, because it feels like she’s been gone a long time.
“Should I go back and check on them?”
“What’s that?” Dottie turns her head toward me, and I remember Tash telling me that she’s mostly deaf and almost completely blind.
“I said, should I go and help?”
“Oh, no.” The old lady waves a hand in the direction of the hallway. “She’ll be back, once she finishes heaving that old lush into bed.”
Old lush? I try to find a tactful way to bring it up. “I heard about Tash getting kicked out of bingo.”
“Tash?” Dottie cackles like a witch in a Disney movie. “No, Beverly was the one who got us booted. You’d think someone as old as she is, who drinks as much as she does, would’ve learned to hold her liquor. But my sister is as much of a lightweight as ever.”
Inwardly, I breathe a sigh of relief. Deep down, I don’t think I really believed that Tash would be that irresponsible, to drink and drive with a bunch of senior citizens in the car. But then again, today is a day for letting my fears have free reign.
“She’s a good girl,” Dottie says. “When I was her age, I was out getting blitzed on hooch and letting all kinds of servicemen feel me up behind the dance hall. But not our Tash.” She takes a breath, and I get the feeling I’m in for a story. “She comes over here almost every night, taking us old ladies out so we don’t grow into our chairs, making sure we have enough groceries, and talking to us so we don’t get lonely. You won’t find many girls like that, boy. Not today, not tomorrow. She’s special.” 
I open my mouth to tell her I know that, but then I don’t. Because it seems rude to argue with someone that old. She waves me close, and I have no choice but to lean toward her. 
“I’m going to tell you something, handsome. Everyone thinks I’m demented and weak because I’m a million years old. But I’m not a total loon. I see what’s going on. And if you ever make our Tash cry again like she did last night, I will beat you to death with my walker. Understand?”
Tash was crying last night? Why? Was it my fault? Of course it was. It had to be. How do I fix it? I need to fix it. Before she changes her mind, decides I’m too much of a freak. Before she gives up on me.
My throat suddenly feels tight, so I swallow. “Yes ma’am.”
She pats my arm with her liver spotted hand. “Good boy. Now fetch me the clicker. I want to watch the new Dallas on my DVR.”
When Tash finally emerges, I’m standing by Dottie’s chair, reading her the show descriptions so she can figure out which episode was the last one she ‘saw.’ She stands at the end of the hallway watching us, arms crossed, face unreadable.
“You’re still here?”
“Yeah.” I pick the right episode and hit enter, then pass the remote to Dottie, resisting the urge to whip out my travel bottle of hand sanitizer. I can wait to do that until I’m back in the car. I straighten up, rubbing my hands on my slacks.
“I uh… I was wondering if you wanted to come for a drive? With me?”
Tash sighs. “I’m really tired, Grant. It’s been a long day.”
I knew it. She’s mad at me. Now, if I could just figure out why. I have to get her alone, and make her talk to me.
“Please?” Let me fix this. 
“Go on, girl,” Dottie says. “I’ve got my Life Alert right here, and Beverly will be fine. She’s just smashed.”
At the old lady’s insistence, Tash follows me out to the driveway. But instead of getting in her car, she turns the other way.
“Let’s walk over to my place instead. It’s not that far.”
“Okay.” I use the cover of darkness to use some sanitizer, then put my hands in my pockets and follow her down the street.
The walk is mostly silent, until just before we get to her house.
Then, she stops. “Last night really sucked, you know.”
Again, it’s a massive understatement. “Yeah, I know. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have reacted like that. It’s just…I saw him, and I started thinking about that night, and I was just…I didn’t know what I would do.”
I should have been stronger. I should have handled it. I should have been there for her, protected her. Instead, I couldn’t be what she needed. I was too busy letting the fear control me. Again.
“Yeah, me neither.” She turns and goes up the steps, unlocking the door. “You know, every time I open this door when I’m by myself, I keep my back turned? It’s stupid, because I know it wouldn’t make a difference if…but for some reason, I just feel like…at least I’ll see it coming this time, you know?”
My heart squeezes. “Tash….”
I can try harder to be normal. I can fix this. Please, let me try to fix this.
“No,” she shakes her head, then pushes her front door open and flips on the porch light. I’m momentarily blinded. “Don’t say you’re sorry again. I can’t take it right now, I really can’t.”
I climb the stairs and follow her into the house, watching as she takes off her jacket and drops it on the counter. All I want to do is hold her, but I know she won’t let me. Not now. I failed her. I wasn’t there when she needed me, why would she want me here now when she doesn’t?
“It kills me…what happened in May. You know that, right? I still kick myself, every day, trying to figure out what else I could have done, to make them do something. Or at least listen. It kills me that he’s still walking around. That there are more guys like him out there, just walking around.” I feel like punching a wall. “And there’s nothing I can… I can’t protect you. I can’t even keep it together when….”
I trail off, shaking my head. I’m so mad at myself, at the world around me, it’s hard to focus.
This must be what Tash feels like all the time, why she never wants to talk about it. 
Instead, we just skirt around the details, because that’s what we said we’d do after May. The police station, the hours of interviews and embarrassing questions that ended up going less than nowhere…it was the first time I understood why it took her so long to tell the truth. But in the end, it didn’t matter. Tash tried to report a crime and ended up being treated like a criminal. And when I tried to help, everyone acted like I was guilty by association. 
So in the end, we let it drop. It was her choice, she said. It was what she wanted, to move on.
But how are we supposed to move on when there’s this giant obstacle in our path?
“God, you’re such a martyr sometimes, Grant!” Tash spins to face me. “You seriously think I’m mad because you didn’t go all caveman gorilla and beat up some hometown loser? I’m mad because…when you left last night, after pushing me away again, without explaining why…and then you didn’t call me like you said you would, I didn’t get mad at you like a normal girl would. I got mad at me!” She laughs, but it’s not a happy sound. “I blamed myself, because you didn’t want me. Because, there will always be this fucked up part of me that thinks…” her voice cracks, and her eyes fill with tears. The next time she talks, her voice is thicker. “…If you don’t want to…it’s because you think I’m gross. Or, I don’t know…dirty. Because everyone else, that’s all they’ve ever wanted. And I know it’s wrong, and I know it’s crazy, but deep down I think I’m always going to worry…what if that’s all I am?”
Her words couldn’t sound more familiar if I was the one saying them. How many times have I asked myself that same question, just today? 
What if everyone found out about my secret? What if everyone knew? What if they couldn’t see past it, if they thought I was crazy, or a freak? Worst of all, what if they were right? What if deep down, that’s all I am? A crazy person, who’s just really good at pretending?
I take a step toward her, reaching out. “Tash, I know what you mean, but that’s not you.”
“Yes! It is! That’s the thing, it is me. I’m fucked up, and I’ve finally started to accept that about myself. I’m damaged, and that’s okay, because I can learn to like myself this way. But you…you have so many more important things to do than stay here in this bullshit town hauling recycling and taking me to the movies, and dealing with my shitty, Trent-shaped emotional baggage. You should’ve left, Grant. You should’ve done the course at Duke. You’re obviously not on some quest to lose your virginity this summer, so what’s the deal? Why didn’t you leave when you had the chance?”
“Because I love you,” I blurt.
The second the words leave my mouth, I want to take them back. Not because they aren’t true, but because they’re too heavy. Too soon. Too real.
I watch her face crumble. I don’t know what she was expecting to hear, but it wasn’t that. Angrily, she steps toward me, and her hands reach toward my chest, fisting in my shirt. But she doesn’t say anything, doesn’t answer my unspoken question. Maybe she’ll yell at me some more. Anything would be better than the waiting.
What if she never says it back? What if she doesn’t feel the same way? What if she tells me to leave, and means it?
I honestly don’t know if I could survive that, and I’m pretty sure that’s not just the OCD talking.
So I keep talking, keep sharing, like that will help. “I’m not just saying that to say it. You’ve made my life better…more real…for as long as I’ve known you. I’m pretty sure I loved you before I even liked you. You’re perfect. At least to me…or maybe for me, I don’t know. All I know is…you make me feel like I can just…be. I don’t have to pretend. And honestly, I don’t really care about anything else. I’m not sure I ever did, before now.”
She’s shaking her head. “Do you realize how insane that sounds?”
“Yeah, I do.” I say. Then, I take a deep breath, and I tell her my greatest fear: “Maybe I am crazy.” Another breath. “Would you still like me if I was?”
Finally, the tears spill over. She pulls me toward her and presses her lips to mine, the only way she knows how to do anything—hard. I wrap my arms around her, and she breaks our kiss to tuck her face under my chin. She sobs into my shirt.
“I fucking love you too, Grant Blue.”
I don’t know why, but that makes me laugh. I hold her tighter, as a wave of euphoria washes over me. My chest feels like it’s going to explode. I pull back, wiping her tears away with my thumbs.
“I thought you said you only cry when you’re mad.”
“I know!” She laughs, shaking her head. “What the fuck is that about?”
We look at each other, and there’s a long moment of quiet. Her eyes clear, and my body slowly awakens to the fact that she’s pressed up against me. The girl that I love. The girl who loves me back.
What are the odds of that happening?
Slowly, I bend to press a kiss to her forehead. Then, her cheekbone. Then her jaw. Then her neck.
Finally, I kiss her lips, but one more kiss just isn’t enough. So I kiss her again, and again. Each time, each kiss is deeper, warmer, longer. But I want more.
My skin feels like it’s on fire, but in a good way. I push her up against the kitchen counter, running my hands down her back, pulling against her and leaning into her at the same time. No matter how I move, I can’t seem to get close enough.
Tash doesn’t seem to mind. Her hands slide up under my shirt, feathering across my skin. It feels so good I don’t want her to stop. And she doesn’t. Instead, she pulls me down the hall to her bedroom. Our lips somehow stay connected, even when we crash through the door and run into her dresser.
The frenzy of skin on skin is intoxicating, like too many uppers. Like the rain. Her tongue tangles with mine, and I feel a thrill go through me, even stronger than before.
We’re in a race now, trying to see who can take off each other’s clothes the fastest. It’s not about thinking anymore, or counting, or worrying. I’ve lost count of the kisses, along with any good reason for being cautious, or waiting. It’s time for doing now, for being alive and just feeling.
For the first time in as long as I can remember, my brain climbs into the back seat, and stays there.
Before I know it, I’m sitting on the edge of her bed and she’s in my lap, riding me. My hands are tangled in her hair, clutching her back, holding on for dear life. It’s a wild abandon like nothing I’ve ever felt. Not chaos, but freedom.
I want it to go on forever, never stopping, but I’m not strong enough to resist the pull of gravity. I bury my face in her neck and clench my jaw, as everything I ever thought I knew about life shatters into a thousand pieces. 
I never lived before this moment, not really.
When I finally come back down to earth, we’re both shaking. I reach up and take her face in my hands. Her smile is timid, almost shy.
“I love you,” I tell her. I’ve never meant anything more. “I love you so much.” 
I kiss her again and again, soft and hard, fast and slow.
For the rest of the night, my mind stays quiet, at peace. It’s more than a perfect moment. It’s a perfect everything.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
JULY
 
You know it’s too early when you can see your breath in the middle of the summer.
City Hall is closed for the Fourth, but Melody volunteered me to help get the parade floats in order, so here I am, clutching a clip board and shivering in the parking lot of my old high school at the crack of dawn. 
All around me, flatbed trucks covered in chicken wire shapes and crepe paper flowers idle exhaust into the chilly morning air. Little kids wearing face paint and patriotic t-shirts chase each other around, and I stress about one of them getting run over by a four-wheeler or an out of control horse. I see and feel everything in high-definition now, without any kind of barrier between me and the rest of the world. Colors are brighter, smells are stronger. Good moods are better, bad moods are worse. But somehow, I manage. That’s what I am now: a manager.
Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve managed to bury the panic I feel under layer after layer of self-control, until the only ritual I have left is no rituals. With every breath, instead of counting, I fill my thoughts with passing observations of things that don’t upset me. 
The Carter’s Print Shoppe float is really cool looking; they must have worked on it for months. Miss Guthrie’s dress is a really nice shade of purple. The deejay from 104.9 AM looks like he’s nursing a hangover. The little girls from Miss McLane’s gymnastics class are really cute, but also very loud and shrill. They’re probably going to scare the horses.
No problem. I’ll just put them further away from each other in the lineup. Maybe… I go down the list, looking for a gap. Next to the Shriners. Perfect. Most of those guys are hard of hearing, anyway.
Tash is almost a half hour late. I try not to let that bother me, even as I check my cell phone for the however-many-number time I’ve checked it. No missed calls.
I’ve taken to carrying my cell phone around in my hand, not just so I’ll hear it when Tash calls or texts me, but also because about a half hour ago, one of the ‘scoopers’—the very unfortunate parade staff members who dress up as clowns every year and follow the horses around with a dustpan and broom—tried to shake my hand. I had to pretend like I was getting a call, so I wouldn’t have to do that whole awkward ‘yeah, there’s no way in hell I’m touching you man’ dance.
“Hey Parade Boy,” Melody comes up behind me, startling me, like she always does. “Where are we on the list? My dad wants to know if we’re going to be able to start on time.”
She puts her hand on my arm, looking over my shoulder at the clip board. She’s close enough for me to smell her hair and look down the front of her shirt, which is clearly what she intended. I really, really wish I could go back to when she was just really rude and bossy all the time.
“Here, see for yourself.” I hand her the clipboard and start to walk away, but she pulls on my shirt. I close my eyes against images of her getting kicked by a horse. Technically, that wouldn’t be something I did, so I don’t feel quite as guilty about picturing it.
It’s been almost a month since I secretly went off my meds, and I haven’t killed anyone yet. Maybe Jeanne is right. Maybe people with OCD really are the least likely to become serial killers—because we’re afraid of the unknown. So as long as I never start killing, I’m good, I guess. The secret is in indulging the impulses, refusing to let myself be horrified by what I see, and reminding myself that I lack the initiative to follow through on any of them.
“Wait a second,” Melody’s hand tugs against my shirt. “You put our convertible next to the Guthrie High Cheer Squad? What happened to Saint Mary’s marching band? I don’t want to be stuck listening to their stupid cheers for two and a half hours. You need to change it!”
I sigh. Then again, maybe I will eventually snap and kill her. Maybe I’ll even enjoy it. Maybe I’ll become a serial killer.
Maybe it would be worth it.
“Saint Mary’s wasn’t here on time, so they got moved to the end. If you want to talk your dad into driving at the back of the parade so you can be serenaded by a bunch of kids with tubas, that’s fine with me. But I’m not changing it, Melody.”
She scoffs, flipping her hair. “It’s not about the band, it’s about being true to my alma mater. Plus, Guthrie’s color scheme is disgusting. Brown and orange? Their uniforms will clash with my outfit.”
I look at her again. “You’re wearing blue. It’s Fourth of July. Everyone is going to clash with Guthrie’s uniforms.”
“You’ve got a point there.” She smiles, putting her hand on my arm again, switching to a new kind of manipulation. “But come on, Grant. Can’t you just change it again…for me?”
“No.”
“Not to interrupt, but do you guys know where the Teen Anarchists of America float is? We have some pipe bombs we need to drop off.”
Melody and I turn. I smile. She scowls. 
Tash is standing next to the mayor’s car, holding a box of donuts and a cup of iced coffee with a lid and a straw condom. She’s got my little sister with her. Gen is wearing pigtail braids with red ribbons, and scowling at Melody. Tash just looks kind of unimpressed.
“Oh, sorry Melody, I didn’t see you there.” She looks down at her hands. “I would’ve brought you a coffee too, but then at the last minute I remembered how I really don’t like you.”
My smile quadruples. I grab my awesome girlfriend and kiss the ever-loving crap out of her, ignoring the waves of annoyance coming off Melody and the grossed out little sister sounds Gen is making. Let people stare. I’ve spent every waking minute of my life caring what everyone thinks, about everything, all the time.
In terms of facing my fears, it’s kind of risky—I’m basically taking on the world, without any kind of safety net. If I fail, I could ruin a national holiday, and lost my job. And probably piss off a whole bunch of clowns. But somehow, with Tash standing next to me, it doesn’t seem so hard. Today, I will take a page out of her book, and I will ‘give zero fucks.’ Because damn it, it’s Independence Day.
When I finally let her go, Melody has already stormed off. “Sorry I’m late,” she says. “I didn’t sleep very well last night, and I missed my alarm. It’s a good thing the Gremlin called and woke me up. She said your parents forgot about her, and she needed a ride to the parade.”
I laugh, looking at Gen. “Mom left you a note on the kitchen counter, dummy. You were still asleep when we left, so she said she’d come back and get you after she finished setting up the firemen’s pancake thing.”
“Oh.” Gen doesn’t look the least bit sorry. “Whoops.”
“It’s okay, I think I’m almost done here. Let me just double check with the volunteer coordinator that everything’s ready, and we’ll all walk down to the fire station together.”
I hurry to track down the lady who’s taking over once the parade starts, and give her my clip board and my cell phone number, just in case anything goes wrong. Then, I go back to find Tash and Gen sitting in the backseat of the mayor’s mint-condition ‘62 Cadillac, pretending to wave like beauty queens.
“Nope, still too nice. Take it from a former, fake prom queen: you’ve got to sneer, like everyone who looks at you is beneath you, then wave like you’re doing them a favor. Like this.” Tash adopts a facial expression that’s a cross between a bank hostage and the Queen of England, then raises her hand and moves it robotically from side to side.
“How about if I pretend like I’m constipated?” Gen mimics Tash’s movement, but with a lot more grimacing and better posture.
“Dude, you’re a natural!” They high-five.
“Are you teaching my sister how to troll people?”
“Maybe I am.” Tash shrugs. “What? She’s going to be a freshman soon. It’s a valuable skill.”
I shake my head, opening the car door. “Alright, anarchists, let’s go before the Mayor’s Spawn gets back and yells at me for letting you touch her dad’s car.”
Giggling, they climb out and follow me.
As Gen books it toward the horses at the far end of the parking lot, Tash grabs my hand. We link our fingers together and walk along through the growing crowd. A few minutes go by before I realize that she’s fallen quiet. Or, at least, quiet for her.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she nudges my arm with her shoulder. “Look at you, going straight into damage control mode, Parade Boy.”
“You heard that whole thing?” I cringe. “Great, I bet you’re wondering why I just stood there and took it, right?”
“Not at all.” She shakes her head. “I’m actually kind of impressed. If I were you, I definitely would’ve cut a bitch by now.”
I laugh. “It’s not that I haven’t thought about it. But hey, this girl I know, she told me that high school counts for less than ten percent of a person’s life span. So if I think about it that way, this internship is only three months out of approximately nine-hundred months in an average human life span, which means I only have to put up with Melody for 0.003 percent of my life. Ish.”
Now, it’s Tash’s turn to cringe. “Was that actual math you were doing? Because that sounded like math, and I’m pretty sure we agreed to leave that shit behind after graduation. Or, at least I did.”
“Sorry.” I smile, pausing next to a trash can to throw away my straw condom. “So, you’re sure nothing else is bothering you?”
“I don’t know,” she sighs, and we watch my sister inch closer to one of the horses, trying to get up the courage to touch it. “I guess Gen kind of reminds me of Margot a little bit. I’ve been missing her a lot lately, wondering how she’s doing. And I haven’t heard from her in a while. There’s just so much I want to tell her. Plus, we always had this tradition on the Fourth, where we’d sneak up to the rooftop of that apartment complex on 5th and drink hot chocolate laced with Nana’s Peppermint Schnapps.”
I let the coffee straw fall out of mouth, eyes wide. “You didn’t….”
I’m joking, of course. But she shoots me a dirty look and flips me off, anyway. Unfortunately, that’s when my mom shows up.
“Grant, have you seen your sister?” I can tell from her face she’s in worried mom mode, otherwise she would’ve said hello first, like any polite person would. “I just went by the house and she’s gone. I was hoping maybe you came home and got her, but you didn’t leave a note. And I know you would have left a note if you changed the plan, so then I thought—”
“Mom, it’s okay,” I hold my hand up to interrupt her. “Tash picked her up a little bit ago. Gen was so freaked out about missing the parade, I guess she didn’t bother to read your note.”
I look at Tash, expecting her to make a joke, like she normally would. But her face is white, eyes wide. What the…?
“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Blue,” Tash stammers. “I didn’t realize you were coming back for her. She said it would be okay. I didn’t mean to mess up the plan.”
The way she’s talking, you’d think she was staring down an angry WWF wrestler, not a middle-aged lady in yoga pants and a ‘Guthrie High Honor Society’ sweatshirt.
“Oh.” My mom stops short, looking over her shoulder at Gen, then back at Tash. “Well, that’s a relief.”
The entire vibe is suddenly awkward. I don’t know if she’s acting weird because Tash started it, or if Tash started acting awkward because of something my mom said or did the last time they saw each other. Which was….
That’s when I realize. Oh crap, I’ve never introduced Tash to my mom. The realization is like a hammer blow to the back of my head. Of course Tash wonders if my mom doesn’t like her. Of course she worries that I’m secretly ashamed of her. Why else would I not have invited her over for dinner, or asked her to hang out with my entire family, before now?
That would be the normal thing to do when you’re dating a girl and getting serious about her, right? Bingo—there lies the problem. It’s not that I’m not serious about Tash; it’s that I’m socially stunted and abnormal.
“Mom,” I say quickly, trying futilely to salvage the situation. “I know I talk about her all the time, but I just realized you’ve never really met each other. This is Natasha Bohner.” I know I sound totally formal and ridiculous, but functioning under pressure is obviously not my strong suit. “And Tash, this is my mom, Nancy.”
Tash holds out her hand, smiling nervously as my mom shakes it. “It’s great to meet you. Sorry about kidnapping your daughter.”
My mom doesn’t seem to realize she’s joking. Her smile is polite, but confused. “Oh, well I’m sure you didn’t do it on purpose.”
I put my arm around Tash, hoping to physically reassure her that this isn’t the disaster it seems like. “Anyway, we’re going to go find a spot to watch the parade. Is it okay if we leave Gen with you?”
“Sure, have fun. Just remember, we’re barbecuing at six.” Then, almost as an afterthought, Mom adds, “Oh, and you should come along, Tasha. Unless you have dinner plans with your family.”
I smile gratefully, even as Tash cringes under my arm.
“Thanks,” she smiles, and it’s like she’s channeling Gen’s constipated beauty queen impression from before. “I’m not sure if I can, but um…I’ll check with my mom.”
Suddenly, I’m back in third grade all over again, standing next to my friend Matt after church. ‘Can Grant spend the night at our house mom, please?’ Matt’s mom smiles patiently down at us. ‘Sure, as long as it’s okay with Grant’s parents.’ But I already know my mom’s going to say no. 
Mom always said no, and let me pretend she was the bad guy, but really it was because of me. I couldn’t be trusted to spend the night away from home, because other peoples’ bathrooms might not be clean enough. Or they might not have disposable silverware for me to use. Or I might have an attack and scare my friends.
That was more than ten years ago, but I still can’t stop myself from wondering if Tash might be using the same trick, using her mom as an excuse to say no. Because maybe she doesn’t want to come over, or she’s getting sick of spending so much time with me. Maybe I should back off and give her some space.
“We should go,” I say again, repeating myself, awkwardly. “Parade’s going to start soon.”
“Alright, I’ll keep Gen with me. You two have fun.”
Tash smiles tightly. “Okay, you too.”
I tell myself I’m being paranoid, that it’s not a big deal. But deep down, I can’t help thinking, what if? What if Tash gets nervous and says something really inappropriate in front of my mom, and my mom gets offended, and they end up hating each other?
I tell myself I’m thinking crazy, even as I lead Tash down the street, hand in hand like everything is fine. “So, that was kind of awkward.”
“Yeah.” She doesn’t make a joke, though. Just walks along, staring down at the sidewalk.
“Tash, what’s wrong? Are you mad at me?”
“No,” she stops walking and shakes her head, but she won’t look at me. “It’s not you. I totally freaked out back there. I don’t know why, I just….” Her voice wobbles a little. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anyone to like me that bad, except you. I won’t lie, it’s a little scary. It’s not…I’m not used to giving a shit, you know?”
I take her face in my hands, tilting her chin up until she finally makes eye contact with me.
“Relax,” I say, even though I can’t do the same. “They’re going to love you. Gen already loves you, and she doesn’t like anyone. I promise. It’s going to be okay. Will you come tonight? Please?”
“You really think she wants me to come? Like, she wasn’t just being polite or whatever? I really don’t want to crash your family thing.” 
Honestly, I’m not a hundred percent sure it was a genuine invite, but I’m not going to say that. “Of course she does.”
“Okay….” Her face looks like a little kid’s, when you tell them Santa Claus is real. Deep down, they suspect you might be lying, but they want to believe it so bad, so they do. “If you’re sure, I guess I’ll come, then.”
“Excellent.” I kiss her, so she doesn’t see how nervous I suddenly am. My brain is already jumping forward through the day, past the parade, past the town carnival, hyper-analyzing everything that could go wrong during dinner. Even though today was going to be the day I stopped caring about what other people thought of me.
The problem is, in the mind of a teenager, parents don’t really count as people.
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
“What do you mean, the Goldens are coming too?”
“Just what I said, Grant.” My mom’s voice is patient, but I’m pretty sure she’s rolling her eyes at me when I’m not looking. I’m on the verge of hyperventilating and passing out in the kitchen, but she’s acting like it’s an everyday thing, like we have people over all the time. “Your father ran into him at the carnival, and he started saying all these nice things about you and what a great job you were doing. And apparently they had a few beers and started playing ring toss, and when the mayor said his wife was out of town and they were going to order pizza, your father invited him and his daughter to barbeque with us. It’s the Fourth of July. They can’t eat pizza; that would be unpatriotic.”
“You’re kidding me.” I can’t seem to stop shaking my head. This can’t be happening.
Only in a small town could this actually happen.
“It’s going to be fine, sweetheart.” She steps around me, knife and cutting board in hand, and dumps a bunch of lettuce into the sink. Then she pours in veggie soap and washes it thoroughly, making sure I can see her do it. “We’re going to be eating outside, so everyone will be using disposable plates—not just you. Then, after dinner we’re going straight over to the school to watch the fireworks. You don’t even have to sit with us, if you don’t want to. Honestly, I thought you’d be happy. This way, your father will get a chance to see how much happier you are at this new internship than if you’d gone to Duke.”
As always, my mom is right. The problem is, she doesn’t know that the mayor’s daughter is a manipulative hell spawn who’s out to get me. And now she’s been invited into our house. Maybe she’s like a vampire, and that’s all the invitation she needs to come in whenever. I’m doomed.
“Now, can you stop overreacting and cut the carrots, please?”
I move over to the other sink and wash my hands in scalding hot water. The pain makes me feel a little better, like I can feel the germs dying on my skin as I boil them to death. I dry my hands with a paper towel, then use the sanitizer by the sink.
“When are they coming?” Maybe I can sneak out before they get here, or ‘accidentally’ slice my hand open with a knife and go to the ER to get out of what is sure to be the most uncomfortable, high-pressure family dinner we’ve ever had.
“They should be here any minute,” my mom says. “What time is Tash coming?”
My hand slips, and a piece of carrot goes rocketing across the kitchen. 
Oh God, Tash.
About an hour ago, I dropped her off at her house because she said she wanted to change before dinner. She said she’d drive herself over around quarter to six. I look at the clock. That’s in less than ten minutes. If I don’t at least call to warn her, she’s going to feel like she’s walked into a trap.
Who am I kidding? I live here, and I feel like I’ve walked into a trap. Or some twisted reality TV show called ‘Let’s Give the OCD Guy a Heart-Attack.’
“Mom, I’ll be right back.”
Setting the knife down on the counter, I race out of the kitchen and up the stairs to my room, where I left my phone. I shut the door behind me, then run into my bathroom and wash my hands again. Then I go back into my room and pick up my cell phone and dial Tash.
She answers on the first ring. “Grant?”
“Hey don’t get mad,” I say, while at the exact same time, she says, “I can’t come.”
“Wait, what?”
“I’m sorry. Something came up.”
She sounds upset, but not the kind of upset she’d be if I told her we had to have dinner with Melody.
“Why, what happened?”
“It’s just…my mom.” Tash makes a sound in her throat, like she’s choking and laughing at the same time. “She was getting ready to leave, and I made the mistake of bringing up the whole ‘Shelly’ thing. Anyway, it turns out she’s been waitressing down at this seedy biker bar on the highway for like, six months. She didn’t want to tell me about it, so this whole time I’ve been giving her shit about dating this guy from work, but really she’s been working her ass off to put all the money back into my college fund.” Instead of sounding happy, her voice is practically dripping with bitterness. “Anyway, it turns out that I’m a gigantic asshole, and my mom is basically a glorified Hooters girl—who actually gives a shit about me, to some extent. Which is…unexpected. Also, I spilled coffee on my most respectable dress, and I hate everything else in my closet.”
I’m trying to process everything she just said, but it’s a lot. “Are you…are you okay? Do you want me to come over?”
“No,” she says, too quickly. “I mean, I’ll be okay. I know I’m overreacting, and it’s not really like me, but I can’t seem to stop crying. I’ll get over it, though, I promise. This is actually good news. I’m just being stupid.”
I don’t believe her. I try to imagine what it would be like to find out my parents were lying to me about something that big, but I can’t. I definitely understand guilt, though, and the way it can eat away at you if you let it.
“Tash….”
“Seriously, don’t come,” she says, more firmly this time. I picture her squaring her shoulders, taking a deep breath, willing herself to be superhumanly strong. She laughs. “I’ll feel even worse if you bail on your totally functional family just because mine is dysfunctional.”
“They won’t mind,” I say. It’s a lie. I wrack my brain for an excuse I could use, something dire enough to rationalize leaving my parents and my little sister alone with Mayor Patrick and Melody. But I can’t think of anything. “Actually, speaking of unexpected things happening….”
Downstairs, the doorbell rings, and I flinch. It’s too late to sneak out. They’re here.
“Shit, hang on.” In the background, I can hear Tash opening and shutting doors. “Sorry, I thought someone was at the door. Anyway, I think I’m just going to go to bed, but I promise I’ll call you in the morning. Have fun with your parents, and please tell them…I don’t know, tell them I ate some bad hot dogs at the carnival or something. It won’t really be a total lie, because I do kind of feel like death right now. My eyes are all swollen and everything.”
When I picked up the phone, I had every intention of complaining to Tash about Melody and the mayor, but now it seems kind of unfair to talk about my stupid problems. Sure, it would’ve been nice to have her by my side, to give me the strength to get through this horrible dinner. But maybe that’s the problem—I’ve been selfish. I want her with me because I need her to feel normal. I want her to be happy because she makes me happy. I want my parents to like her so my life will be easier.
Maybe I’ve been confiding in Tash too much, and now she doesn’t see me as someone she can lean on when she’s the one having a hard time.
“Okay, I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say. “I love you.”
“You too,” she says, and hangs up.
The unenthusiastic response settles it for me. The doubt from this morning takes hold in my mind, and starts to grow. Tash might think I saved her on prom night, but every day since then she’s been the one saving me. Maybe she needs a day off, just like I need to man up and take control of my own issues. The same way Tash finally confronted her mom, and found out the truth.
Maybe if I can confront all of my issues, I’ll finally be strong enough to let myself look into the future and figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life. Then take a stand, and actually do it.
But first, the dinner from hell.
I put my phone in my pocket and head downstairs, squaring my shoulders like I’m going into battle. I can already hear Melody’s high-pitched, obnoxious laugh coming from the kitchen. When I walk in, she’s standing in my place, cutting carrots for my mom.
“Hey Grant, looks like you’re not as punctual at home as you are at the office.” She shoots me a smile that says she knows exactly how I feel about her, how much I hate that she’s in my house, and she loves how uncomfortable it makes me.
I ignore her, turning to my mom instead. “Hey, I just got off the phone with Tash. She’s not feeling well, so I don’t think she’s going to make it.”
“Aw, that’s too bad!” My mom looks genuinely disappointed, while behind her back Melody’s smile goes from thrilled to ecstatic.
“I know,” Melody trills. “I was so looking forward to asking her about the whole prom thing. Apparently, her speech was legendary. We even heard about it at Saint Mary’s.”
“Speech?” My mom frowns. “What speech?”
“It was a joke,” I say, because I know my mom won’t understand. She doesn’t even know about what happened with Tash and Trent before prom, or the stuff at the police station in May. Only my dad does. I was planning on keeping it that way.
“That’s not what I heard.” Melody chops carrots with the same ease, the same evil precision she destroys my life. “I heard that she told the rest of the prom court to eff-off and then made out with the principal, on stage, in front of everybody.”
My mom stops making hamburger patties, and stares at me, wide-eyed. “Who would start such a terrible rumor?”
I don’t have the heart to tell her that it was more like a slight exaggeration. Tash’s exact closing line had been ‘enjoy the prom, fuckers,’ not ‘eff-off.’ And she had kissed Principal Shoemaker, but it was only on the cheek, and only because she figured—rightly—that he was going to expel her anyway.
“High school kids can be jerks.” I shrug, but the sweat has already started to form on my lower back. On top of being uncomfortable, I’m angry. It’d be one thing if Tash was here to defend herself, because she’d probably find a way to laugh it off and expose Melody for the vindictive, red-headed weasel she really is. But if this backdoor, backstabbing my girlfriend to my mom thing is her twisted way of getting my attention, she’s even crazier than I thought.
“Hey Melody, where’s your dad?” The warning in my tone isn’t as subtle as I meant for it to be.
If she notices, she doesn’t care. “He’s out in the back yard with your dad, doing manly stuff like firing up the barbecue.”
“Great, I think I’ll join them.”
I leave Melody alone with my mom, knowing she’s probably going to keep dropping not so subtle hints about Tash, but too upset to keep my temper in check. The last thing I need is to blow up and stab Melody in front of my mom, or yell at her and make her think I’m having an episode. I’ll just have to explain it to my mom later, that Melody is the classless one, and Tash is the best thing that ever happened to me.
When I go out on the patio, my dad and Mayor Patrick are talking about some health care initiative that’s going through congress. I join in, showing off what I’ve learned to my dad. I can tell he’s impressed, that I’m making him think about how important politics can be to the future of health care, how helpful it might be to have a son who’s willing to get involved in the legislative side of things. For the first time in as long as I can remember, he’s treating me like an equal, instead of a patient or a child. I’m not naïve enough to think it’s all because of me, though. I know it’s because I’ve got the mayor standing next to me, patting me on the back and bragging about how smart I am. How this country needs more kids my age who are willing to get involved in government.
It’s too bad his daughter is a sociopath, I keep thinking, even as I put on the perfect son act.
Over the next couple of hours, I find myself falling into my old habits again. Faking normalcy for the sake of other people, even as my mind screams that it’s all a lie—that it’s only a matter of time before I snap. I even sit next to Melody at dinner, and manage to smile politely when she kicks me playfully under the table.
Even though my heart is racing the entire time, and my hands are shaking, and my stomach feels like it’s full of chemicals, I smile. I count every word, I tap my foot religiously. I do any and every ritual I’ve ever done before, and then some, just to keep from screaming out loud. I tell myself it’s what I need to do, just to make it. But I don’t actually make it.
Because after dinner, I go up to my bedroom and take off my shirt, then I wash my hands and arms and splash water on my face, again and again.
And when I come out of the bathroom, Melody is sitting on the end of my bed.
That’s when I lose it, Tash-style.
“Jesus, Melody! What the fuck are you doing in here?”
She smiles and leans back on her elbows, making herself at home in my room. “Wow, looks like someone has been a bad influence on you. I wonder who that could be?”
“Get out.”
“Make me.”
For a good three seconds, I consider it. One, two, three…. It would be so easy, just crossing the room and wrapping my hands around her throat, or maybe smothering her with a pillow. I glance toward the door, but it’s closed. She must have shut it behind her.
“I’m serious.” 
The threat in my voice is probably ruined by the fact that I’m standing there without a shirt, still dripping. I watch her eyes drop, and she smiles in a way that makes me feel dirty. Is this how girls feel when guys check them out? If so, it’s gross, and I feel guilty on behalf of my entire gender.
 “You know, I get why you’re with her. And I’m not judging you. Guys go after trashy girls because they think it’s easier than waiting for the real thing. It’s like low-hanging fruit. But the secret is, good girls are just as much fun. We just keep it behind closed doors.”
I’m so angry now, I can barely talk. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Intrusive thoughts notwithstanding, I’m pretty sure I’ve never actually considered hitting a girl before. But now, it’s all I can think about. I want to do something to shut her up, to make her realize how wrong she is. My fists clench, but I hold my ground.
One, two, three, four….
Melody stands up and comes toward me. I want to take a step back, but if I move, I might lose it.
Five, six, seven….
“My dad has a girlfriend, you know,” she says. “He thinks I don’t know about her, but I do. My mom knows too, I think, because she’s always taking these trips out of town or pretending to come down with a headache when we’re supposed to be together. Maybe she’s dating someone else on the side, too.”
She touches my chest, and I flinch back violently, taking a step toward the bathroom. Maybe I’ll turn and run, and lock myself inside. To hell with appearances, or what she might say to her dad. Forget trying to man up and assert my dominance. My whole body is a bundle of raw nerves. I shouldn’t have stopped taking my meds. I see that now. Managing my impulses only works if I have time to see the triggers coming, not like this. I’m caught off guard, exposed. Something bad is definitely going to happen, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
“Don’t you think your parents would be happier if you were dating me, instead of some sketchy girl from a trailer park? It’s time to start thinking about your future, Grant. What kind of person you really want to be. I can help you get there. Don’t you want to get out of this town? Don’t you want to do something important with your life?”
“Grant?” A small voice bleeds in from outside. For a brief, heart-stopping moment, I picture Tash standing in the hallway outside my room. What if she changed her mind and decided to come watch the fireworks? I picture her walking in, just in time to see me half-naked, with Melody’s hand sliding suggestively down toward my belt. My stomach turns. The doorknob jiggles. But Melody must have locked it, because then someone knocks. “Grant, mom says it’s time to leave or you’re going to miss the fireworks.”
Gen, it’s just Gen. I let my breath go, feeling like I’m about to pass out. Melody takes a step back, annoyed at the interruption. I realize it’s my chance to escape.
“I’m not interested, Melody,” I say, very carefully. My jaw muscles are so tight, it feels like I’m chewing brick. “Now please get out of my room.”
Without waiting for her to respond, I turn and go into the bathroom. I slam the door behind me, hard. I lock it, checking three more times to make sure it’s not going to open. Then I turn on the shower, as hot as it will go. I wait until I hear my bedroom door open and close again, before stripping down and closing myself safely inside my little glass sanctuary.
Today was supposed to be my independence day, but now I’m right back where I started.
Tomorrow is going to be worse, though. Because it’s not a weekend, or a holiday, but a regular work day. An internship day.
I have no idea what I should do, or how I’m supposed to fix this. I can’t just keep pretending everything is fine, because it’s not. Everything I’ve ever achieved in life has been because of my ability to make people like me, to keep the darkest side of myself a secret. 
But what if Melody is right? What if the only person I’m kidding is me? Here I am pretending to challenge myself, but I’ve never actually done anything. I’ve never actually left the safety of my parent’s house, or traveled abroad, or even spent more than one night away from the comfort of my sanitary shower filled with a stunning variety of antibacterial soaps.
What if I’m with Tash because it’s easy? Not in the crass way Melody meant, but in a more depressing, codependent sense? I don’t have to pretend with her, because she’s seen so much worse than my darkest parts. But what about the rest of the world? What about people like Melody and her dad, people who aren’t so accepting or willing to overlook my embarrassing mental weaknesses?
What if drugging myself senseless and lying all the time is really the only way I’ll ever be able to get through life?
What if my self-control was always just an illusion, the cruel side-effect of another obsession—achieving normalcy, homeostasis… or even just a single moment of peace?
I can’t bear to go down that pathway any further, so I focus on my showering ritual instead. I count and soap and rinse and soap again. But every time I reach to turn the water off, I can’t do it. So I start again. And again. And again.
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
What drives a person crazy?
Is it the endless string of unwanted thoughts, each leading to another, until the unease of everyday worry evolves into an endless torment of doubt that leaves you questioning the reality you thought you lived in?
Or is it the refusal to embrace the thoughts, the action you take to try and correct them, that breaks you?
My uncertainty on this point is absolute. The only thing I can be sure of is that I’m unsure. Of everything. All the time. 
What did I say? What did I do? Am I sure that’s really what happened? Maybe the reason Tash never came over was because I made her feel like I didn’t want her. Maybe deep down, there’s a part of me that doesn’t, because she’s right. Because I do think I’m better than her. Maybe I’m a narcissistic sociopath who only cares about himself. Maybe I’ve been flirting with Melody this entire time, leading her on. What if I said something that made her think I wanted her, that I was the kind of guy who would cheat on his girlfriend? What if I’m a terrible person? What if the only reason I haven’t ever acted out on my violent thoughts, is because I’m afraid? Not because it’s wrong. Maybe I only think I know right from wrong. Maybe deep down, I’m incapable of love. Maybe I’m dangerous. Maybe it’d be better off if I spent the rest of my life alone. Maybe Tash would be better off, too. In fact, I’m pretty sure she would be. She deserves more than what I have to give. I deserve nothing. I’ve earned nothing. I am nothing.
Over and over, I tell myself it’s all in my head. Everything that’s wrong with me only exists in my mind. But when thoughts become actions, and actions lead to consequences, that’s when the lines become blurred. That’s when it gets harder and harder to believe that it’s not my fault. That I didn’t choose this. That there’s nothing I can do to stop thinking and feeling this way.
Because at the end of the day, there is something I can do. I can stop existing. I think, therefore I am. But what if I’m not? What if I could find a way to just make myself go away? To shut off the cause of my problem, instead of just muting the effects?
I’ve been throwing away my pills for weeks, just in case Dad decided to count them. But I knew if I threw away all the Klonopin, he’d start to get suspicious. Those are only for emergencies. As far as Dad knows, I’ve had no emergencies.
But that’s where he’s wrong. That’s where everyone is wrong. My life is one big never-ending emergency. My brain exists in a constant state of high-alert, fight or flight, panic.
Cognitive reprogramming, my ass.
I thought I could quell the thoughts, but I was wrong. I thought I could learn how to feel and deal with things like a normal person. All I had to do was practice.
But I failed.
So maybe it’s time to try another approach to this equation. Maybe it’s time to turn the feelings off. All of them. Maybe, if I stop the thoughts at their source, I’ll finally be able to see things clearly.
So I get out of the shower, and I go to the medicine cabinet. I pull out my pill container and select the little round blue pill with the K in the middle. The prescribed dose for adult patients with panic disorders is 1mg per day, one pill. In case of emergency, I can take up to two pills. The last time I took that much, I felt dead inside for days afterward, like a zombie. No, worse than that. Zombies still want things, like food. They can still feel pain. When I was a zombie, there were still these moments when I knew what I was missing. I still knew there was something wrong with me.
What I need to be isn’t a zombie. I need to be able to process, unhindered by need or pain. I need to be a robot.
So I take four of the round, blue K pills.
Then I go to bed. I don’t remember falling asleep, and I don’t dream. The next time I open my eyes, the sun is coming up. I feel sick, nauseated. I climb out of bed, clumsily. My joints feel stiff, like I haven’t moved in years. I stagger to the bathroom, because it feels like I’m going to throw up. But I don’t. Instead, I just stand there in front of the sink, staring in the mirror for what seems like hours.
I don’t recognize myself.
The face staring back at me is totally blank, devoid of humanity. Its skin is pale, its eyes are dead. There’s no spark of intelligence, or flicker of fear.
I know there’s something I’m supposed to be doing, somewhere I’m supposed to be. It takes me a few minutes, but I figure it out. The clock on the wall is a helpful reminder. Work. I’m supposed to be getting ready for work.
With slow, clumsy movements, I wash my hands and face. Once. Then I leave the bathroom and get dressed. I don’t triple-check my shirt for wrinkles, or spend forever making sure my tie is straight. Those things don’t really matter, anyway. I don’t know why I ever thought they did.
I don’t feel like eating, so I drive straight to city hall. My legs feel heavy, tired. Even after sleeping for twelve hours straight. It takes me twice as long as it normally does to climb the stairs.
When I walk into the office, Melody looks at me, wide-eyed.
“Whoa, you look terrible. What happened, did you get in a fight with your girlfriend?”
Today, I’m immune to her words. I don’t say anything to her, or care if she thinks I’m being rude. Instead, I go straight to the file room and start sorting budget statements by date. It takes longer than it usually would, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not getting paid. As long as I do this internship, Mayor Golden will give me a good reference. I’ll get into a good law school, and then I’ll rise in the ranks of a good law firm and eventually run for office.
Why that matters, I’m not really sure. But it’s what I’m supposed to do. It’s what’s expected of me. I need to grow up and do great things. I need to solve world hunger, or save lives, or at the very least I need to make laws that define an era of history. I’m destined for success, or so they tell me.
Around noon, Melody comes in to tell me she’s going to lunch. I ignore her. I stay in the file room and keep sorting until I start to feel light headed, because I haven’t eaten all day. I find a power bar in my backpack and eat slowly, while working.
When it’s time to leave, I go down to my car. I left my phone in there, and there’s a bunch of missed calls. Two from my mom. Three from Tash. Two voicemails. For some reason, I feel like it’d be less trouble to just drive over and see her, to find out what she wants. Less tiring than sitting in my car and listening to a bunch of messages.
I take my usual route, down 6th and then across Baxter Lane, to the freeway. The inside of the car feels warm, and my tie is too tight. I loosen it, then reach to turn on the radio. 
Tash’s CD is still in the player. “Waiting Game” by this band called Banks. It’s slow, haunting.
I’m so tired. With each breath I take, my chest seems to be moving in slow motion, like I’m breathing water instead of air.
Five o’ clock traffic. It happens, even in a small town. Luckily for me, it’s not quite bumper-to-bumper, like you get in the city. There’s a lot of other cars, but they’re moving pretty fast. 
Until they’re not.
I don’t notice when the taillights on the semi truck in front of me turn red, until it’s too late.
 



 
PART IV: CRASH & BURN
 
I’m guessing by this point you’ve tried to put yourself in my shoes, at least once. But you can’t. Because even if you come close, even if you try to imagine the worst possible thing, it’ll still be your choice. You’ll still be mostly in control of your own thoughts, how far they go, and when they stop.
That’s how it works, for most people. You think, therefore you are. You choose, and then you act. You react, not on instinct, but by decision. That’s really all that separates a human being from an animal, or so we learned in biology.
But what if the world was different? 
What if I was the norm, and you were the ‘special’ one? What if everyone’s delusions instantly became their reality, and any accidental, passing thought could mean the difference between tenuous safety and certain disaster?
What if you couldn’t control the words that came out of your mouth, or hide your most embarrassing emotions?
What if your body never did what you wanted it to, no matter how much you exercised, or how many pills you took?
What if every bad thing you ever thought might happen, actually did happen?
What if the world was really that cruel, for everyone?
Would it be like hell on earth? Or just a more honest, realistic earth? Would it be chaos? Or would we find a way to adapt, and rid ourselves of our ‘chains, which hurt the mind?’
You tell me. You’re the sane one.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
My life flashes before my eyes.
That’s what people say, right? When they’re on the verge of death, everything comes back to them in a bright, surreal blur. For me, it’s kind of like that, but the things I see are new.
A woman’s face, filled with concern, leaning through a shattered window. Her lips move, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. I blink, and she’s sitting behind me, holding my head with her hands. I blink again, and there are more faces. Blue t-shirts, and someone familiar. This guy I know from last summer’s internship. I think his name might be Joe.
I blink again, and I’m moving. Only I can’t move. Staring up at the ceiling of an ambulance, feeling myself being rocked from side to side, but my arms and legs are disconnected. Joe is talking about interactions, looking at me like I’m supposed to say something. I try to shake my head, but I’m strapped down to a board. 
I’m so tired. I think I’ll go to sleep.
The next time I open my eyes, I’m indoors again. Lights pass above me, and I can hear people talking all around me. Everyone seems to know my name. They’re all trying to talk to me, all at once. Or maybe they’re just talking about me. I’m not really sure.
“Grant, you’re at the hospital. Your dad is on his way.”
“Grant, we need you to wiggle your toes for us. Can you do that, Grant?”
“Grant, are you taking any medications?”
“Grant, we’re going to move you into a bed now. Try to keep your head still.”
“Grant, you need to keep your eyes open, okay?”
Everyone seems to want something from me, and it’s exhausting. I try to close my eyes, to retreat back into the silence, where nothing can bother me. I like it there, in the darkness. It’s peaceful and warm.
But they won’t let me stay. I keep trying to tell them it’s better this way, for me to stop thinking, stop existing. But no one will listen. They keep dragging me out, back into the cold. Whatever cozy blanket of numbness was on me before, it’s gone now. I’m cold and everything hurts. Somewhere, I can hear my mom talking, but I can’t move my head to see her.
“He’s on a few antidepressants, officer, but they’re all prescribed. I don’t think this had anything to do with that. A girl he works with said he was having problems with his girlfriend. I think he was just upset and a little bit tired. You know how kids are; sometimes they get so wrapped up in being teenagers that they don’t notice the world around them.”
Is this real life? I feel like I’d be freaking out more, if this was really happening. Maybe this is all just a dream.
My dad leans over me. “You’re going to be okay, buddy. Just try to relax. You were in a little accident. We’re just waiting on a CT scan and some blood work, then we’ll see if we can get you something for the pain. You’re going to be alright.”
I blink at him, feeling weirdly freaked out by the words he’s saying. I’m pretty sure ER doctors aren’t supposed to make promises like that. He’s smiling, but it’s forced, like he’s trying to convince himself more than me.
What if he’s lying? What if I’m dying? Or brain damaged? Or paralyzed for life? 
For once, I don’t have the will to follow those thoughts down the rabbit hole. Whatever happens now, I deserve it. I’ve been waiting for something like this—something bad—to happen for as long as I can remember. In a way, it’s kind of a relief. I wasn’t crazy. I was right. Everyone else kept telling me I was overreacting, or obsessing over something that was never going to happen.
And now it has.
I guess that means I win, or something. Now I can die.
“I’m sorry, Dad.” I push the words out through gritted teeth. My jaw is locked, and I’m not sure if I’m doing it or if I’ve lost control of the muscles. Moisture burns my eyes and leaks down my temples, pooling in my ears. Tears or blood; it makes no difference.
“It’s not your fault, son.” My dad reaches out to put his hand on my shoulder, then pulls it back. I see blood on his fingers. “Accidents happen. The important thing is, nobody else got hurt.”
Right. Well, at least that’s something. At least I didn’t kill anyone.
I close my eyes, clawing my way back toward the darkness. I’ve finally done it, I’ve found the solution: I don’t need to change; I just need to be alone. I need to quarantine myself away, where I can’t mess up anyone’s life or hurt them on accident. A desert island, that’s what I need. Somewhere so far away from other people that it genuinely doesn’t matter how many weird rituals I do, or how many panic attacks I have. Because no one will see.
At least I figured this out now, before I let my parents spend thousands of dollars on a college degree I’d probably never finish. At least I solved the problem, before I tried to do something stupid like move in with Tash, or get married. Because if things stay the way they are, or—God forbid—keep getting worse, that would be like condemning her to a lifetime of torture. Of taking care of me. Of pretending she doesn’t notice how screwed up I am.
The important thing is, nobody else got hurt.
If I break it off now, things will suck for a while, but then she’ll leave. She’ll move to LA with Margot and we’ll never see each other again. I’ll wait a few weeks, then break the news to my parents that I’m going to check myself into a mental institution. Or hell, maybe I’ll just move away, to Alaska or something. My head hurts, and I can’t really think about the specifics right now.
“Hey buddy, I need you to stay awake, okay?” My dad is shaking me. But his voice keeps getting further and further away. Unless I try really hard to focus, it feels like I’m fading. 
Good. Let me fade. Let Grant Blue go away for a while.
My breathing is labored. Weak. It hurts to pull oxygen into my lungs, anyway.
So I stop. I ignore the voices telling me to try harder, to be present. I embrace the dark, and let everything else go.
 
###
 
Time passes in a drugged blur. I’m in the hospital for a while, that much I know. I remember Dr. Marx, this guy who plays tennis with my dad. He’s a plastic surgeon. At one point, I remember him saying, “You’re going to have a pretty wicked scar, but as long as you stay out of the sun for a while, it should fade.”
Gen was somewhere in the room, too, because I distinctly remember hearing her say, “Cool, just like Harry Potter!”
It’s not like the movies, though. No one comes in and holds up a mirror to let me see what I look like. And I don’t really care. In fact, the only thing I care about is the fact that Tash hasn’t come to see me. Not once.
But it’s probably better that way, because I don’t know what I’d say to her if she did. I don’t feel anything lately. The combination of painkillers and sedatives make it seem like that’s a good thing. My dad probably told them about my anxiety, and had the nurses keep me under as much as possible so I wouldn’t freak out.
That way, I can’t have a panic attack when someone finally gets around to telling me I’ll never walk again.
Or whatever is wrong with me. I really can’t tell the difference between reality and worst case scenario daydreaming anymore. And also, for the first time, I’m honestly not sure which reality is worse.
Eventually, they get around to telling me the facts. I hit a semi truck on Highway 91, going about 45 miles per hour. If I’d been going 65, which was the speed limit, I’d be dead. If my car had been even six inches taller, I’d be dead. If the trucker I hit or the cops who responded to the 911 call had suspected anything and asked for a blood test, I’d probably be facing a DUI for driving with so much Klonopin in my system. If I had hit a regular car instead of a semi, someone else would probably be dead, or at least seriously injured, in which case I could’ve gone to jail. As it was, I was too injured for anyone to think about that at the time. Because my airbag didn’t deploy quickly enough, my face hit the steering wheel, hard. Twice. I was covered in my own blood, and I looked much worse off than I was. My spinal column was bruised, and I’m lucky I’m not paralyzed. In fact, my Dad says if I get enough rest, there shouldn’t be any permanent damage. Except for a rather badass-looking scar over my right eye, from the steering wheel.
And the end of the day, I’m really lucky. Everyone keeps telling me how lucky I am.
Mr. Perfect. Most likely to succeed. Going Places. Destined for greatness. ‘You had a close call there, Grant, but it wasn’t your fault. No real harm done.’
What none of them know is that I would’ve welcomed the self-harm. I’ve had enough time to think about it, lying in the hospital and counting the number of spots on the ceiling, and I would’ve been okay with being crippled for the rest of my life. Because at least then, I’d be as messed up on the outside as I am on the inside. Then I wouldn’t have to pretend anymore. No one would expect anything from me, so I wouldn’t have to worry about disappointing them.
After a few days, my mom comes to take me home. As she and Gen help me down the hall into the guest bedroom—because my room is upstairs, and my mom thinks that’s hazardous—I finally break down and ask her about Tash. She gets this look on her face, and she and Gen glance at each other before Gen frowns and looks away—like she’s afraid of getting in trouble for something.
“She called the day of your accident,” Mom says. “But no one was home—I was picking up Gen from piano practice—so she left a message on the answering machine. It…uh…let’s just say it wasn’t very nice. When I got home and heard it, I called to see if you were still at work, to ask you what happened. That’s when Melody told us you and Tash were having a fight, and then the message—and your uncharacteristically reckless driving—started to make sense.”
She helps me into bed, and I lay there for a few seconds, just looking up at her and trying to process everything. Gen leaves the room. 
“I don’t…” I shake my head. “I don’t remember having an argument.”
“Well…” My mom shrugs, then starts fussing around with the pillows, like it’s not that big of a deal. “Your father says you accidentally took too many of your meds, so you were probably kind of out of it. Maybe it’s best if you don’t remember. Whatever happened between you, I’m sure it’s best if you give each other some time.”
I nod, knowing she’s probably right. I’ve always known that waiting it out usually makes people change their opinion, or fill in the blanks. That’s why I bite my tongue, to keep the frenzy of thoughts from overflowing into my mouth and spoiling the cool, collected image.
But even though I was going to break things off anyway, even though I’m pretty sure I’d already decided to let Tash go, because that’s what’s best for her…I can’t remember the moment I told her the truth. I can’t remember how I told her, or what her face looked like. And imagining watching her heart break is almost as torturous as knowing I’m the one who did it.
“Can I hear the message?”
My mom stops in the doorway. I realize it’s been so long since I said anything, she probably thought I was falling asleep. Her face is sympathetic, worried.
“No, I’m sorry. I had a feeling you were going to ask, but…in the end, I decided listening to it would do you more harm than good. You don’t need that kind of negativity right now. Let’s just focus on getting you better, okay? Then maybe you can write her a letter or something, and say goodbye properly.”
Properly. Right. Because that’s the first word I think of when I think of Tash—proper.
I lie back against the pillows, exhausted. “Okay, Mom.”
Of course, she’s right. Calling Tash right now would only make things harder, for both of us. She’s a great OCD wingman, my mom.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
They say the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, and expecting a different result. They say it’s a quote from Albert Einstein, or sometimes Mark Twain. Someone really forward-thinking and prosaic. But as usual, they’re wrong. That inaccurate and extremely unhelpful definition of insanity—which has since been abandoned by the medical community, since no one could really find a living, breathing example of what the antonymous sane person looked like—was first published in a Narcotics Anonymous manual in 1981. I looked it up once, after a kid in my fifth grade science class said that if I was really OCD, that would make me insane.
I think about that, replaying the entire conversation in my head, as I pop another Zoloft. The irony doesn’t escape me, just like I can’t to escape it. Narcotics Anonymous, for people who take too many pills on purpose.
I think I’ve had about twice my normal daily dose by now. Maybe more. Maybe less, though, since I’m not really sure how many days it’s been since I left my bedroom. I know I’ve showered at least twice in the last couple of hours. No matter how many pills I take, I can’t seem to stop thinking about all the germs I might have picked up when I was in the hospital. It’s not that I care about getting sick, because I don’t. I just know that if I do have something, Gen will be the first to get it. She’ll be the first to die.
Then, my mom will get it. Then my dad. It doesn’t matter whether or not I die, then. Because I’ll already have lost everything I ever cared about. Then the OCD will have finally won.
All my life, I’ve been going back and forth between fighting this battle and pretending it doesn’t exist. It’s kind of a miracle I never gave up before now. The OCD always takes everything I love, and leaves the rest, almost like it knows. I used to love pizza when I was a kid. I used to love summer, and ice cream cones, and swimming. Now I can’t get near a swimming pool, or the lake, without hallucinating bacteria—actual, visible bacteria—in the water. I imagine it creeping into my nose and mouth, burrowing down underneath my fingernails, until I’m permanently contaminated, and no amount of showering or scrubbing can make me clean again.
But that wasn’t what I should’ve been afraid of. I realize that now. I’ve always been contaminated. The bacteria is invisible—or maybe it isn’t really bacteria at all. Maybe it’s just this unquantifiable illness that only shows itself fully in my own mind. My infection has no symptoms I can prove, and no cure. But that doesn’t mean it’s not contagious. Maybe that’s why I never wanted to tell anyone. Not because I thought they wouldn’t believe me, but because I was afraid they would. Like that kid in my science class who didn’t want to sit by me anymore, after I told him. They’d all see me for what I really was, on the inside: a freak. 
Ab-normal. Un-clean. In-sane.
That’s the real definition of insanity, I’ve decided. Not doing the same thing over and over again, and expecting a different result, but believing you’re capable of becoming something you’re not. Like a fish who truly believes he can breathe out of water, if he just tries hard enough. If he can just get far enough away from the water, then maybe he can adapt. Maybe he can change.
But people don’t change. If there’s one thing I know with absolute certainty, it’s that. They might be able to fake it for a while, but they can’t really be anything other than what they were meant to be. Wishing doesn’t change molecules, or biological facts. Hoping doesn’t mean it’ll happen.
The first time I saw my face in the bathroom mirror, I was glad. The scar running through my eyebrow, combined with the dead look in my eyes, makes me look kind of dangerous. Unstable. Not at all like the dependable, safe high school valedictorian everyone thought I was.
For endless multiples of seconds, minutes and hours I sit alone in the dark, too angry to talk to anyone. Too afraid to move. Too tired to care. I ritualize on auto-pilot, reorganizing my closet from top to bottom. I count everything, then I count it again. I only eat because my mom brings food up to my room, all wrapped up in plastic the way I like it.
Actually I hate it. I hate the way the plastic forks always break. I hate how pathetic and weak they are. I hate how I can’t even eat like a man, like an adult. How at 18 fucking years old, I still need my mommy to do my laundry and feed me breakfast, lunch and dinner. How I probably always will.
To be honest, I kind of hate my mom for putting up with me. For just quietly going along with it all, like somehow this is normal. Like it’s excusable. Like having a son like me doesn’t make her life about a thousand times harder than it has to be.
But then again, she can’t change the fact that I’m her son. Any more than I can change the fact that this is my life now. This was always what my life was going to be.
Maybe deep down, she always knew. Maybe they both did, my mom and my dad. Maybe that’s why they’re so good at taking everything in stride, because even though they talk about this glorious future I’m supposed to have, in real life they were planning for me to fail. They knew I’d never go to college, or get a real job, or get married, or grow up.
The realization settles into my subconscious and claws its way down, until I can’t remember if I figured it out on my own or someone told me. Most of the time, I’m too drugged up to care. It’s better this way, I tell myself. I’ll just stay quarantined, away from people who don’t understand. 
As I get older, it will probably become harder to hide how pathetic I am, so I’ll probably just stop leaving the house. I’ll stay in my room and watch internet porn until it drowns out the images of Tash that keep running through my head. She’s not always naked, so that’s something. Sometimes she’s smiling and laughing, other times she’s yelling.
Sometimes, I fall asleep dreaming about her and wake up screaming. Because in my dreams, she was in the car with me. In my dreams, we were fighting and I forgot to tap my left foot every time we passed a street sign. And that’s why I lost her. That’s why she died.
Maybe I’m dead too, now that I think about it. Maybe we both died that day. Maybe it’s like that movie she made me watch, with Bruce Willis and that little kid who could see dead people. I hope I didn’t ruin it for you, but then again I’m crazy, so why are you listening to me in the first place?
Why are any of you still listening? Why are you reading this? Don’t you understand that my story is over? Nothing important could possibly happen to me now.
And now I’m talking to an imaginary audience, as if someone out there actually gives a damn. That’s what crazy people do, isn’t it? We talk to people who aren’t there, and imagine everyone is watching us, all the time. That everyone cares what we’re thinking and doing, when in reality they don’t.
It’s liberating to finally figure that out, but also kind of depressing.
One day, I hear paper rustling under my bedroom door. It could be morning, or it could be the middle of the night. It doesn’t really matter.
After lying in bed a while longer, and imagining the worst, I heave myself out of bed. My muscles are still sore from the accident. Or maybe they’ve started to atrophy, since I haven’t exercised in God Knows how long.
The paper is crinkled, but pristine white. It looks like someone pulled it straight from my dad’s copy machine, but they didn’t want to wait for it to eject all the way. It takes me a few seconds to figure out who wrote it, because it’s typed, but since there are only three other people in the house and no one else calls me “Grunt,” I figure out pretty quickly that the letter is from my little sister.
Dear Grunt, it says. Mom made me promise not to bother you, because you’re going through a hard time right now. But there’s something I think you need to know. I wrote down what Tash’s message said, before Mom deleted it. I wanted to ask you about it, but then you drove into a truck.
I shake my head at Gen’s blunt way of putting things, unlike my parents who keep skirting around what happened. Then I keep reading, because I’m a glutton for punishment, and I want to know what Tash’s message said. Even if it doesn’t matter anymore.
YOU TOLD ME I DESERVED BETTER. 
It’s written in all caps, probably so I’ll know that Tash was yelling. Or maybe that’s just Gen adding emphasis. Either way, I can practically hear the hurt in her voice, like she’s standing in the room with me. 
YOU PROMISED TO TELL ME THE TRUTH. I GUESS BETTER IS RELATIVE THOUGH, RIGHT? SO IS TRUTH, WHEN YOU GET RIGHT DOWN TO IT.
That much is debatable. I frown, and keep reading. 
SO MAYBE THE TRUTH IS, YOU ARE BETTER OFF WITHOUT ME. MAYBE I SHOULD JUST GO DOWN TO CITY HALL AND TELL that’s when Mom stopped the message.
In my drug haze, I have to read that last part twice before I realize it’s Gen again, telling me that’s all she got. But even then, it doesn’t make sense. Why would Tash be saying that I was the one who was better off without her, when it’s obviously the other way around? I’m pretty sure I would’ve at least told her that much. Even if I left out the reasons why.
I was in the living room watching my show, and the ER called asking for Dad. Mom started crying. She said she knew something was wrong when you didn’t answer your cell. I told her they had the wrong guy, because my big brother would never be stupid enough to get in an accident. But then again, I also thought my big brother was nice, because he used to pick me up from piano practice and take me to get ice cream.
There’s a knot in my stomach, and it keeps growing with every word. I swallow and keep reading, knowing I’m not going to like what comes next. But I deserve it, that much I am sure of.
My real brother fixes things. He doesn’t break them. He solves problems, and he teaches me how to ignore the mean things people say about me at school. If he could make friends, I could too. If he could be normal, I could be normal, too. He never made me feel like a freak, even though I know I’m not the same as everyone else. He’s different than other people too, but I like him that way. He’s strong, and brave, and smarter than anyone else I know. And I really miss him. 
So could you please ask my real brother to come back and fix whatever he broke? Because I’d really like to go get some ice cream. 
Love, Gen
The knot spreads to my chest, and tightens until I can’t breathe. It’s not fear this time, or even anger, but guilt. I told myself I wasn’t hurting anyone, taking myself away from it all. But what if Gen starts to think it’s okay for her to do the same? What if she starts pulling away from people, and not talking, like she did when she was a kid? People won’t understand. They’ll treat her differently. High school will be hell for her.
Unless I can find a way to fix this. Maybe I can help her understand that she doesn’t have to end up like me. Maybe I can even do it from the safety of my own room. 
Pulling myself up off the floor, I go to my closet and get out my laptop, and every psychology book I can find. I start by looking up case studies on people with Asperger’s, to see if there’s any kind of special programs for high school kids on the autism spectrum. Hours later, I somehow find myself stuck in a YouTube video wormhole. I think it started with an educational video about the difference between mental illnesses and social disorders, and then somehow I ended up watching a twelve episode reality TV show about kids from all over the world who go to this special therapy camp—kind of like the one Margot is at now, only exclusively for OCD kids.
I thought I would be freaked out by seeing other people like me, or finding out how bad it can get, but instead I’m kind of fascinated by it all. Who knew there were so many different variations of the same disorder? Each person’s compulsions are completely personalized, and yet so many of the things they say remind me of what it feels like to be me. Every time someone asks them to explain what they’re feeling, they always have them describe it like it’s real. Instead of saying they’re imagining things, or they know it’s fake, everything is dealt with like it’s an actual possibility. The therapist on the show is nothing like Jeanne. He doesn’t try to explain away the intrusive thoughts, or tell the kids who are like me that it’s all in their heads. Instead, he makes them pretend it’s not. That everything is real.
And then he teaches them how to keep going, anyway.
They say kids today are too easily swayed by what they see on TV. And I guess they’re right. Because watching that stupid reality show, for the first time I started to wonder if maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’m not contaminated for life. Maybe there can be a cure, after all.
Maybe I’ve just been looking for the wrong kind of cure. I’ve wanted to be normal, but what if I can learn how to embrace being abnormal instead? What if I can teach myself how to turn my weakness into a strength? What if I can show Gen that there’s no reason for her to be afraid?
Of course, this is real life. Not a TV show. So after I decide to start trying again, I go back to bed. When I wake up, I go about my usual rituals. I shower forever. I wash my face a bunch of times. I brush my teeth and floss and wash my hands again. Then I take my meds. The right amount, this time.
Then I get dressed. It takes longer than it usually does, because I’m not really sure where I’m going, or even if I’m going anywhere. That’s the thing about inaction. The longer you don’t do something, the weaker you get. Wanting it isn’t enough. Wishing doesn’t make it happen. Being ready to change doesn’t mean you will.
But being scared shitless, and doing things anyway, that’s how you find out what you’re really capable of.
So after about a half hour of standing alone in my room, resisting the urge to count or sanitize or do anything else until my anxiety lessens, I take a deep breath and open the door.
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
There are 21 steps in our staircase. I know that by heart, because I’ve counted them so many times. As long as I counted them, nobody could trip on them and fall. No one could get hurt.
As I walk slowly down them, I try to remember what the therapist on the YouTube video said. I can’t just be happy with not doing a ritual, or not comforting myself by counting. I can’t try to distract myself, or calm myself down. I need to feel the anxiety, and do the thing I’m most afraid of. If I feel like something is contaminated, I don’t just need to force myself to touch it. I need to wallow in that feeling of being contaminated, let it consume me. And if she’s right, and the anxiety doesn’t kill me, I can do it again. Only next time, it’ll be just a little bit easier. Next time, I won’t be so certain that something bad is going to happen, because I’ve done it before.
I touch the banister and walk downstairs, into the kitchen. There’s a bowl of fruit on the counter. I reach out and touch it. That doesn’t bother me enough, though, so I go over to the trash can and touch the lid. Immediately, my skin starts to crawl. My fingers itch. My heart races. I want to wash my hands. I want to count. Something. But I don’t.
Slowly, I raise my hand to my face. I can feel the sweat starting to form on my lower back. I feel like I’m going to throw up. I can’t do this. It’s too much, too soon. I can’t do it.
If I touch my face, something bad will happen. I’ll get sick. I’ll get other people sick. I’ll die. They’ll die.
Before, I would have quit right there. I would’ve said, ‘That’s enough for now.’ When I was doing all this for me, to feel normal, it wouldn’t have seemed worth it, torturing myself. But now that I’m doing it for Gen, it seems like something I have to do. It seems worth it.
For some reason, I think maybe it will all feel okay again, if I can just push myself over the edge. Like jumping into cold water, or ripping off a bandage. But the moment my hand touches my face, it gets about a thousand times worse. I feel like screaming. My ears pound. My eyes well up.
It literally feels like I’ve just stepped into hell.
There’s no coming back from this. I’m going to have a heart attack. Of that, I’m absolutely certain.
But I don’t die. And my heart keeps beating, harder than ever. So I keep doing it. And it keeps being the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life.
Until it isn’t.
I have no idea how long I’ve been standing there, next to the trash can, touching my face. But eventually, I don’t feel like I’m going to die anymore. I’m mentally exhausted, but I can’t get over the feeling that I’m still standing. That I did something totally impossible, and no one else saw it.
Suddenly, I’m overcome with this need to prove to someone that I did it. I go in search of Gen. She’s watching TV in the living room. When she sees me, she looks scared, like something is wrong.
“You came out.”
“Yeah I know.” I motion for her to follow me into the kitchen. “Come look at this.”
I make her stand there and watch as I touch the trash can again. She raises her eyebrows, but doesn’t say anything. I touch my face, and she gasps.
“What are you doing?”
“It’s okay,” I tell her. Even though it’s not okay. Not even a little bit. It’s not all that easier the second time, especially since I still feel disgusting from doing it the first time. But because she’s watching, I can’t let myself fail.
For the rest of the afternoon, Gen and I play this game where she dares me to do things I find really gross, and I do them. Sometimes, I have to compromise, like when she dares me to lick the toilet seat. I tell her I’m not there yet, and to be honest, I don’t think I ever will be.
“That’s okay,” she says. “I probably wouldn’t do it either.”
We laugh about that for a while, and for the first time since my accident, I’m really glad I didn’t die.
 
###
 
Two days later, I borrow my mom’s car and drive to City Hall.
When I walk into the lobby, Barb the receptionist gives me a weird look, like she doesn’t recognize me. But then, she’s probably never seen me in jeans and a t-shirt, not to mention I’ve got this awesome scar now. I nod in her direction before heading toward the elevator.
This is it, the moment of truth.
Or, at least, the moment of truth before the next one. And the next.
I push the button with my finger, resisting the urge to quarantine my hands in my pockets for safe keeping immediately afterward. When the doors open, I imagine that it’s full of people. It doesn’t help, though. It’s late enough in the morning that I’m the only one around, aside from Barb. I imagine stepping in and watching the doors close, and taking one last breath of stale, pine-scented air before suddenly plummeting to my doom. Then I step inside.
As the doors close, it’s like I’m being hit with a wall of sheer panic. But it’s too late, because I’m already trapped inside. My OCD is screaming. It tells me to stand very still, to keep from moving my weight around. Maybe then, the elevator won’t know I’m here, and it won’t kill me.
But ever since I started pretending my OCD was a tangible, sentient enemy, I’ve been trying to find new and creative ways to torture it to death. This was the best thing I could think of, aside from licking a toilet seat. So I reach out, slowly, and push the button for the fourth floor.
When the doors open, I step out a little more quickly than I probably should. But it’s okay, because I did it. I’m alive.
I’m also standing in front of the mayor’s office. Which means it’s time to do the next thing I’m afraid of. The ultimate, final thing my OCD really doesn’t want me to do.
It’s time to find out what happens when I tell the truth.
The front desk is empty when I walk into the office, so I figure maybe Melody is at lunch. All the better, since she’s the last person in the world I want to see. And as much as my OCD doesn’t want her to have any more ammunition to use against me, I don’t feel like she’s done anything to deserve the truth.
I go straight to the mayor’s office and knock on the door.
“Come in.”
When I go in, Mayor Golden raises his eyebrows at me in surprise, but he smiles. “Hey Grant, I didn’t expect to see you back in here so soon. How are you feeling?”
At the tone of his voice, my stomach deflates a little. He’s usually nice, but it’s not usually this forced. He’s talking to me like I’m a little kid.
Or a crazy person.
My bravado fails, as I realize my plan to come clean was naively based on the fact that people still believed I was Mr. Perfect. In retrospect, I guess my almost DUI kind of shot that horse in the face. I look down at the floor, too ashamed to make eye contact with the man who was my hero, just a few days ago.
“I guess my dad told you what happened.”
“Yeah,” he says. “But it’s okay, he explained everything.”
“I’m sorry, Sir.” My OCD wants me to make an excuse and flee the room—or maybe it’s just my own shame, I’m not really sure—but I take a deep breath and stand my ground. “I should have told you about my…problem, before. I’ll understand if you don’t want me to work for you anymore.”
“Of course I do!” The sudden change in tone makes me look up. He’s got that look on his face, the one from the campaign posters that say ‘Mayor Golden is Tough on Crime.’ “In fact, I think it’s even more impressive how much you’ve accomplished. If you’re willing, I’d like to have you come with me to speak at a conference this fall on after school programs for kids with learning disabilities. That is, if you can take a break from Stanford for a day or two.”
My smile is grateful, but thin. Okay, this reaction is not what I expected. But I still don’t think he really gets it.
“That’s uh…” I clear my throat. “That’s really nice of you, but…I don’t really know if I’m still…if that’s something I’ll be able to do.”
His smile wilts a little, and I realize he’ll never look at me the same way again. The pride is gone now, and I’m guessing I no longer seem like the perfect son he never had. Also, I just realized he didn’t correct me earlier when I called him ‘sir.’ I try not to miss that casual familiarity, because really, the whole thing was based on a lie.
“Okay, well. Give it some thought, why don’t you, and take as much time as you need. Don’t worry about finishing up the internship, if you’re not ready.” Finally, he stands. “But please know that I’d be happy to write you a letter of recommendation, or anything you need.”
He reaches toward me across the desk, then stops in mid-movement. I watch as it dawns on him that I probably don’t want to shake his hand. But then, I have this sudden urge to prove him wrong. So I reach across the desk and shake his hand, firmly.
“Thank you, Sir. I really appreciate the offer. And I’ll definitely consider it, once I get a few things figured out. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to work. Have a good day.”
I leave his office, and the urge to wash my hands is overpowering. Not so much because I just rode the elevator, or touched the mayor’s hand, but because I know it would make me feel better. Correction—it would make my OCD feel better.
Well, not today, bitch.
“Oh! Hi, Grant.”
 And speaking of bitches….
I turn to see Melody standing behind me. She must’ve just come out of the bathroom. Either that, or she was eavesdropping on our conversation through the office door.
“Hello, Melody.”
Today, she’s wearing a white dress, with a polka dot collar. Her hands are folded demurely in front of her, and her posture is stiff. There’s not even a hint of flirtation in her voice. She won’t even look me in the eye.
“So, I guess your dad told you that I’m mentally unstable,” I say. My tone comes out ruder than I meant it to, but then again, it still isn’t as bad as half the things she’s said to me.
But instead of snapping back, she laughs nervously. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Right.” I turn to leave.
“Hey um, you left your backpack here.”
“What?”
She skirts past me—making sure not to brush against me, like maybe she thinks I’m contagious, too—and goes to her desk. I follow slowly, watching her move. Unlike before, when she would sashay everywhere swinging her hips and flipping her hair, now her movements are muted. She seems…guilty.
But is she guilty for sexually harassing me all this time, or something else?
When she hands over my backpack, I notice the zipper is on the left side. Which means someone opened it. Because my OCD likes it when I zip things left to right.
I do a quick mental inventory, trying to think if there was anything valuable in my backpack that someone would’ve wanted to steal. My calculator was at home. My phone was strapped to the dashboard of my car when it got totaled, so that’s gone. The only thing that’s really in there, besides a water bottle and a few granola bars…is my therapy journal.
The one with all the intrusive thoughts about pushing my family members down the stairs, or running over Trent Gibson with my car. Or stabbing Melody in the neck with a letter opener.
Well, damn. No wonder she’s not flirting with me anymore.
As we stand there in awkward silence, I consider asking her if she told her dad about what she found. But then I realize she probably didn’t, because now she feels sorry for me. She’s disgusted by me, but unlike before, I’m not worth tormenting.
I’m beneath her now.
Shaking my head, I turn to leave. Because really, there’s nothing else I could ever want to say to her. Except….
“Hey Melody,” I turn in the doorway. “Why did you tell my mom I was fighting with Tash, the day I got into an accident?”
I watch carefully, as her pale skin blushes at least three shades darker. She shrugs. “I don’t know, I guess I assumed. I mean, you were acting really weird that day, like you were mad about something. And I knew it couldn’t be at me.”
She’s lying, that much I know for sure. But I don’t visualize harming her, because at this point even my OCD realizes she’s not worth my time. The one person who is worth my time hates me, and I have a feeling Melody knows why. I thought it was me, because everything else seems like my fault. But now I’m not so sure.
“Did you say something to Tash, too?”
Her eyes dart up to mine for a second, before she looks away again. “I don’t really remember. That was a crazy day—I mean, it was really busy. And you weren’t really helping, so….if she called, I probably just told her you were busy working.” She sniffs, and for a brief second I get a glimpse of the old Melody—too self-absorbed to believe she could ever really be guilty of anything. “But like I said, I can’t really remember. A lot of things have changed since then.”
I laugh. “You’re right. A lot of things have changed. You haven’t, though. You’re still a spoiled, immature brat with daddy issues.”
I’m not sure if I meant to say that much, but it’s all true. On some level, I think I’ve wanted to say it since the first time we met. Today has been a day for pushing the envelope, anyway. So instead of apologizing, or even letting myself feel bad over the appalled look on her face, I just heft my backpack over one shoulder and head for the door.
“Have a nice summer.”
As I turn away for the last time, the first daughter makes a sound like an upset cat. “You know what, Grant? Screw you!”
“I would literally rather lick a toilet seat,” I tell her, over my shoulder.
I’m not sure if she realizes the gravity of what I just said, but it makes me smile. My anxiety is through the roof, but at the same time I’m elated. I’ve never been dirtier, or ruder, or more reckless.
And it’s kind of awesome, in a really terrifying way.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Feeling equal parts terrified and recklessly optimistic, I drive to Baskin Robbins on 3rd. But Tash’s car isn’t there. I park anyway, and go inside, because it’s almost time for the afternoon shift to start. Maybe I’ll order a milkshake and then just casually sit there for days, until she notices me. But no, that would be passive. I need to be active, I need to push myself to do the thing I’m most scared of doing. So I go up to the round-faced girl at the counter—Holly, her nametag says—and smile politely.
“Hi, I was just wondering…is Tash working today?”
Holly doesn’t smile back. “Does it look like she’s working?”
“Uh….” I look around, like maybe she’s joking. “I meant later today. Do you guys have a schedule or something?”
“No.”
“Okay then.” I try not to let myself feel disappointed. Instead, I go over to the freezer and pull out a half gallon of something called Chocolate Overdose. I figure the least I can do is bring it home for Gen, since I didn’t bring her with me.
On the way home, I swing by Tash’s neighborhood. But her car isn’t in the driveway, and the lights are off in her trailer. I knock anyway, just in case, but no one answers. I decide to head home and try again later, because Gen’s ice cream is probably melting. But on a hunch, I turn around and go to Margot’s house. Tash’s car isn’t there, either, but I can see the TV flickering through the front window. 
When I get to the top of the ramp, I realize the door is open. It’s a hot day, and the smell coming from inside the house makes me stop in my tracks. For most people, it’d probably be only mildly unpleasant. It’s not like rotten garbage or anything, more like that soupy, flowery old lady smell. It wasn’t this bad last time. I wonder how long it’s been since anyone properly cleaned the house. Probably since before Margot left. That was almost two months ago.
If I was a better person, a stronger person, I’d try to find a tactful way to come back with a bottle of bleach and some rubber gloves and clean the place up for the little old ladies. And maybe I will. Maybe I’ll try it out, as a kind of intense exposure therapy. Maybe as a bonus, Tash will forgive me for whatever I did. Or whatever she thinks I did. Either. Both.
“Hello? Who’s there?”
I realize I’ve been standing outside the doorway far too long to be polite, so I take a deep breath of fresh air and step inside. When my eyes adjust, I see Dottie—the older one—asleep in her arm chair, her mouth open, head lolling to one side. The other one—Nana—is eyeing me suspiciously, while leaning against a walker in the kitchen.
“Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, Miss….” My mind is drawing a blank. I can’t remember Margot’s last name. Or whether it’s even the same as her grandma’s. “Nana. I uh, I was looking for Tash.”
“Oh, she won’t be back for a few days.”
A few days? “Where did she go?”
“You’re telling me you don’t know?” Nana scoots past me, into the living room, shaking her head. “Probably not doing much talking though, are you? Not that I blame her. Look at that bone structure. Oh, to be young again. What I wouldn’t give.”
She lowers herself into her armchair, laughing evilly. It takes my mind a few seconds to catch up to her meaning, and then I’m blushing. “Uh…Thanks. So…where is Tash?”
“She went to go visit our Margot, up at that camp. They’re having a family weekend where visiting is allowed, but it’s hours away, so Tash said she’d go in our place. Wasn’t that nice?”
“Yeah.” I nod, feeling relieved. At least she didn’t leave town to get away from me. Or if she did, at least she had another reason. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll catch her when she gets back.”
I turn to leave, but that’s when I notice Dottie is awake. She’s not talking, just kind of vibrating slightly and staring in my direction. No, not staring, glaring. I don’t know why, but it gives me the creeps. More than usual. I get the intense feeling that if she wasn’t elderly and crippled, she might break something of mine.
“Is there anything I can get for you ladies? Before I go, I mean?”
“No, we’re all right.” Nana has turned back to the TV, and I feel dismissed. “Go on and have some fun, live your life, young stud.”
“Okay,” I laugh. “I’ll do that.”
As I turn to go, Dottie slowly, silently raises a hand to her throat. When Nana isn’t looking, she makes the universal ‘I’m going to kill you’ motion.
Okay, that was a little uncalled for. I back away slowly, and get in my car faster than usual.
By the time I get home, I’ve decided that Dottie is just a little crazy. Plus, I’ve got bigger things to worry about, like figuring out what to do about Tash. When I walk in, my mom is sitting at the kitchen table, paying bills.
“Hi sweetheart, did you remember to put gas in my car?”
I freeze, halfway to the sink, like a deer in headlights. “I’m so sorry, I totally forgot. I’ll go do that now.”
“No don’t worry, it’s okay. I’m going to the store in a few minutes. I’ll do it then. Did you eat anything for lunch?”
I didn’t, but I don’t want her to worry. “Yeah, I did.”
I really want to wash my hands, but instead I take the container of BR ice cream out of its bag and put it in the freezer. Then, I figure a normal person has to wash their hands sometime, and it’s not really ritualizing if I don’t do it right after having a contamination thought. So I go over to the sink and start scrubbing away.
“Hey mom, I was wondering. Can I ask your advice about something?”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“Uh, it’s kind of awkward.” I turn off the faucet with my elbow, and reach for a paper towel. “I mean, it’s not awkward. It’s just kind of…uncomfortable.”
Which is exactly why I need to talk about it, I remind myself. The further I can push myself outside of my comfort zone, the better. That’s how I get better.
So instead of summarizing the situation in the fewest possible words, as I usually would, I sit down at the table and tell her all about everything that happened, starting with the Fourth of July. I leave out the part where we had sex—because no matter how much I’m trying to change I can’t say that kind of thing to my mom—but I do tell her about how I told Tash I loved her, and it made her cry. Then I tell her how everything went wrong, or at least everything I can remember, including how Melody snuck into my room.
“…And then today, I asked Melody why she told you Tash and I were fighting. Because I’m pretty sure we weren’t, at least not then. She said she just assumed it, because of the way I was acting. Because obviously, she didn’t know about the Klonopin, or all the other stuff. She said Tash might have called that day, too, and I don’t know why, but I have this feeling. I just feel like maybe Melody said something to her, or lied about where I was. I don’t know, it just feels like I’m missing something important.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know.” Talking about it out loud isn’t really helping me to understand it, not like I thought it would. “It’s just…she’s been different lately. And I can’t figure out why. Ever since she found out about her mom and the whole college thing…maybe that’s what it’s about. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just obsessing. Maybe it has nothing to do with me at all.”
I sigh, frustrated. Without really thinking about what I’m doing, I run my fingers through my hair, tugging slightly. The second I identify it as a ritual, though, I stop.
My mom seems surprised. She looks at me quietly, for a long minute.
“You know, when you were a kid, you always saw things no one else saw.”
I frown. “Like my hallucinations? I know, that kind of comes with the territory.”
“No, that’s not what I meant.” She shakes her head. “When you were a baby, it was the strangest thing. You were so cuddly, anyone could hold you. But there was this one time, in church, when Gary Stewart tried to pick you up, and out of nowhere you started screaming bloody murder. I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with you. You didn’t stop crying for hours. I wanted to take you to the hospital, but your dad said it was fine. Just a tantrum. But after that day, I always wondered.”
“Okay….” I’m not really sure where she’s going with this.
“About a year after that, Gary Stewart went to jail for killing his ex-wife,” she says. “Nobody could believe it. He was the nicest old man. Apparently, he’d changed his name and moved across the country.”
“Wow. That’s…kind of a messed up story, mom.”
She smiles. “I know, it sounds made up, like one of those chain emails your grandpa likes to send everyone. But I swear, it’s the truth. Ever since then, I always paid really close attention to anyone you didn’t like. Just in case. But that wasn’t hard, because you liked almost everyone.” Her eyes narrow. “I should have paid more attention to that red-headed little skank, I guess, before letting her come into my house.”
“Mom!” 
“What?” She holds up her hands, then starts gathering her papers. “I don’t care what year it is, or what sexual revolution we’re currently in. If a girl tries to trap my son into dating her by lying and using her father’s connections, I’m allowed to call her a skank.”
“Okay, that’s fair.” I stand up and help her move the centerpiece, so she can wipe off the table. “But I don’t understand what that story has to do with all the other stuff I just told you. What am I supposed to do about Tash?”
“Oh, you’re on your own with that one.” She moves around the counter, gathering things up and putting them in her purse. “Do you want me to buy you some more blueberry yogurt, when I’m at the store?”
“Seriously? You still don’t like her? You haven’t even gotten the chance to know her.”
“I didn’t say that at all, son. In fact, the fact that you like her is all the character reference she needs, in my book. Your instincts about people are usually dead-on, that’s all I’m trying to say. So maybe you should trust your instincts, and give her some space to figure out what she wants, first. It worked for your father, when I broke up with him the second time.”
She kisses me on top of the head, and heads toward the front door. I follow her, trying to process what she just said.
“Wait. You and dad broke up? Twice? Why don’t I know this?”
She shrugs. “Because it’s not important. It all worked out in the end. Now, make sure your sister does her homework. I’ll be back in about an hour. Love you!”
After my mom leaves, I plunk back down at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. I don’t even care if I just touched the doorknob. My brain feels like it’s about to explode.
All this time, I guess I just assumed my parents were together forever. That they never had any real problems, they just met and fell in love and eventually got married. I’ve never even heard them argue. Maybe that’s my problem. Maybe I wasn’t looking closely enough.
I’m still sitting there, just puzzling through all the mysteries of love and life, when Gen comes clomping down the stairs.
“Hey, Grunt!” She makes a beeline for the freezer, like she knows exactly what’s in it.
I make a sound in response, but I’m not sure whether it’s an actual word. I’m suddenly exhausted, just thinking about the possibility of spending the rest of my life not only trying to figure out how to live with this OCD, but on top of that worrying about another person, and what they’re thinking and feeling. Whether they’re happy. What I’ve done to make them happy, or not so much. I want to be with Tash, but what if it doesn’t work out? What if she decides it’s not worth the trouble? I’m right back where I started again, feeling like complications are futile.
“She’s wrong, you know.” Gen’s voice is distorted, and I look up to see her standing in front of the fridge, spooning ice cream into her mouth straight from the container.
“What do you mean?”
“Your instincts suck. Tash doesn’t want you to leave her alone. She wants you to fight for her.”
“What do you….” I look over my shoulder, toward the stairs. “Were you listening in that whole time?”
“It doesn’t matter, Grunt.” She waves her spoon at me. “Tash is sick of wondering what’s going on with you all the time. Now you know how she feels. It’s annoying, isn’t it?”
“I…” I can’t think of anything to say to that, especially since she’s right. “Wait. Did Tash tell you that? On Fourth of July? Or…have you seen her since then?” 
My sister shakes her head. “No, but it’s not hard to guess. It’s what all girls want. No matter how tough they are. They want you to tell them how you feel.”
“But I did.” As weird as it is talking about this stuff to my kid sister, my urge to argue with her is stronger. “I told her I loved her. Or weren’t you eavesdropping on that part?”
Gen rolls her eyes. “That doesn’t mean anything, you dork. Anyone can say that. Boys at my school say that to girls all the time, right before they dump them. You have to prove it. You have to say it more than once, in a bunch of different ways. Maybe even with a special song you wrote just for her. Or you could hire a band and sing to her in front of a bunch of people. Or something super cheesy like that.”
“Oh God,” everything she’s saying reminds me of Tash. “Have you been watching 80s movies?”
“Nope. I’ve been reading books. You should try it sometime.”
I’m tugging on my hair so hard, I’m pretty sure it’s standing straight up. “I do read books.”
She scoffs. “Obviously not the right kind of books.”
I shake my head, admitting defeat. “I guess not.”
“Hang on a second.” She puts down the container of ice cream and races out of the kitchen. I can hear her running up the stairs, and I can’t help wondering if she bothered to take the spoon out of her mouth, so she doesn’t fall and impale herself. A few minutes later, she comes back, holding her spoon in one hand and a worn paperback book in the other. 
“Here, use this.” She tosses it onto the table in front of me.
I pick it up. “The Princess Bride? Didn’t they make this into a movie?”
Gen is glaring at me, dead serious. “What? It’s just like studying anything else. Sometimes, you just need to see an example of what happy ever after looks like. That way you know it’s possible. Plus, this book has one of the best ‘I love you’ speeches in the history of ever.”
“You know this isn’t real, right? This is fiction.” I shake my head, but deep down I know she has a point. At least, about the figuring things out thing. I never thought in a million years that a bunch of YouTube videos could change my outlook on life, but here we are.
After a few seconds of staring at the kind of girly looking book cover, I smile. “How did you get so smart? You’re like, twelve.”
“I’m fourteen, Grunt. And I’ve always been the real smart one. You’re just a show off.”
For that, I stand up and hug her.
“Okay fine,” I say. “I’ll try it your way.”
Feeling like a giant dork, I take the book and go up to my room. A few minutes later, Gen knocks on the door. She’s brought the good paper, the kind that looks like parchment.
“Use this,” she tells me solemnly. “It’s mom’s special stock. She uses it for her charity invitations.”
“I’m not inviting Tash to a silent auction, Grems.”
“Just trust me.” She sighs loudly, rolling her eyes. “Ugh, why are boys so dumb?!”
When she leaves, she slams the door behind her.
I sigh equally loudly, staring down at the blank, fancy paper and wishing I could go take a three hour long shower. But I don’t, because the thought of writing my feelings down has always made me uncomfortable, even when it was for therapy. And look how that turned out—disastrously. 
This time, the stakes are even higher. I have to find some way to tell Tash how important she is, how sorry I am, and how stupid I’ve been for the past two months…or eighteen years…all in one letter.
I think I’m going to need more paper.
In the end, the OCD prevails, and I end up practicing on plain lined paper first. But I can’t seem to get anything to sound right. Even the beginning feels wrong. 
I started off with ‘Dear Tash,’ but that just felt too formal. Then I decided to cut right to the point and start off with ‘I’m sorry.’ But then the whole thing took a turn into some very dark, very awkward territory and I realized she was probably going to stop reading before she got to the important part at the end.
By 9:30, I’ve officially skipped dinner and my recycling bin is full of crumpled paper. Of course I have a recycling bin. Because I care about the environment, and I don’t enjoy sorting my trash after the fact.
Anyway, the letter. It’s pretty much a complete fail. Until about one in the morning, when I have an epiphany:
If I want Tash to know that what I’m saying is true, I have to do this my way.
So I go to my closet and pull out my highlighter collection. Then I start again.
By the time I’m finally finished, it’s almost three in the morning. But I can’t wait. I drive to Tash’s house and leave the letter in her mailbox. Her car is still gone, but it’s Friday. She should be back by Sunday night, at the latest, if Margot’s camp is taking the term ‘Family Weekend’ literally.
I can handle a few more days of torture, I decide. It’ll be good for me.
When I get home, I can’t sleep. So I end up reading Gen’s princess book, cover to cover. By the time I finally fall asleep, I’m pretty sure I’m a little bit closer to understanding what girls really want. The problem is, I don’t know if I could ever wrestle a 300 pound rat, even if they were a real thing.
So I guess I’ll have to find something else semi-heroic to do.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
It’s Monday.
I’ve been driving by Tash’s house at least twice a day, but she’s still not back. I’m starting to worry. She doesn’t answer any of my calls, and her mom is never home during the day.
It’s ironic, because in this day and age, we should just be texting each other back and forth or talking online. But because Tash doesn’t have a computer, and she hates using her ‘shitty, Back to the Future-style brick phone,’ my life this summer has started to feel a lot like those 80s movies she loves quoting so much. It’s like we spend so much time trying to connect, trying to get on the same page. But she couldn’t reach me in my fortress of solitude, and now I can’t reach her.
They say timing is everything. But I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of pretending I’m fine without her.
By about 2:00 in the afternoon, I’ve gotten desperate. I google the phone number of Margot’s Teen Discovery Camp and call them to see how long family weekend goes. 
“I’m sorry, I don’t know where you’re getting your information,” the lady at the camp tells me. “But we don’t do a family weekend. Visitors aren’t allowed until the end of the program.”
“What?” I’m sure I must have heard that wrong. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
“Oh, well…thank you, anyway.” I hang up, confused.
There’s no visitors allowed at Margot’s camp? That means Tash lied to Nana and Dottie. Why would she do that? Where did she really go?
My anxiety level immediately starts climbing again. I’m learning to rank it now, on a scale of one to ten, instead of trying to ignore it. Ever since I wrote the letter to Tash, I’ve been hovering around about a seven. Because even though I have no idea where she is, or what she’s thinking, or how she feels about me right now, I keep asking myself the same questions over and over:
What if she came home and saw the letter, but didn’t read it? What if she read it, but it didn’t make a difference? What if something bad happened?
And now, there’s a bunch more questions to add to the loop. Like:
What’s going on with her? What is she hiding? Why didn’t I notice? Why wouldn’t she tell me?
Not knowing the answer to any of these questions is driving me insane. Or, more insane. But I can’t think of anything to do about it, short of going full stalker and hiring someone to track her down. Or driving up to Margot’s camp to see for myself if Tash is on the lam, hiding up there among the troubled kids. Maybe she’s infiltrated the place to bust Margot out. But that wouldn’t make any sense, because as much as Tash misses her best friend, I know she wants her to get better.
All of my scenarios lead nowhere, and each time I come up with a new one, it seems less likely.
Yesterday I started running again, just to have something to do. I’m really out of shape, and my pace is slow, but I kind of like the feeling of being sore. Like I’m accomplishing something, because at least I can do something to affect the way I feel, even if it’s just physically. 
It helps that I’m back on a more normal dose of meds now. I’ve even started doing some research into new meds I can try, and my dad says he’s going to look into finding an OCD specialist for me. When I told him about the videos I watched online, I think he went and watched them too, because he keeps bringing it up and using all the right terms now. Like ‘habitualization,’ and ‘exposure,’ instead of saying things like ‘Try to calm down,’ or ‘Remember son, it’s all in your head.’
After dinner, we start talking about maybe getting me into this therapy program in Seattle. But it’s nine weeks long, so I’d have to defer my enrollment by a semester. If I’m still going to Stanford. I haven’t figured that part of my life out yet, either. But I can’t really think about that until I get my other goals in line. Like, what I want to accomplish, besides being normal. Or respectable. What do I actually want to do, every day, for the rest of my life? Not just big picture stuff, like ‘change the world’ or ‘help people.’ But the in-between now and then parts. Do I want to work in an office, or travel? Do I want to try something really out there, like politics and public speaking—with all the handshakes those jobs entail? Or would I maybe be happier doing something more behind the scenes, working with numbers and crunching data in front of a computer?
I’ve given so much thought to what I don’t want to do, what I don’t want to become, that I never really tried to visualize what a happy life might look like. Not someone else’s version of happily ever after. But mine.
At this point, all I know is that my immediate future needs to include Tash.
I can’t stop thinking about her, no matter what I’m doing. She’s the one intrusive thought I don’t mind having, even if it hurts to think about the fact that I might have lost her. Even if I can’t control my feelings, I wouldn’t want them to go away.
At 9:35 on Monday night, I get a text message on my new phone:
WHAT THE HELL IS THIS FUCKING LETTER, GRANT?
I almost drop my phone. I’m so happy, I don’t even care that she’s swearing at me. All I can think is, she’s back. She’s talking to me again. I immediately drop what I’m doing—which is making a pro and con list of college majors and future careers—and run downstairs to grab my mom’s car keys. I pass Gen in the kitchen, and she gives me this look like she knows I’m about to do something stupid. Sometimes, she’s like a mini version of my mom.
“Don’t crash this time,” she calls after me, as I race out the door.
“I won’t.”
When I pull up in front of Tash’s house, the porch light is on, and her car is in the driveway, but the rest of the house is dark. I knock on the door, but there’s no answer again. Where is she? Did she go over to Margot’s? I shudder at the thought of going over there and facing down Dottie’s creepy stare, but for Tash I’ll do anything.
Then I remember, she actually texted me for once. I’m so used to her ignoring my phone calls by now, I didn’t even think to try texting her back.
Hey, where are you? I’m at your house.
I wait for a few seconds, debating whether or not to start walking down the street, just in case. But she responds pretty quickly. Especially for her.
Why are you at my house?
Why? How could she not know why?
Because I need to talk to you.
About what?
I’m pacing back and forth on her porch, and it’s all I can do not to count the plastic plants, just to calm myself down. But I don’t. Instead, I take a deep breath and spell it out for her, one letter at a time.
About what I wrote in the letter. About what’s been going on lately. Please, will you just tell me where you are, so I can come see you and explain everything?
The next pause is so long, I want to give in and let myself do a ritual, just to calm down. But I don’t.
Okay fine, I’m in my car. Turn around.
What? I turn around, just in time to see a hand come up from the dark interior of Tash’s car and grasp the steering wheel, before she pulls herself into a sitting position in the driver’s seat. I can’t help wanting to laugh, because of how dramatic it is. But I’m too anxious at the moment, and I don’t want to risk laughing hysterically and ruining the mood, so I don’t.
I go down the steps, and lean down to look at her through the open window.
“Why are you sitting in your car?”
Up close, I can tell that she’s been crying. Her face is pale and her eyes are puffy and red. She’s wearing a baggy sweatshirt, and she looks like she hasn’t slept in a while. I try to find a nice way to ask her if she’s feeling okay. But she beats me to it.
“You look like hell.”
This time, I do laugh. “Yeah, well it’s been a stressful couple of days.” I sigh. “Can I come sit with you?”
She shrugs. “I guess so.”
I walk around to the other side of the car and get in. She’s got one of those old model station wagons with bench seats, covered in cracked vinyl. The dashboard is always covered in dust, and the floor is usually littered with wrappers and various girl things, like shoes and discarded sweaters. That’s why I usually find excuses to drive, instead of riding in Tash’s car.
“Why are you still out here?” I embrace the discomfort of the situation, and the germs. I even reach forward and run my finger through the layer of dust, just to see if I can. Tash looks at me sideways, eyes wide, but I don’t comment on my new impervious to dirt act. Not yet. “I’m guessing you’ve been home for a while, since you texted me saying you got my letter. Why didn’t you go into the house?”
“I don’t know,” she says. She’s still holding the steering wheel, looking down at her hands. I can see my letter crumpled in her lap.
That’s not a good sign.
“I guess I was trying to figure out what to do, and this seemed like as good a place to freak out as any.”
I open my mouth to tell her it’s not safe for a girl to sit alone in the car at night, especially with the windows open, in this neighborhood. But she knows that better than anyone, and I don’t want to remind her of that again, not when she’s so obviously upset.
“Why were you freaking out?”
She glares at me, and I rush to explain. My anxiety is through the roof, but I force myself to keep pushing. Keep sharing. Keep doing the thing I’m most afraid of—exposing myself to Tash, in the worst possible way, and losing her.
“I mean, you can freak out if you want to. It’s just…you don’t usually. Freak out, I mean. Me, I’ve been freaking out for days. Months, really. I’m pretty much always freaking out, at least on the inside. But I’ve been freaking out more often, ever since last month when I stopped taking my meds. I thought it would make me clearer, more able to feel things, you know? And it did. But then, it also made the other stuff kind of worse. And then something happened, and for some reason I freaked out and took too much Klonopin, and that’s when I got in a car accident. And I kind of went a little Howard Hughes there for a while. But I’m…I’m working on it, and I think there’s a good chance I can fight this. I’d really like a chance to start over. I don’t know how I messed this up, but I want to try and fix it. If you’re freaking out because of me…I really want to fix that.”
“So…” She stops, swallows. “You’re saying that’s why you broke up with me? Because you took too many drugs? Or you broke up with me because you weren’t taking enough drugs, and then you decided to overdose? And was that before or after you slept with Melody? I just…I just want to make sure I’m getting the timeline straight.”
My anxiety level explodes off the scale. I don’t even know if there’s a number for it. “Whoa, what do you…WHY do you think I slept with Melody?”
Tash narrows her eyes at me, then pulls something out of her pocket. It’s one of those Motorola flip phones that used to be really popular for a while. Still an early model, but not nearly as ancient as her last one. I shake my head, trying to clear it. My mind always focuses on the stupidest things, especially in a crisis.
“I got this on eBay a few weeks ago,” she says, flipping it open and scrolling through it. “It took me a while to figure out how to work it, but even I know how to open a picture message.”
She stops scrolling and hands it to me. My eyes widen as I take in what’s on the screen. I can’t even fathom how…but no, actually, I can. It all makes perfect sense. 
“I know this is going to sound like the world’s dumbest excuse… but Melody snuck into my room, after I told her and my mom that you couldn’t make it to dinner. My dad invited the mayor over for dinner—he wanted to find out how I was doing at my internship. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. I went up to my room to wash my hands—several times—and when I came out, she was waiting on my bed, right next to where I’d left my phone.” 
I was in the bathroom for ages. It would have been so easy for her to take off her clothes, and lie down in my bed to take this picture with my phone. The caption below it says Good thing you couldn’t make it. I’m better off with what I have right here. The fact that Melody accidentally used the word ‘better,’ which is kind of like a code word between Tash and I, just makes it that much worse.
“She wasn’t naked when I came out, that much I can promise you.” I hand the phone back, feeling more angry than anxious now. “I kicked her out like five seconds later. You can ask Gen, or my mom. I told her about everything that happened a few days ago, after I quit my internship. My mom actually called her a skank. I thought that was kind of rude, but now I think maybe skank isn’t a strong enough word.”
“Wow,” Tash shakes her head, pocketing her phone. “I wouldn’t have thought your mom had it in her. And that’s the mayor’s daughter. God knows what kind of things she’s called me.”
I want to reassure her that my mom doesn’t hate her, but there’s a more pressing issue to deal with. Why would Tash actually think I’d do that to her? Let alone send a picture of a random naked girl, or say something so cruel?
“So, you thought I cheated on you and dumped you. In a text message.” It hurts even to ask, but I have to. “And you didn’t think that was…I don’t know, a little out of character? You didn’t bother to call me, or ask me why?”
“I did try to call you, a couple of times. But you didn’t answer, so I figured that was my answer.” Tash shrugs, looking away from me, out the window so I can’t see her face. “I don’t know, things like that tend to happen to girls like me. Or so I’ve heard. I’ve never actually been dumped before. Hell, I’ve never really dated before. I guess I thought…maybe it was best to just move on with my life.”
“But you kept the picture.”
“Yeah, I thought about posting it on a couple of porn sites, just to see what her dad thought of it.” She sniffs, trying to disguise the tears in her voice. “But then I realized that wouldn’t make me any better than people like her. And Becca Foster. Butterface bags are one thing, but no one deserves to be exposed like that, no matter how stupid it is to send naked pictures of yourself to someone who hates you.”
My chest hurts. Even pissed off and heartbroken, she’s such a good person. “I know there’s a lot of stuff I’ve been keeping from you, but I swear I’d never hurt you on purpose. I guess…trying to hide my freakish side was my way of protecting you, I thought. But that’s how things got so screwed up, because it all backfired, and everything was spinning out of control. I thought you were pulling away, that you wouldn’t want to be a part of my life if you knew how bizarre it really was. I didn’t blame you, so I left you alone. But Gen was right. I should have fought for you, and tried to figure out what was going on sooner. Now that I know, I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I’ll do anything, everything I can to make it up to you.”
She’s still not looking at me, so I reach over and grab her shoulders, I try to turn her toward me but she pulls back, shaking her head.
“Grant, I can’t do this right now. It’s not about you, okay? I just can’t…it’s really not a good time. I appreciate you telling me the truth, but it’s too much for me. I’m…I’m not ready to be….”
I can feel it coming, the thing I fear the most. She’s trying to tell me it’s too late. That I’ve screwed up irrevocably. Not only have I missed my chance, but there’s nothing I can do to fix it. I’m losing her.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, my OCD cackles, because it told me so. For as long as I can remember, it’s been telling me that everything I do is crucial, and potentially catastrophic—unfortunate, disastrous. But I never really stopped to think about how catastrophe can sometimes be a good thing.
“Natasha,” I burst out, automatically falling into the ritual that comforts me the most. “N-A-T-A-S-H-A. Your full name has seven letters, but you hate it, so you never go by it. I didn’t know your full name until the fifth grade, when we finally ended up in the same class—Mrs. Cardall’s class, but you probably remember that. Anyway, when I found out your name had seven letters, it made perfect sense to me, like maybe I’d known it all along.”
“Grant….” She’s still shaking her head, still not looking at me, so I keep talking.
“There are seven fundamental types of catastrophes. In mathematics, catastrophe theory is a particular, special case in the singularity theory of geometry. It deals with a special case, wherein a long-run, stable equilibrium can be identified with the minimum of a smooth, well-defined potential function. Small changes in certain parameters of a nonlinear system can cause that system’s equilibrium to appear or disappear, or to change from attracting to repelling and vice versa, leading to large and sudden changes of the behavior of the system. However, examined in a larger parameter space, catastrophe theory reveals that such bifurcation points tend to occur as part of well-defined qualitative geometrical structures.”
Her shoulders are shaking now, and one hand goes up to cover her mouth. I can’t tell if she’s laughing or crying. The thought that I might be making it worse causes more panic, but I embrace it.
“I’m guessing none of this will make sense to you—because you hate math—or most people, or maybe no one, except me. So…I’ll try to break it down a little. For me, Tash, you’ve always been a special case. Before you, I thought I was stable, but that was because I only thought I had one potential function. My entire life, my sole function was to attain normalcy, which for me basically equated to most people’s definition of perfection. For me, equilibrium meant pleasing everyone, upsetting no one. But ever since that day a few months ago, when I accidentally made you so mad that you kissed me in the quad, I started to question my behaviors. What could I have possibly done to attract someone like you, someone so fundamentally opposite and…amazing? And more importantly, what can I do to keep from repelling you?”
“Grant, stop.”
“Before you, my life was simple, linear. I didn’t think about things in terms of happily ever after, just long-term, stable equilibrium. But when that line started to fracture, I had to start looking at things from another perspective. You made me redefine everything, Tash, including myself. I see now that I don’t want to be defined by perfection anymore. I don’t want people to see me as Mr. Perfect. As the guy ‘most likely to’ anything. And more than anything, I don’t want you to see me that way.”
Tash is definitely crying now, slumped over the steering wheel with both hands covering her face. I don’t know if she’s mad because she keeps trying to break up with me and I won’t let her, or because I’m freaking her out with my really OCD attempt at an epic ‘I love you’ speech. Or worst of all, because she doesn’t feel the same way. Because I disgust her.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I should have said that first. I’m so…so sorry. I’m sorry I screwed up. I’m sorry I’m screwed up, that I’m not Mr. Perfect. I wish I could be that for you. I wish I could tell you how much I love you, in a normal, sane way. That way, maybe you’d believe me. I’ve never loved anyone before you, and I know it sounds totally insane but I will never love anyone else. The odds of that happening are just too astronomical. You make me want to be better, because I meant it when I said you deserve better. You deserve college, and a glowing future, and a great life, and someone so much better than me. I don’t know why you have such a hard time seeing it, but you’re better than me, Tash. You’re so much better. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I know I’m talking a lot…and I’m kind of freaking out still, so please…please say something. Say anything, except that it’s too late.”
Finally, she stops crying. Or at least slows down from a sob to a sniffle. She wipes her face with both hands, then turns toward me. I’ve never seen her look so scared.
“Grant, I’m pregnant.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Sometimes, you don’t say anything because you’re shy, or scared, or angry, or tired. Or if you’re like me, you’re so obsessed with not saying the wrong thing that you can’t seem to find the right words. So you keep your mouth shut, or shrug, or just let people assume what they want to assume.
Other times, you don’t say anything because there just aren’t any words.
This is one of those times. I’ve probably said more in the past ten minutes than I have in months. But now, sitting there in the front seat of Tash’s car, in her darkened driveway…I’m all out of words. And plans. And solutions.
Nothing could have prepared me for this. My OCD didn’t even come up with this sudden, catastrophic, life-exploding possibility. Not once. It literally never occurred to me that something like this could ever happen. Not to me.
So I just sit there, staring at Tash across the car, as she stares back at me and we both wait for something to happen.
After what seems like forever, she sighs. She takes a deep breath. Clears her throat.
“I found out a few days ago. Right after the whole…text message thing. I’d been feeling weird for about a week, having all these weird dreams. I wanted to cry all the time. I think that’s why I freaked out and picked a fight with my mom, why I found out about the waitressing thing.” Her voice is thin, flat, like none of what she’s saying matters. “The next morning, I started throwing up. My mom figured it out first. She asked me if I could be pregnant, and I laughed. I told her no way. She believed me. After she left for work, I went straight to the drug store and bought a test.”
She pauses, and in the silence all I can hear is the pounding of my own heartbeat. I’m suddenly assaulted with a bunch of discordant images. Blood dripping. Cars crashing. Tash, naked in her room. Baby feet. Cells dividing. Dirty diapers. My parents. People at my church. Graduation caps. Dirty laundry. Scenes from ‘Billy Becomes a Man.’ Tash, belly swollen and huge. Tash, screaming in pain. Tash, pregnant.
I’ve never even held a baby, let alone thought of having one.
“Of course, the second I saw the plus sign, I knew I couldn’t keep it. There was just no way. I can’t be someone’s mom.” For the first time, her voice spikes into hysteria territory. “I mean, let’s face it. My life has always been so fucked up, I think everyone in this town expected this to happen. Maybe on some level, I even knew I’d end up getting knocked up and stuck here for life. But ever since a few months ago, I…I can’t let that be my life anymore. So I decided I just wouldn’t tell anyone, and I’d take care of it myself.”
A jolt of understanding goes through me. When she says ‘take care of it,’ I think she means….
“So I took off work and drove to this clinic in Springville. I used some of the money from my savings to get a motel room, and I made an appointment at Family Planning. I told my mom I was going to see Margot, so she wouldn’t wonder where I was.”
I can’t process anything she’s saying. It just runs over me, like a river of facts I can’t hope to tread. I hold my breath.
“But when I got there…I couldn’t go through with it.”
Tash closes her eyes, shakes her head, and takes another deep breath. We both exhale, together.
“It’s not that I think it’s wrong, or that women don’t have a right to choose, but… I couldn’t stop thinking about how permanent it all was. How if I made this decision right now, there would be no changing my mind. No going back. And I just…I realized I wasn’t in my right mind, because of what happened with us, and everything was so fucked up, and I thought…what if I make the wrong choice?”
Tash stops talking and looks into my eyes then, and even though she doesn’t say it, I know in this moment she knows exactly how I feel. How I’ve always felt—like everything I do or don’t do is catastrophically important. Except unlike me, she’s right. The choices she makes directly affect someone else’s life. She has complete and total control over the fate of another human being.
Nobody can ever really say that, can they? Not even about themselves. No matter how hard you try, you can’t control everything. If we’re being honest, I’m not sure if we can really control anything.
That’s kind of like the meaning of life, I think. Realizing how helpless we actually are. We can't control what happens to us. Not even if we ritualize, or worry about every little thing, or try to plan out every detail of our lives. Not even if we believe a certain way, or align ourselves with the right people. Or get the right job, or the right paycheck.
We can't control the way we think or feel, a lot of the time.
We can control the way we act, most of the time. Until something happens that breaks us, or we’re born differently, or something makes us lose that ability to separate impulse from intention. All we really have is our reality. Reality is a fluid, personal thing, but it’s basically defined by what we absolutely know in any given moment.
Here’s what I know. A few months ago, I thought the worst thing that could possibly happen was to have everyone find out about my OCD. A few weeks ago, I thought the worst thing that could possibly happen was that I’d disappoint my parents, or choose the wrong career. A few days ago, I watched from the back seat as I let my world shatter around me, before it slowly, painfully reassembled. And I realized that the worst thing that could possibly happen already had. I stopped caring, stopped fighting, basically stopped living. Nothing could be worse than that. Right?
 Tash sits perfectly still, frozen, watching me as I process. My mind is still reeling with doubts, and fears, and questions. But because of my new perspective, or maybe because of the new medication I’m on, it doesn’t control me. This time, the OCD-exacerbated uncertainty doesn’t loom until it eclipses everything I think and feel. It leaves just enough room for me to process what’s important.
Tash and I, together we created something. Even if it was an accident, it’s the most important and most powerful thing either of us has ever done. But that doesn’t mean we have to let it define us, unless we want it to.
This moment is an anomalous event. Just one more totally unpredictable in a series of cosmic events that made the world the way it is. I think deep down, I knew something big was about to happen. Maybe that’s why I freaked out and crashed my car in the first place. Maybe some cosmic force was preparing me, by reminding me that nothing is final, except death. Nothing is truly disastrous in life, except losing the things you love.
I close my eyes, and take another deep breath. Then I open them again. Tash is still sitting there, still waiting. She’s hasn’t disappeared from my life, and for that, I’m suddenly and deeply grateful.
Finally, she can’t wait anymore. “For fuck’s sake, Grant! It’s your turn to say something now.”
“I love you.”
Her eyes fill with tears again, probably because she’s mad at me. I move forward, reaching for her, hoping she’ll let me hug her. She does.
“No,” she mutters into my neck. “I meant say something helpful.”
I hug her tighter. “I’m sorry, that’s it. That’s all I can think of right now.”
“Grant, I’m scared.”
“I know. Me too.” A few seconds go by, and then I say the most ridiculous thing. “But I’m not going to let it take over my life anymore.”
She sniffs. “What about your parents?”
I take a second to think about that. A few weeks ago, I would’ve said they’d die of shock. But now, I think maybe they deserve a little more credit than I’ve been giving them.
“Once we decide what we want to do, we’ll tell them. It’s not their decision to make, it’s ours.”
Tash pulls back, just far enough to look at me. “What if… I have no idea what I want to do?”
I shrug, but it’s a very important shrug. “Then we’ll wait until we figure it out. You keep saying ‘I’ like you think I’m going somewhere. I promise you, I’m not. No matter what you decide, we’re in this together.”
“What if we tell your parents and they get really mad?”
“They probably will, at least for a little while.”
I hug her again, but I let her keep following the rabbit hole, because sometimes that’s all you can do—explore the fear, to see if it really goes as deep as you think it does.
“What if they hate me?”
“What if they do?” I kiss the top of her head. “It won’t change the way I feel about you.” 
There’s a long pause, and I look down at her, but then I’m distracted by the crumpled paper in her lap.
“Did you even read that?”
Tash makes an annoyed sound. “Of course I did.”
For some reason, I have this burning need to know what she thought of my stupid letter. Even though we’ve both got much more important things to talk about. I can’t help it.
“Are you sure you read the whole thing?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, because I can read it out loud to you, if you want me to.”
Tash pinches me on the leg, hard. “I know how to read, jackass.”
I smile and hold her a little tighter. There she is, the tough girl. The girl I fell for.
 



 
PART V: KNOW IT ALL
 
I used to think I was smart, that I knew a lot of really important things. But now I’ve realized that the mark of a truly smart person is being able to tell the difference between what they know, and what they only think they know. (Which—as Tash would say, “spoiler alert”—is usually based on just one single, limited perspective. One reality: yours.)
So. Here’s what I know, with absolute certainty: Nobody is perfect. The harder you try to attain perfection, the harder you’ll fail.
All my life, I’ve wished for one perfect moment. A single moment of a single day, when I wasn’t being hounded by my compulsions, or plagued by intrusive thoughts that made me feel like a bad person just for existing.
If I’m being honest with myself, I haven’t had a perfect moment yet. But I have had perfect seconds. And I’m working my way upwards, one second at a time. Slowly adding facts to the good column, while also acknowledging the bad. Then I move on, before all the darkness and uncertainty in the world has a chance to drag me down.
That’s the trick, as it turns out. 
Most people don’t realize it, but ignoring the bad things or refusing to utter them out loud just gives them that much more power over us. They’re always there hanging in the back of our minds, like a monster in your closet, or under the bed. Like Voldemort. Or The Nothing from “The Neverending Story.”
And yeah, now that you mention it, I have been watching a lot of really trippy fantasy movies lately. That’s Tash’s latest pregnancy thing. Creepy magical stuff with lots of puppets. And backrubs. And black licorice—which apparently she used to find disgusting.
I can relate on some level, though, because there’s a lot of things I used to find disgusting that I don’t anymore. Like holding hands, and touching doorknobs. And drinking from an actual, made of glass, glass. (As long as it’s been washed in really hot water, of course.)
As for the rest, I’m working my way up to it. One tiny little risk at a time.
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
“THE LETTER”

 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Twenty is not a multiple of seven. And I’m sorry, but I’m really not comfortable with that fact. Not yet.
So sue me.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
There we go. All good.
 
 
 
 
THE END
 



 
APPENDIX
 
Acknowledgements
 
Honestly, it’s getting to a point where I’ve got too many people to thank. 
I realize that means I’m totally blessed, because too many people in my life are incredible. But it really doesn’t make me feel any less like an obnoxious actor at the Oscars who goes on and on about all these people the average viewer has never heard of before and don’t really care about…I mean, thank your wife and your mother. Do that for sure. But do we really need to hear about that guy who gave you your first day player role on “Days of Our Lives,” or the guy who makes you coffee in the morning, or that Hollywood agent who gets paid to tell people you’re awesome?
I don’t know, it might just be me. But I’ve always sat watching those speeches and secretly wondered: do those actors ever bother to personally thank the people they’re gushing about on live television? Or is that one blanket broadcast just kind of supposed to count toward “all the little people who I stepped over to get here”? Not to mention, forgetting someone in that public list—especially someone really important—can be disastrous for a person’s relationships.
So this time, instead of trying to list the names of all five thousand or so wonderful, amazing and kind-hearted people who helped me get through the writing of this book, let me just say this:
If you have ever taken the time to teach me anything, whether it be the alphabet, or a swear word in another language, or how to change a tire, or even if you’ve just led by example and made me want to be like you in some way…you’re basically fucking awesome, and I love you.
If you read and enjoyed this book, I already adore you beyond compare. Because you get me, man. But if you also find the time to share this book with a friend or family member, the love I have for you at this moment—which is currently vast—will seem like a mere grain of sand compared to a universe of beaches. That’s how much I will love you if you take the time to review, or blog about, or otherwise spread the messages contained in this book. Endless love.
If you have ever stood up for someone who was bullied or ostracized because they were different, I retroactively dedicate this book to you. Actually, scratch that. I dedicate the entire Issues Series to you and your big ass heart. I would hug you right now, if I could.
Hell, if you’ve ever had a hard time relating to someone, because they were different than you, and you maybe kind of secretly wanted to avoid them…but instead you made the effort to look past those differences and find out more about their reality, you sir or madam, are a badass.
Come to that, if you’ve done any of those things mentioned above in the last year or so, I still think you’re pretty amazing. Keep that shit up. You’re golden.
Finally, I’d like to thank everyone I’ve ever met who gave me any kind of material for the books I write…which covers basically…everyone I’ve ever met.
Even and possibly especially that guy who screamed at me in front of an entire restaurant full of people and made me cry, seven years ago when I was waitressing at that steak house, because you felt your steak was overcooked and decided to blame me for it. 
You sir, are a gigantic asshole. But thank you for the experience. I hope you learned from it, I know I did.
That’s all for me tonight, folks.
Don’t forget to tip your waitress.
 



 
About the Author
 
As you might have already guessed, I kind of have a thing for hats, and Isobel Irons is a pen name.
In real life, I am (among many things) an indie film director and TV producer with a deep–some might even say obsessive–appreciation for onscreen storytelling and a lifelong book habit that I just can’t seem to kick.
In film, there’s nothing I like better than a JJ Abrams “show, not tell” character reveal, or a Joss Whedon banter session. Or an Erik Kripke-level “bromance.” And of course, I’m a die-hard fan of the will they / won’t they trope, where the fans start shipping two characters agonizingly long before they share their first kiss.
In my novels, I use my visual storytelling skills to show the reader an entire menagerie of hidden worlds. When it comes to imagination, there is no production value and no budget. But if there was, I would spend it all and then some. To me, my characters are real people, who just happen to live in my mind. Before I write, I scout locations to set the scene, I hold exhaustive casting sessions to find the perfect quirks that will ignite the maximum amount of conflict. Then, I throw in some tricky, but believable situations that allow my characters to expose themselves–sometimes in a figurative, emotional sense, other times quite literally. Rawr.
Finally, I sit back and let the story unfold. If it sucks, I cut it. I tell my characters–sternly, but calmly–to reset and do it again, but this time give me MORE. Show me MORE. Make me laugh or cry or want to hit something MORE. And then, when I realize I’ve read through the entire thing in one sitting and–Holy shit, is it really that late, and Oh my God I am SO hungry! Have I even eaten today? That’s when I know it’s ready to be unleashed into the world.
Vivid characters. Vibrant settings. Realistic ISSUES. Together, these elements combine to form the Ultimate Literary Crack. Or, as I like to call it, “Promoting Literacy through Shameless Fiction Addiction.”
 
Join me in Shameless Lit & Film Addiction here:
Amazon
Twitter
Facebook
Facebook Author Page
Goodreads
Goodreads Author Page
Pinterest
The Book Escorts: Dominating Self-Publishing (in a Good Way) Since 2010
The S&M (Self-Publishing & Marketing) Podcast with Maven & Minx (I’m Minx!)
 



 
Where the Hell is Margot?

Don’t worry, Margot is getting her own book. Look for the next book in The Issues Series, MELODRAMATIC, coming in 2014!
Keep an eye on the News & Events Page of IsobelIrons.com for more information.
Or just SIGN UP HERE to become a member of “Izzy’s Street Gang” for email updates!
 



 
Educate Yourself About OCD
As most psychologists will tell you, one of the most hurtful things a sufferer of OCD has to deal with is when others misjudge or misunderstand the severity of this disorder. One only has to do a google search of the term “OCD” to come up with a long list of posts and jokes mocking sufferers of OCD or labeling any and all excessive sanitary practices or the appearance of extreme neatness as “that’s so OCD,” or “I’m so OCD.”
In researching this book, I read an article about a man who spent his entire adolescence plagued by violent intrusive thoughts, but he never sought help or fully understood what was happening to him until he’d reached adulthood. Because according to the dramatic portrayals of mental illness he’d seen and heard of on television and in other forms of media, he didn’t feel like his problems were ‘that bad.’ When he did try to explain what he was feeling to one of his friends, she rolled her eyes and said something like, “I totally know what you mean. I feel that way all the time.” So he kept the details to himself, and just assumed that his friend was better at ‘dealing’ with life than he was.
The most important thing to remember is that there is never just one side to every coin. The brain is such a complex, personal organ. Everyone’s mind works differently. Which means that illnesses and disorders will affect each person in different ways. Telling someone they don’t have a mental illness, or that they’re not entitled to the same kind of consideration and compassion as someone who has a more “severe” or more “obvious” disorder is wrong. Even trying to rank other people’s illnesses by how easy they are for the average “healthy” person to understand or relate to, that also seems really wrong to me.
Show You Care, but Don’t Compare
Be careful what you say, and what you assume. You can’t ever really put yourself in someone else’s shoes (figuratively speaking), no matter how compassionate of a person you are. But you can offer your sympathy, and support, without trying to compare their pain to your own.
 
Common Treatments and Therapies for OCD:
CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) – Or, as Jeanne called it, “Cognitive Reprogramming” can be extremely helpful, if done properly by someone who is trained to work with OCD patients.

Exposure Therapy – The YouTube videos Grant watched that first introduced him to this type of therapy were based on a short BBC series called “Extreme OCD Camp,” which I highly recommend watching. You will probably laugh, you will definitely cry, but more importantly you will be moved by the courage of these brave teenagers who live with OCD on a daily basis. You’re going to see a variation of this technique used in Margot’s book, MELODRAMATIC, because it’s also used to treat patients suffering from generalized anxiety disorder and PTSD.

Medication – As much as Grant wished he could go cold turkey and stop taking any kind of prescription, the truth is that some kind of medication will be necessary for most OCD patients. Contrary to the way Grant felt (and the way a lot of people unfortunately believe) it doesn’t make him weak or unable to cope, any more than a diabetes patient is weak for needing insulin. Wouldn’t it be great though, if there wasn’t any kind of social stigma associated with these types of medications? Don’t you think it would be easier to ask for help, if you weren’t worried about being judged or treated differently?

 
Learn More About OCD and How You Can Help (It Starts with Awareness):
International OCD Foundation

Psychology Today

Caregiver Resources for Friends and Family Members

Find Help for OCD Here

Peace of Mind Foundation

OCD Awareness Week

OCD Challenge

 
Personal OCD Stories and Videos:
My OCD by JohnTheEng

How I Beat OCD by JohnTheEng

Living with OCD by Elizabeth McInvale, Founder of the Peace of Mind Foundation

Getting Through OCD Treatment by Elizabeth McInvale

Howie Mendel Talks About Living with OCD (20/20 on ABC)

 
FREE Online Therapy with OCD Specialist Katie d’Ath (YouTube):
Introduction

Where does OCD come from?

Learning to deal with anxiety differently – Habituation

Understanding “Intrusive Thoughts”
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