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2005

Susan puts a salty, slightly stale Sunchip in her mouth, and the moment she bites down on it, Katie says, “I love you, but you’re the loudest chewer in the entire world.”

Susan’s sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor of Katie’s bedroom with her back against the bed as she flips through the newest edition of SPIN magazine, already the September issue even though it’s still August. It’s three weeks before their senior year of high school, smack in the middle of suburban Long Island, land of strip malls.

Behind her, Katie is lying on her stomach atop the tightly made bed, painting her nails with Hard Candy polish, a navy blue. Katie’s room has been cleaned by someone else; even the CDs are dusted. It smells like fresh laundry and brown-sugar lotion from their town’s newly opened Sephora.

“Do you want me to just suck on it?” Susan says, with her mouth full.

Katie snorts. “Yeah, could you?”

Katie blows on her nails and her breath catches the back of Susan’s neck. Susan shivers and puts her hood up. It’s ninety degrees out and so humid the air has a texture to it, but inside, the AC is blasting hard enough that Susan has goose bumps beneath her black sweatshirt.

Death Cab for Cutie poses on the cover of the magazine in her lap, the baby-faced lead singer clutching a bloody heart like a sacrificial offering to some discerning deity of alternative music. The image is a little too on the nose for Susan, more cloying than cool. Now that they’ve gotten so big, the band no longer sounds like a tender secret between her and her headphones. It is hard for her to reckon with the idea that music can be both popular and good. Still, she loves SPIN in a way that verges on obsession, and she plans on reading every word, cover to cover, the mainstreaming of Death Cab be damned.

She puts another chip in her mouth, feeling self-conscious as she gently crunches down on it.

“Better?”

“No.” Katie laughs.

Susan and Katie are both Jewish, both a few hormonal months into seventeen. They like the same indie rock bands and they get their clothes from the same combination of Delia’s, Goodwill, and merch tables at shows. People often ask if they’re sisters. Most of the time, though, Susan feels like she’s a dimmer version of Katie. Katie is louder; she was edgy first; it’s her opinions that tend to dictate the shape of things. They both have brown hair, though Katie’s is red in the sun, while Susan’s color remains flat and neutral. Katie’s eyes are wide and blue, while Susan’s are small, a muddy sort of hazel.

When they’re alone, Susan is confident that she and Katie are cool. Once other people are around, though, it feels less certain. They don’t get invited to house parties, and they’ve never sat at the popular table at lunch. They’re not exactly losers—boys pay attention to them, which counts for a lot. They’re something else: the weird artsy girls, self-proclaimed music snobs, whose Saddle Creek T-shirts and Sub Pop pins make their English teachers smile in the malodorous, yellowing halls of their overcrowded public school.

“What are you reading down there?” Katie asks.

Susan swallows, wipes the salt from her lips on her sleeve.

The magazine is open to an interview with the lead singer of a band Susan has been listening to a lot lately. In the grainy black-and-white photo next to the column, he’s cute in that gentle, androgynous way all the indie guys are these days.

Susan brings the magazine closer to her face. “It’s the lead singer of What-What,” she says.

“Hmm?” says Katie. “Who is that?”

“You know. The band name that’s two question marks. It’s pronounced What-What.”

“How the fuck do you know that?” Katie is laughing.

“It says so. In the first sentence: Jonny Lakes, the New York–born lead singer of the band called?? (pronounced What-What), is only just getting started. So fucking pretentious to name your band with symbols.”

“Are they good?” Katie asks. “If they’re good, they’re allowed to be pretentious.”

“Yeah, they’re great. They have a new album. I haven’t heard it yet.”

“I wanna hear it,” Katie says, whining. “I hate when you discover new music without me.”

“You wanna go to Tower?”

“Yeah, but not right now. Let’s just go use the computer,” Katie says. “We can kick Greg off it.”

Katie is already on her feet and bounding down the hallway, and Susan struggles to keep up. She came over straight from her shift at the mall’s jewelry kiosk, and she’s tired from standing and being polite all day, especially to the needy guys who come to buy expensive-looking garbage for their girlfriends, gold-plated copper chains and mood rings that Susan knows from experience will turn their skin green.

Meanwhile, Katie has spent the summer loitering in different parking lots, eating blue raspberry Italian ice until she gets a Smurf tongue and then using it to make out with Jake, who is two years older than them and has been Katie’s boyfriend since she and Susan were freshmen.

Sometimes, if Jake has other plans, Katie comes to visit Susan at the jewelry kiosk, where she brings her a caramel Frappuccino and then pretends to be looking for something to buy. Susan likes when Katie visits, but it also makes her nervous; she’s terrified of seeming like she’s not working, of losing this job that she very badly needs. Unlike Katie, Susan’s parents don’t just give her money.

Susan follows Katie down the hall, entering the all-beige living room just in time to hear Katie cry, “Jesus fucking Christ, Greg!”

Katie’s twin brother is hunched over the family computer like a gargoyle, and at the sound of Katie’s voice he lunges for the mouse. Katie gets to it first, holding it hostage so she and Susan can see what’s on the screen.

It’s a photo of a girl splayed out on an unmade bed, wearing nothing but a black lace thong and white tube socks.

Susan’s and Katie’s mouths fall open simultaneously.

“Give it back,” Greg whines, but Katie holds the mouse just out of reach.

The girl in the photo has tiny, perfect triangular boobs, pointed improbably upward and framed by tan lines, the summertime ghost of a very small bikini. A too-flat stomach punctuated by a belly button ring. Straightened long dyed-blond hair partially obscuring her face but revealing enough to show lots of black eyeliner and clear lip gloss. Her head is hanging off the bed, her neck arched back, showing off a Tiffany necklace, the chunky one with the heart that all the Long Island girls wanted for their sweet sixteens last year. Eyes closed, lips parted, arms over her head. Jarringly beautiful. She could be posing, or sleeping, or just somehow kind of blissfully unaware.

“Katie, come on.”

They ignore him.

The photo was clearly taken in a teenager’s bedroom, as evidenced by the posters and mess. A camera’s abrasive flash shows in the smudgy mirror on the wall, obscuring the photographer’s reflection but for their sneakers.

Greg finally jumps on Katie, tackling her to the floor.

“Ow! What the fuck!” she screams as he wrestles the mouse back and then clicks the window closed. The page vanishes, whisked away into the ether.

When the photo is gone, all that’s left is the desktop background: a family portrait of Greg, Katie, and their parents on vacation in Miami, smiling and sunburnt, the sky and the sea the same glowing shade of digitized sapphire, dotted with icons for Microsoft Word and AOL and Solitaire.

“I hate you,” Greg shouts at Katie.

“You’re such a fucking perv,” Katie cries as she gets up, sounding both delighted to have caught him doing something bad and totally grossed out by what that bad thing was, as though Susan and Katie had never looked at porn together. “And on the family computer? What’s wrong with you?”

He ignores this question, its judgment. “Nice haircut,” he says to Susan as he slinks out of the room.

“Shut up,” she replies, eyes down.

“No, I’m serious,” he says. “It’s very Tegan and Sara.”

He’s not wrong. Last week, Susan had taken a photo of a John Frieda shampoo ad to her mother’s hairstylist. She hadn’t gotten a real haircut in ages, and up until that day it was the same as it had always been: to her waist and parted down the middle.

“This is a horse’s tail,” the hairdresser said, holding her split ends up. “You came to me just in time.”

But the haircut Susan left with was not at all like the choppy bob in the magazine photo. If anything, it was more like a mullet, with short, uneven bangs and layers that ended just below her collarbone, not unlike one of the sisters on the cover of If It Was You, a Tegan and Sara album from a couple of years ago that Susan listened to so many times she started to hear it in her sleep.

“It’s a fashion mullet,” Katie declared when she saw her. Katie would have admitted if Susan couldn’t pull off such an alternative hairstyle. Rather, she told her, “You look like you’re going to Misshapes,” which was the nicest thing she could have said. Susan and Katie are too young to have ever been to the party in the city so instead they’ve spent hours scrolling through the photos posted online, marveling at how impossibly hip everyone looked—while also laughing about it. They feel strongly that self-seriousness is the death of coolness, and this gives them a shadow of maturity.

When Greg is gone, Katie throws herself into the desk chair.

“Who do you think that photo was of?” Susan says when he’s out of earshot.

“Could have been anyone,” Katie says. “Some skank.”

“Katie!” Susan gasps.

Katie shrugs. “Sorry,” she says, though she sounds anything but apologetic. With a wicked grin she adds, “Can’t believe she kept her socks on.”

Katie is clearly not thinking deeply about the naked girl in the photo, so Susan shrugs back, eager to conceal how thrown she was by the image, the bare breasts and pale stomach and … She blinks. She needs to stop thinking about it. Now. She grits her teeth.

Katie hums to herself as she pulls up a new music-pirating program and begins downloading the?? album. Pop-up ads for Girls Gone Wild and local injury law firms and contests to win a TV or a Caribbean cruise flood the screen and Katie deftly x-es out of them while the songs load.

“My parents would kill me if I did this on their computer,” Susan says, and Katie rolls her eyes.

“Yeah right,” Katie says. “People with old parents get away with murder. You’re just paranoid.”

The computer makes a cash register noise, the sound of a completed download. Katie cranks the speaker to the highest volume while she hits play.

Over a twangy acoustic guitar, a man’s voice begins to sing in the kind of whispery croon they can’t get enough of. I was born in the shadows under your eyes, he sings.

“Fuck,” Katie says. “I think this is a perfect song.”

Susan smiles, closing her eyes. Thirty seconds in and she already loves it; she loves how something sad can sound so pretty. Like the inside of her heart has been transposed onto liner notes. To better absorb the music, she lies down on the rug. It smells like feet and carpet cleaner, but she doesn’t mind. She spends a lot of time on this floor listening to music they rip from the internet.

Susan is not a musician, though at one point during freshman year she half-heartedly tried to learn the drums, giving up once she realized how little talent she had. She’s not a performer of any kind; she’s never wanted to be on a stage. But she loves music more than anything in the world. It makes her bones vibrate, like her body itself is a tuning fork, capable of resonating at the precise frequency of the emotions in the songs she plays on repeat.

“Now that we’ve seen his face, you know who he kind of reminds me of?” Katie says. She’s hugging her knees on the desk chair and spinning it around.

Susan raises her eyebrows.

“Fishman,” Katie says.

“No,” Susan groans. “Can’t I just have this one thing?”

Katie begins to giggle. “Oh my god,” she says, “he’s a total Kyle Fishman.”

“I don’t even like Kyle anymore,” Susan says. “It was too humiliating.”

“For him, or for you?”

It’s a fair question, though Susan doesn’t answer.

Instead, she watches Katie spin around and around in dizzying circles.

“Whatever, Susan. You have a type. Kyle was just the original.”

“I’m hungry,” Susan says, sitting up, wanting to change the subject. “Do you want to go to the mall?”

“Hell yeah,” Katie says, flinging herself out of the chair mid-spin. “I would die for pizza.”



Later, the taste of pizza grease is still on Susan’s tongue as she wanders aimlessly down the alt rock aisle of Tower Records, one parking lot over from the Walt Whitman Mall, next to the TGI Fridays. She runs her fingers along the top edges of the CDs while a Fall Out Boy song plays through the store’s speakers, nails on a chalkboard with its high-pitched harmonies. She’s wearing her large headphones like a necklace, plugged into a Walkman in her black pleather messenger bag. She considers putting her own music on, but there’s no way she could play it loud enough to drown out the store’s surround sound.

Katie sometimes likes to schlep Susan all the way down Sunrise Highway to the nearest independent record store, which is always an annoying journey because Katie is also too afraid to actually drive on Sunrise Highway, with its short merge lanes and frequent drag racers. This means Susan is the default driver while Katie gets to be the DJ and the passenger princess.

The truth is Susan likes Tower Records better, even if it is a chain. First, the size: this huge open space with endless possibility. Also, they always have everything she wants. And the best part is no one judges her. The people who work at Katie’s place don’t even say hi, they just sit at the front and read magazines until you decide you want to blow all your money on some out-of-print vinyl and then they judge you for the one you pick.

Her cell phone, clipped to her belt loop, buzzes. It’s a text from Katie, who is on the other side of the store. “Cute cashier today,” it says. Susan glances at the front. She can’t really see who is working, but that’s beside the point. The point is that she has only 150 text messages per month and Katie has just wasted one of them. Katie’s parents have her on an unlimited plan, and she seems to have no empathy for the limits of Susan’s cell phone usage.

Susan looks at the flyers on the corkboard in the back. There’s one asking people to come to an Iraq war protest; people looking for roommates; guitar lessons with a guy named Dan Smith. Then she sees it: The paper looks like a homemade collage that’s been photocopied and reads SUPER SICK ALL AGES ROCK SHOW. And there, in the middle, two question marks.

“Katie!” she yells across the store. A few people glance up, and she blushes for calling so much attention to herself.

Katie walks over. “What are you screaming about?”

“What-What is playing the Masonic temple this weekend. Look.” She points at the flyer.

The Masonic temple is twenty minutes away if they speed on the LIE, in a neighboring town Susan doesn’t know the name of. Actually, she doesn’t really know what a Masonic temple is, either, but this one has a large basement and they let local kids put on shows there, so she and Katie have been a few times.

“I wish it didn’t say super sick,” Katie says. “That’s so annoying.”

“It’s not amazing,” Susan agrees. “But, still!”

“Why in the world would they play Long Island?” Katie asks.

“No idea,” Susan says. “We should go.” She takes the flyer and shoves it in her bag.



After buying nothing (“Why would we spend money when I can just download it?” Katie had said), they sit in Susan’s old red Volvo station wagon while it idles, a pair of fuzzy dice dangling from the rearview mirror, making plans for the weekend. Susan smooths the flyer out in her lap and together they study the details.

“If we do end up going, just promise me you’re not going to wear that,” Katie says, gesturing to the pink floral dress that Susan has on over her skinny jeans. The laces of her black combat boots are untied, permanently muddy at the ends, dragged through too many parking lot puddles.

“What’s wrong with this?”

“A dress over jeans is, like, a thing,” Katie says, rolling her eyes as though this is something everyone knows. “I promise you people will make fun of you. Like, older, cooler people.”

Susan groans and throws her head back.

Katie is wearing flared brown corduroys and a knit yellow cardigan with black Converse sneakers. No bra, not that she needs one, and lots of necklaces.

Susan thinks Katie looks perfect. She always does.

“Fine. What time do you want me to pick you up?” Susan puts her seat belt on and starts to pull out of the parking lot.

Katie pops in one of the burned CDs that are spilled on the floor in front of the passenger seat and turns the volume up. “I don’t know, seven? Do you mind if Jake comes?”

“I assumed he would,” Susan says.

Katie almost never wants to go anywhere without Jake these days, especially now that he’s in college and only home for the summer. This afternoon they are spending together without him is a rare treat.

Jake is Korean American, with long black hair and acne-scarred skin. He’s also artsy in the kind of way that means for most of his life, the popular kids liked to slam him into lockers and call him a fag. Which is ironic, to Susan, because Jake is one of the most heterosexual boys she’s ever met. His long hair and tight black clothes don’t mean he likes girls any less. And he likes Katie a lot; he’d liked her forever, and once she finally noticed him toward the end of freshman year, it was like they were glued at the pelvis, making out and dry humping everywhere in a way that strikes Susan as gross and also kind of rude, but she’s happy for Katie, if a little jealous and way too involved in the details of their sex life to express disgust outwardly. When Jake gave Katie her first orgasm, Katie and Susan went out for milkshakes to celebrate; when they lost their virginities to each other after Jake’s prom, Katie texted Susan about it from the bed.

Susan is still a little surprised they’ve been able to make it work while he’s at NYU, but he and Katie travel back and forth on the LIRR to see each other as often as they can, and every time he comes back for the holidays and summer it’s like he’s never been gone. Katie has learned a few phrases in Korean in order to be polite to Jake’s parents, an effort that stands out given that Katie nearly fails French every year. Susan figures they’ll probably get married, and she will be the third wheel for the rest of her life. She doesn’t imagine that Katie and Jake getting married will mean they have their own world that doesn’t include her. It would be far too painful a thought.

“I have to go home to help my parents with their new TV,” Susan says to Katie. “But I’ll drop you off first.”

“Wow, I can’t believe they got a new TV. Haven’t they had the same one since you were, like, born?”

“Literally,” Susan says, turning left onto Jericho Turnpike. “It’s a fucking miracle. But now they can’t figure out how to turn it on.”



When Susan gets home, she sits in the driveway for a moment to rub what she can of her eyeliner off on her fingers, wiping her black-stained hands on her pants.

She opens the front door and sees her parents on the couch—two frizzy-haired pear shapes—huddled over the remote.

“Hi, Mom, hi, Dad,” she calls.

She unlaces her boots in the entryway as her parents start to tell her their daily list of complaints: the humidity, the traffic, the leaf blowers.

Susan had been an “oopsie baby,” conceived long past the point her mom had thought was possible and kept for the sheer miracle of the matter. They hadn’t planned on having children, but Susan knows they love her and that they’re grateful for the blessing of a healthy daughter. They often tell her so, at least.

Susan’s parents aren’t like other parents. They’re suspicious of technology, the government, Western medicine, and sometimes of chain stores like Target and Super Stop & Shop. “We’re old hippies,” they like to say. “We don’t believe in all that shit.” Katie once told Susan that being a hippie means doing yoga and eating granola, but by her parents’ definition, it seems to mean they’re contrarian just for the sake of it.

Her mom is the office manager for a real estate company. Her dad is a FedEx driver. She finds it hard to believe they were ever anything but her curmudgeonly parents, though in the living room, there’s a framed photo of them kissing passionately at Woodstock 1969, a haunting reminder that the universe didn’t blink into existence the moment Susan was born.

“Okay, and what’s up with the new TV?” she asks, flopping down on the couch next to them. “You put batteries in the remote, right?”

As it turns out, they hadn’t.



On Friday night, Susan picks Katie and Jake up from Katie’s house. Katie takes the passenger seat and Jake throws himself into the back.

Susan has dressed in her best imitation of Katie: tight black jeans, dirty pink Converse sneakers, a knit green T-shirt from Urban Outfitters. At the last minute she decided to keep her black frame glasses on instead of her contacts. She thinks they make her look older.

“You look hot,” Katie says approvingly.

“Thank god,” Susan says, pulling out of the driveway.

“Hope it’s okay I invited someone else,” Jake says.

“That’s fine.” Susan sighs, imagining one of the many irritating guys from high school Jake hangs out with in the summer. “Who? Am I driving them?”

Jake reaches forward and begins rubbing Katie’s shoulders. “I don’t know if you remember him. He’s my year. Kyle? Fishman.”

Susan stops the car in the middle of the empty street and turns around in her seat. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“What?” Jake asks.

“Jake!” Katie cries. “How could you forget that Susan devoted a year of her life to stalking Kyle?”

“Oh my god,” Susan says, annoyed that this is how Katie is choosing to sum up what happened. “I didn’t stalk him!”

Jake thinks for a moment. “I got nothing,” he says, and from the blank and indifferent look on his face, Susan believes him. “Sorry. Do you mind picking him up?”

During their sophomore year, Susan had decided to be in love with Kyle, who’d been a senior and, according to just about everyone, hot: His wheat-blond hair fell in a swoop across his face, and he always wore hardcore band T-shirts with jeans so tight she wasn’t sure how he got them on. But he was a jock, too, a star on the lacrosse team, so he had a real body with actual muscles, not like the skinny emo boys who hung around Susan and Katie. His appeal was kind of transcendent that way; he was an anomaly, something only boys were granted permission to be.

One day he met Susan’s eyes as they passed each other in the hall and that was all it took for Susan to become obsessed with everything about him. The way other people looked at him; his effortless power; his coolness. She wondered what it would be like to not have to try so hard. To simply be beloved because you exist.

She was a little jealous of him, if she was being honest with herself. It seemed so easy to live in his skin. She imagined that if he liked her, some of that power might transfer to her. She’d learned about osmosis in bio.

Susan started doing things to try to get him to notice her, like listening to the bands on his T-shirts and putting their lyrics in her away messages on AIM. Even music that she hated, like Thursday or Thrice. She stopped wearing dresses with combat boots and began wearing tight T-shirts with tighter pants, bowling sneakers, and a white belt with silver pyramid studs, trying to look like the kind of girl he might like, or at least look more like him, lingering near his locker when she knew he’d be there.

Finally, after weeks of this, he’d flashed a crooked smile at her, nodded, and said, “Susan.”

In return she only nodded back, too caught off guard for anything further, and walked away. (“So mysterious, Suzie,” Katie would tease her later.)

That night Susan held her breath as she pulled up AIM. His screen name was xFISHxMANx; hers was, for his benefit, motionisntmeaning.

She messaged him: “hey, it’s susan”

He wrote back, “hey you. oh sick, thrice.”

It worked: He’d gotten the reference. She beamed at the screen.

After that, their conversation didn’t go beyond “what’s up” and “nm u” but he did start saying hi to her in person every day—not just hi, but “Hi, Susan,” in a way that told her there was something special going on between them. Every night he IM’d her about nothing, and her heart soared higher and higher.

She would have been content for things to stay this way forever, but one evening he messaged her, “wanna go do something”

Heart pounding, she wrote back: “like what”

He took five minutes to reply: “idk maybe just drive around”

Her parents were already asleep when he picked her up an hour later in a black Jeep Wrangler with all the windows rolled down and an Early November song blasting. She crept out of the house and then got into the car, smiling nervously.

“What’s up,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

He drove her to Huntington Harbor and parked in the public parking lot, and then they just sat there, listening to music and looking at the moon reflecting on the inky water. The air smelled like Kyle’s Axe body spray and the fish that died every fall in the heat and then bobbed morbidly to the water’s surface, lifeless mouths gaping.

“Do you take all the girls here?” she asked, hoping to make him laugh.

“Just you,” he said, not laughing.

She didn’t know how to take that. She didn’t believe it.

He reached for her hand then.

“Sorry my palm is so sweaty,” Susan said, feeling vulnerable, this physical manifestation of her nervousness giving her no way to fake being calm.

To her relief he just smiled at her, that sideways flash of straight white teeth.

She tried to remember if he’d ever had braces or if he was just blessed.

They held hands for a moment, skin sliding on skin, and she felt warm and alive, like his attention confirmed she really did exist, like without it she might vaporize, become nothing but a cloud. Oh wow, people would say as the fog of her floated past. That mist looks like Susan.

Then, slowly, he started guiding their hands toward his lap. He was moving so gradually that it didn’t occur to her to question where he was taking her until he pressed her hand into the crotch of his skinny jeans.

This is fine, she thought. This is what people do. There, she felt the lump of what she had to assume was his erection, though she couldn’t be sure. It was smaller than she expected it to be. Really squished in there.

A few years prior, she and Katie had done some light research into the matter, asking Jeeves to show them naked adult men on the family computer after another abstinence-only video in health class left them with more questions than answers. Susan’s only reference point for what should be between Kyle’s legs came from their somewhat horrifying findings, pictures that made Katie giggle and Susan gag.

Kyle’s didn’t feel anything like the erect weapons she’d seen online. It was something else, something less significant.

Susan froze but kept her hand there, unsure what was expected of her. It couldn’t feel good for him over his tight pants like this, but what did she know?

After what seemed like an eternity the lump softened and she pulled her hand away.

He said, “Okay, then,” and took her home.

When she got out of the car, she wasn’t sure what to say or do, so she squeaked, “Thanks!” and then ran back inside, where she took a scalding- hot shower while wondering why she felt like unzipping her skin.

“There was just something so weird about it,” Susan said, describing the scene to Katie as they lay around her house the following afternoon.

“It is strange that he didn’t kiss you before trying to get a hand job,” Katie agreed. “But maybe he’s just not as experienced as we assumed? Maybe he has no idea what he’s doing.”

“Maybe,” Susan said, not convinced. On the contrary, it seemed like Kyle knew exactly what he was doing.

“I mean, I feel like he’s obsessed with you,” Katie said. “Why else would he want to go listen to music by the light of the moon?”

Susan didn’t have an answer to this. She’d spent such a long time willing him to like her, and now that he was showing interest, she didn’t know what to do with it.

Still, they met up several more times over the next month, each nearly silent drive ending with her sweaty hand perched on his wilting erection, followed by an awkward goodbye. She kept waiting to enjoy herself more—isn’t this what she’d wanted?—but enjoyment never came.

One night he messaged her: “are u ever going to want to h/u”

The message was a jump scare. Without thinking, she hit the power button on her computer. She stared at her blurry reflection on the black screen, paralyzed by a tidal wave of shame. Susan didn’t know much, but she did know that she didn’t want to hook up with Kyle. There was only one way out of this mess, and that was to go cold turkey.

The next time he said hi to her in the hallway, she averted her gaze, and after a few days of trying to say hi, he gave up.

She told Katie that she just wasn’t feeling it anymore, and Katie didn’t press it. She changed her screen name back to feversandmirrors, a Bright Eyes reference, and started wearing her regular clothes again, though sometimes she did miss having a reason to dress so boyishly. Still, she very much felt that he owned the trademark of his style, and unless she was pursuing him, it was no longer hers to appropriate.

“Susan, I have to tell you something,” Katie said one day, leaning against Susan’s locker. “Kyle is telling everyone that you’re a slut.”

Susan felt all the blood rush out of her face. “He called me a slut because … I didn’t hook up with him?”

“I think you can work this to your advantage,” Katie said, ever the optimist. “Your new reputation can be, like, slutty music snob. That’s kind of hot. Don’t you think?”

Susan considered it. There was another benefit to the allegations, one she wasn’t ready to articulate even to Katie: If people thought Susan was someone who fucked boys, they wouldn’t know how desperately she didn’t want to fuck boys. She resolved not to defend herself, and for the next two years, she sat back and let the rumors circulate.



Susan and Katie look at each other. I’m so sorry, Katie mouths. Susan clenches her jaw. She can do this. She can hang out with Kyle.

She puts the car back in drive.

Jake has never paid attention to rumors and gossip; it’s part of his charm, one of the reasons Susan approves of him for Katie. So she can forgive him for bringing Kyle. She has to at least try.

She makes two lefts and a right, pulling up to the house she’s seen countless times.

Jake unbuckles his seat belt. “Don’t worry, Susan. Kyle knows you’re coming and didn’t say anything about it, so I think it’s all good.”

Before she can reply, he bounds out of the car and up the front steps.

Susan feels her stomach twisting. “I want to die,” she says, and for a moment she rests her head on the steering wheel, wondering if this is a nightmare she can force herself to wake up from.

Katie puts a hand on her arm and squeezes.

Not a nightmare, then.

Susan lifts her head as she hears Jake and Kyle approaching. And then they’re in the back seat.

Kyle looks a little beefier than the last time she saw him, but his hair is still in a blond swoop and he’s wearing a Thursday T-shirt that she recognizes. Their eyes meet in the rearview mirror and Susan starts to sweat. The last time they’d spoken in person was in his car by the lake; she assumes he thinks she’s the weirdest person on the planet. He wouldn’t be wrong, she thinks. She wonders why she can’t just be normal and like boys the way Katie does. Katie would have been thrilled to have her hand perched on the lumpy crotch of her crush, not repulsed.

“Hi,” she forces herself to say.

“Oh, hey, Susan,” he says. Casual. Cool. Like this is normal.

Susan’s face has never felt so red. She can’t believe she’s been ambushed like this. “So you guys are in school together?” she says. Kyle and Jake were in different friend groups in high school. Different social classes, really. “But, Kyle, aren’t you at…”

“Columbia,” Jake says, interrupting her. “There was, like, a party. In his dorm. I actually can’t remember how I ended up there.”

“Love at first sight,” says Kyle, and they begin pushing each other and laughing.

Katie looks just as surprised as Susan is. “When you told me about your new friend Kyle, I didn’t realize you meant … Kyle Kyle,” she says.

“Kyle Kyle!” Jake chants in response. “That should be your new name.”

Kyle laughs.

“Cool,” Susan says. “Okay, seat belts.” She’s going to put on a smile and get through this.

“Wait,” Kyle says. “Do you mind if we give one more person a ride?”

Susan looks sideways at Katie, who mouths, I don’t fucking know.

“Sure, Kyle Kyle,” Susan says, trying to push through her growing sense of dread and give in to whatever this night is turning into: something beyond her control. Besides, the last thing she needs is Kyle thinking she’s even more of a wet blanket than he probably already does. “Just tell me where to go.”

“It’s one town over. It’s on the way, actually.”

With both boys in the back seat, the smell of Axe body spray is overwhelming. Susan rolls down the windows as she gets on the Long Island Expressway. Katie turns the stereo on. A Yo La Tengo song is next on the mix CD, and Susan raises the volume as loud as it’ll go. For a moment, she can forget that there’s anyone else in the car, and it’s just her and Katie and you in your autumn sweater.

Then Kyle is telling her to get off at the next exit and her reverie ends. She turns the volume down so she can hear him. He directs her through a quiet neighborhood and to a split-level house with a well-manicured lawn.

“You can just honk,” he says, and she does, even though she knows it’s impolite.

Within minutes the rear door opens and a girl slides in.

“Hi!” the girl says, buckling her seat belt.

“Hey, you,” Kyle says, and puts an arm around her.

Katie rests a hand on Susan’s knee. She mouths, I’m so sorry. Susan ignores her. She’s too stressed. This is all so much at once.

But more than anything, she wants to seem like she’s cool with whatever, so she turns around and faces her new passenger. “I’m Susan,” she says.

“Eliza,” the girl says.

Looking her up and down, Susan’s first thought is that Eliza is deeply out of place in her beat-up Volvo. She’s wearing flared black yoga pants folded over at the waist with a white spaghetti-strap tank top, her black bra straps showing, and a chunky silver choker. Susan can tell from her limited knowledge of jewelry that it’s real, probably the one from Tiffany. She has a few inches of dark roots but otherwise her hair is butter blond and falls limply around her face, which is slightly orange, like fake tanner or the wrong shade of foundation. She’s pretty anyway, though, clearly popular. She’s holding herself with the confidence of someone who is used to being well liked, admired. She looks like someone who would have bullied Susan and Katie in middle school and is definitely too pretty to be hanging out with this crowd of misfits. But that was always the thing about Kyle Fishman; the boundaries of cliques do not apply to him. So maybe it does make sense.

Susan squints. “You look really familiar,” she says.

“I get that a lot,” Eliza says, and next to her, Kyle is smirking, as though there’s a joke Susan doesn’t get.

Katie finally turns around, her face full of judgment. “Hi,” she says, clearly pissed. “Oh, wait,” she says, brightening. “You do look familiar! What year are you?”

“I’m about to be a junior. You guys don’t look familiar to me at all,” Eliza says.

“Do you go to our school?” Katie says.

“Nope,” Eliza says, and by the way she says it Susan can tell they need to drop it.

“Okay,” Susan says. “Sorry. Everyone ready?”

“I remember when we were juniors,” Katie says, faux wistfully, and Susan laughs.

“A hundred and one years ago,” she says.

“Oh, come on!” Jake shouts from the back. “You guys don’t even know. Just wait.”



Susan gets back on the LIE, wondering what Kyle is doing hanging out with someone so much younger. Two years is one thing, but three is a world of difference. As she merges, she meets Eliza’s green eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Yes?” Eliza says.

Susan is a little bit scared of Eliza and how direct she is. “Sorry,” Susan says, looking back at the road. “You just don’t look like someone who would go to a What-What show.”

Eliza tilts her head to the left. “A what now?”

Susan feigns surprise. “Uh, the band we’re seeing tonight?”

Eliza starts to laugh. “That’s how you pronounce it?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Susan says, trying hard to keep a straight face as she teases Eliza. “Two question marks in a row are obviously pronounced What-What.”

“I’ve been saying question mark, question mark,” Eliza says.

Susan finally breaks, erupting into giggles.

Eliza looks quietly out the window, as though embarrassed. Susan immediately feels bad, and silently vows to be nicer.

“So,” Katie interjects, “how long have you guys been going out for?”

Kyle says, “Since the summer began.”

At the same time, Eliza says, flatly, “We’re not.”

“Uh-oh,” Katie says.

“Kyle wishes,” Eliza clarifies. “I’m still thinking about it.”

Susan wonders what there even is to consider. They look right together, squeezed into the back seat. More right than Susan would have ever looked with him.

Out of the corner of the rearview mirror, Susan sees Jake fishing around in his jacket pocket but has to look where she’s going and misses what he’s produced until he hands it to Katie and she takes a swig.

“Ew,” Katie says. “What is this, nail polish remover?”

“Sorry, but can you guys not drink in my car?” Susan says.

“What?” Kyle says, laughing. “Drinking and driving refers to the driver.”

“I heard that if you get pulled over and there are underage people drinking in your car, it’s on you,” Susan says. “I mean, that’s what my parents said.” She’s getting nervous.

“That’s stupid,” Kyle says.

“Maybe you guys should just do what she says,” Eliza pipes up. “She’s giving you a ride, after all.”

Kyle pulls his arm back from where it’s been around Eliza’s shoulders. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it,” he says.

Susan chooses to ignore this. “Thank you,” she says to Eliza.

Jake puts the flask away. “We can wait until we get there,” he says, clearly trying to keep the peace. “Sorry, Susan.”

At the next stop sign, Katie puts a hand on Susan’s arm. Are you okay, she mouths.

Susan nods, forcing a shaky smile.

She is very thrown off by Kyle’s presence in her back seat. She doesn’t know what to do with herself. And the addition of Eliza is an extra layer of awkwardness. Eliza is too pretty to be in her car, she keeps thinking, and then corrects herself: Both Eliza and Kyle are. She’s not sure why Eliza’s prettiness feels louder to her, but it does, as though each part of Eliza is screaming at her. Eyes! Mouth! Body! Body! Body!

On the highway, Susan drives exactly one mile over the speed limit while sports cars race around her until finally she’s turning off and navigating through a town that’s eerily similar to her own: the same chain store logos flicker on in the dusk, the houses all built in that unfortunate architectural era of the ’80s, as though all of Long Island is different shades of one idea.

Young people dressed in black are strewn about the parking lot of the Masonic temple. Everyone looks vaguely familiar; it’s a small community of teens in Suffolk County with the same taste in music.

“Very scene-y tonight,” Katie says, grinning as she looks around, and it’s obvious to Susan that she’s trying not to sound as pleased as she is.



A girl with blue hair and cat-eye glasses sits at a small desk in front of the entrance. “Five dollars,” she says.

Everyone digs around in their pockets to produce cash.

Susan opens her wallet, her stomach sinking as she realizes it’s empty. “Oh shit,” she says. “I don’t have anything on me.”

“I got you, Sue,” Katie says, turning to the door girl. “Two, please, for me and my lady.”

“Sorry,” Susan says, and Katie waves her off.

The door girl makes inelegant x’s with a black Sharpie on their hands. She looks back and forth from Katie to Susan and asks, “Are you guys sisters?”

When she marks Kyle, she holds his hand for a second too long, and as if on cue he grins at her, that disarming smile that once made Susan’s brain go smooth. Then he lifts the door girl’s hand to his mouth and kisses her fingers.

Here we fucking go, Susan thinks.

The door girl giggles. “Get outta here,” she says, smacking him away, but she’s grinning. He’s clearly made her night.

Their group starts to walk away. Susan, Katie, and Jake are a few paces ahead of Eliza and Kyle, but close enough that Susan hears Eliza say, “Dude, what the fuck?”

“You said you didn’t want to go out with me.” Kyle shrugs, infuriatingly casual. “I’m a free man.”

Eliza quickens her stride so she’s next to Susan, and Susan feels a rush of protective energy. She has the urge to put her arm around Eliza and pull her close, but she doesn’t. They don’t know each other, and it would be a strange thing to do. She keeps her arms stiff at her sides.

Only once they are inside does Susan finally relax. She feels at home here, with these weirdos who are leaning against the walls and glaring at each other, their skinny jeans and too-tight T-shirts and studded belts and face piercings and hair in their eyes. This is a world she understands.

Eliza, on the other hand, looks totally out of place. Like she got lost on her way to Juicy Couture.

The overhead lights are dimmed, making the atmosphere feel charged and somewhat romantic, like anything could happen here. There are no chaperones. It’s filling up quickly with young people, little cliques of teens who don’t dare talk to anyone outside the groups they came with, an unspoken rule, though Susan sees a lot of people making eyes at each other across the room. She wonders if anyone will look at her. They usually don’t.

The small stage is empty but for a drum kit, a tangle of cables, and amps covered in stickers.

Katie sits cross-legged on the ground a few feet from the stage and pulls Susan’s hand until Susan plops down next to her. Eliza, Jake, and Kyle stand awkwardly over them, eventually turning their backs and talking to each other.

“Why do I feel like we’re the kids and they’re the grown-ups?” Katie says.

“What the fuck is up with Jake bringing Kyle?” Susan whispers.

“I’m so sorry,” Katie says, putting her face in her hands. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. I wish he had just asked first.”

“I want to hide in a hole for the rest of my life.”

“But, Suzie, I really don’t think this has to be that big of a deal,” Katie says, leaning closer because music has started to play and the room is crowded now, getting louder with talking and laughter. “I think he really liked you. You’re the one who rejected him. Whatever he said about you afterward, he was clearly just butthurt.”

“It’s just so embarrassing that everyone knows I had a crush on him,” she says.

“But that’s how life goes,” Katie replies. “Humans like each other. It’s normal and good. And anyway, if it makes you feel better, Jake clearly didn’t remember. So it wasn’t everyone.”

Susan recalls how excited Katie was the first time she and Jake hooked up. How could she ever relate to Susan’s feelings of disgust and dread?

“Can we talk about something else?”

“Definitely,” Katie says. “Can we talk about Eliza?”

“Shh!” They both look up at Eliza, whose back is still toward them. “She has a good butt,” Susan says, eyeing Eliza’s yoga pants, unable to contain this observation.

“I know,” Katie says. “And great boobs. I think I hate her.”

“It’s like she’s from another planet.”

“Planet popular,” Katie says.

“Planet JAP,” says Susan.

“I don’t think she’s Jewish.”

“JAP is a lifestyle,” Susan says, and Katie snorts.

There’s some commotion from the stage as the first band comes out. Katie jumps up and pulls Susan by the hand with her.

The opening band is three people. The drummer is a girl, which Susan thinks is cool. The other two look like every other boy in a band.

There’s a deafening, high-pitched scream of feedback as the microphone turns on, and then the space is filled with noise. The singing is inaudible over the roar of the music. The audience rushes toward the stage, their heads nodding in time. Susan’s ears already hurt, but she doesn’t mind. She loves when her thoughts are drowned out with sound.

Susan turns to her left and sees that Eliza is the only person in the crowd not dancing. She looks almost shy. “What’s wrong?” Susan says.

“What?” Eliza shouts over the music. “I can’t hear you.”

Susan cups her hands over Eliza’s ear and shouts, “Why aren’t you dancing?”

Eliza flinches. “Ow,” she says. “My fucking eardrums!”

“Sorry.” Susan shrinks away.

Eliza puts her own hand around Susan’s ear and says, at a much more reasonable volume, “What kind of music is this?”

“Oh!” Susan says. She feels delighted. This is something she can help with. She feels, suddenly, cool, as though knowing something Eliza doesn’t gives her a certain kind of power. “Prog rock.”

“They’re from Prague?”

Susan tries not to blush as Eliza’s lips brush her earlobe.

“No, prog like progressive.”

Eliza glances around. “I don’t understand how everyone is dancing to it. I don’t hear a beat.”

Susan points to the girl in front of them, who is tapping her heel in time with the music. The rest of the movement in her body is coming from that momentum; it’s making her head bob and her shoulders move. “She’s got it,” Susan says. “Follow her heel.”

They spend the rest of the set so close they’re almost touching, heels hitting the floor in sync together.



When the opening band finishes, Eliza excuses herself to the bathroom, and Katie says to Susan, “That was nice of you.”

Susan shrugs. “It’s what you did for me, once.”

It’s true: Katie is the one who taught Susan how to dance at rock shows without looking like an idiot.

“The student becomes the teacher,” Katie says, and then Jake is wrapping his arms around her and the conversation is over because she’s turned and put her mouth on his.

Susan walks toward the bathroom. She doesn’t really have to pee, but she doesn’t want to be alone with Kyle, who was looking as awkward as she felt when Katie and Jake started going at it.

In the bathroom, a girl with a boy’s haircut wearing shorts over ripped fishnet stockings is fixing her hair in the mirror. For a moment Susan is transfixed by the pale legs beneath the fishnets—her skin looks so soft, and her knees are bruised like peaches—but the girl catches Susan staring and she looks away.

Alone in the stall, trying to squeeze out some pee so at least she has a reason to be in there, Susan studies her blue Victoria’s Secret bikini-cut underwear, which looks like someone has used it as a tissue. She’s used to a little nervous discharge here and there, but this is something else. When it dries, it’ll glue her pubes together. She hopes no one can smell it. She often feels like her vagina is her emotional spokesperson, though at this moment she’s not sure what it’s trying to say.

When she’s done and washing her hands, a toilet flushes and then Eliza emerges.

“Oh, hey,” she says, washing her hands in the sink next to Susan.

The bathroom is brightly lit and painted orange. Wet toilet paper is balled up on the floor. The hand soap is crusted over. Susan feels bad for whoever has to clean up after the all ages shows.

“Hey.” Susan wipes her hands on her jeans and leans against the wall, trying to look casual. “So what do you think of your first show?”

“Who says it’s my first show?” Eliza says. She digs into her bag and pulls out a Lancôme Juicy Tube lip gloss. It’s sparkly blue.

“Is it not your first show?” Susan says, ready to apologize.

“No, it is,” Eliza says. “I’m just fucking with you.”

Susan laughs, surprised Eliza is funny. “Why is your lip gloss blue?”

“It’s not,” Eliza says, and when she puts it on, it shows up clear. “Want some?”

She gives it to Susan, who sniffs it. “I kind of hate lip gloss,” she says, but puts it on anyway, handing it back to Eliza while licking her lips. “It tastes like candy.”

“Exactly,” Eliza says. “It looks cute on you.”

“Should we go back out there? I think What-What is starting soon.”

“I guess,” Eliza says. “Or we could just keep hanging out in the bathroom.”

Susan can’t tell if she’s kidding or not, but Eliza follows her out when she leaves.

The band is setting up onstage and soon Jonny Lakes walks out. Susan and Katie grab each other’s hands and begin to scream.

“Hi, we’re What-What,” Jonny says into the microphone. He’s got an easy smile, a warmth to him. He’s not too cool to enjoy this. “Thanks for coming out.”

They open with Susan’s new favorite: “Pink Days,” that sad love song she now knows from the first chord.
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