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For Zeke, who reminded me Angie could still change lives.

And for Mags, who never stopped believin’.



There was a girl. Her name was Angie. She had fallen out of love. . . .



Well, not exactly.





Cruel 
Summer

This was the beginning , again. Angie bit the end of her 

thumbnail, standing with a JanSport kitten-rage backpack 

given to her by KC Romance evenly secured on her husky 

shoulders. She had walked 3,239 steps from her home in the 

cul-de-sac of Oaklawn Ends to William Anders High School, 

as counted by her father’s once-relished red pedometer. 

One of the few relics left behind when he moved out two 

years earlier.

Her unexpected walk on the fi rst day of tenth grade, 

after a sad-beautiful-sad-better rerun of freshman year, had 

been marred by the canary-yellow, glitter-dipped ribbons 

that were tied to the four tree trunks in the front of the high 

school. A sum total of 573 ribbons adorned the mostly 

quiet community of Dryfalls, Ohio.
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Angie did not like the color yellow.

Angie’s sister had not liked glitter or yellow.

Angie cringed at the sight of the ribbons in front of her 

school.

Feeling less the girl with gusto who had earned a coveted 

spot on the infamous Hornets’ Nest varsity basketball squad 

the year before and more the loser who’d walked away from 

it, Angie stood, nervously sweating at her hairline, fearing 

that there would, in fact, be more lows than highs. With 

her requited love, KC Romance, on the lam since late July, 

Angie found herself swallowed by the doldrums, longing for 

the intense girl with a hunger greater than the number of 

waffl es served at Waffl e House (800 million and counting).

Lost in a nostalgia often reserved for montages in teen 

movies, Angie looped KC’s parting words before her reluc-

tant relocation to Texas to “reconnect” with her not-so-

long-lost father.

“Baby, sometimes, love just ain’t enough,” KC had said.

With that 1990s throwback song lyric by the legendary 

Patty Smyth, featuring Don Henley of the Eagles, Angie’s 

hopes of fi nally starting sophomore year on the right 

foot went left. Any hopes of a long-distance relationship 

were dashed, because KC did not believe in long-distance 

relationships — a unilateral decision that confused Angie. 

Nevertheless, she had watched, weepy-eyed, as the only 

person she thought she could ever love vanished through 

the long, shoulder-to-shoulder security-checkpoint line. KC 
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had waved tearfully with her one-way ticket on Southwest 

Airlines, fl ying to Dallas Love Field.

Fast-forward.

Now.

Tuesday, not Monday.

Four weeks, fi ve days, eight hours, and forty-two 

minutes since leaving said forever-fi rst-and-likely-only love 

at the airport, according to Angie’s Casio calculator watch. 

Angie, who in KC’s absence felt more “fat” Angie than 

ever before. According to the expensive scale her couldn’t-

understand mother, Connie, required her to weigh in on 

since a recent doctor’s visit, Angie was, as a matter of fact, 

heavier. By several pounds, though she could not admit the 

exact number even to herself.

Angie dipped her head toward the student parking 

lot with teens leaning on car hoods or in truck beds. Girls 

fl irting — working angles with a slight shift of a hip, a slip 

of a grin, their confi dence vested in their thin waistlines. 

Nothing to encumber them. Nothing to keep them from 

being . . . normal.

Self-consciously, Angie pulled at her Jackalope T-shirt, 

fi nally deciding to cover her stomach with her arms. Still 

waiting for Jake Fetch to pull into the parking lot. Jake, who 

had promised to pick her up but pulled a no-show. Jake, 

who had promised to walk in with her because she could 

not fathom doing it alone. Jake, who had become a series 

of broken promises since returning from a summer-camp 
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job in rural Wisconsin. All the while denying anything was 

wrong, but something was clearly not right. Because Jake 

was a good boy from a good home with both parents, who 

were happily married and owned a dog that liked his name. 

The dog’s name was Ryan. Even if Jake and Angie seemed 

like the most unlikely of friends because of his acceptance 

into popular social circles, he had shown up for her when 

she needed him the most. Until his recent foray into break-

ing promises, anyway.

The fi rst bell rang. Staring at the throng of students 

pouring into the high school, Angie knew not a one of 

them could know the primitive nature of her gentle, pudgy 

psyche.

Her chin was up. Though it still doubled.

Her heart was beating. Though it was broken.

Her dreams were big. Though she could not really 

remember them.

She was, in Fat Angie terms, alone. Truly. Deeply. 

Painfully alone. This was not fun. In no way, whatsoever, 

any kind of fun — and fi nally getting to sophomore year, 

when she should have been a junior, was supposed to be 

fun . . . ish.

Angie let out an audible sigh as a bizarre Celtic/Tejano 

music mash-up wedged its wacky way into her gray matter. 

It was not the soundtrack fi rst days of school were made of. 

Nonetheless, there it was — in stereo in her mind. Louder 

and annoyingly louder, and she suddenly felt a most defi nite 
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urge to pee when someone shoved her from behind. She 

lost her balance and fell to her knees.

HARD!

“Watch it, dyke!” Gary Klein said.

Necessary Facts About Gary Klein:

1. He was a senior who read at a seventh-grade level.

2. He was very good at the sport of football.

3.  He often smelled like raw onions and root beer. 

IBC root beer, to be specifi c.

4. He disliked Angie. Immensely.

Gary’s crew of friends laughed, pointing down at Angie. 

All but one: Darius A. Clark. The most unlikely person to 

hang out with someone like Gary Klein. While a football 

player, he did not fi t the moronic ensemble Gary currently 

surrounded himself with. A collection of boot-wearing multi-

sport jocks who were mostly white, mostly monosyllabic, 

mostly on the path toward a future of sexual harassment.

Darius did not look or act like them. He did not wear 

boots and had said very little in Angie’s elective fi lm history 

class the previous year. Though she wondered if she would 

have said very much had the teacher constantly asked her 

about every fat and/or gay character after watching fi lms 

the way he had asked Darius about every Black or Mexican 

American. Surely, that was uncomfortable, to be singled out 

that way.
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“Hey, fat ass,” Gary said. “You feel like squealing for 

us?”

Gary reached for Angie’s belly. She scrambled to her 

feet. Her eyes darted around. There were students watch-

ing from nearby, pausing before going into the building. 

These were not unfamiliar looks for Angie. The whale-down 

or wacko-fatso look. The look only a girl who’d had a very 

public nervous breakdown during a high-school pep rally 

could attract.

“Leave me alone, Gary,” Angie said.

Gary’s grin — something was different. His meanness 

had mutated into something distinctly darker since the 

end of the previous school year. There was a raw hunger in 

his eyes. His sneer was more informed by hate rather than 

just ignorance. Gary was no longer the obnoxious jockhead 

simply posturing for the masses. His dislike for Angie had, 

in essence, evolved.

“Leave it alone, man,” Darius said. “C’mon. I don’t 

want to be late.”

Gary did not like being checked by Darius, as could be 

ascertained from his disapproving reaction, but it tempered 

his focus on Angie.

“Stay out of my way, fat ass,” Gary said to her.

Angie kept her eyes on Gary as he walked away. Her 

head dropped. Her anxiety ticked higher. Angie’s mind 

fl ooded with the seemingly real fear that it would truly be 

a rerun of last year — her second freshman year. Before KC 
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had come on the scene. Angie did not deal well with this 

level of anxiety — of — 

Breathe, she thought.

It was an obvious-not-obvious therapeutic technique 

suggested by her new woo-woo therapist. “When you feel your 

thoughts racing, try and slow them down. Breathe. In through 

the nose. Out through your mouth. Slowly.”

After several deep breaths, Angie repositioned her lop-

sided backpack, a pang pushing along the center of her 

diaphragm. What she privately referred to as the Hole was 

aching. It was also on her List of Dislikes. The Hole that had 

made itself known on July Fourth when she and — 

The warning bell rang. She waited. Hoping that Jake’s 

retro Datsun 280Z would whip into the student parking lot.

It did not.

So . . . regardless of her reluctance to enter the build-

ing alone, it was now or tardy. And calling attention to her-

self in any way whatsoever was the last thing Angie needed 

on the fi rst day of school. It had to be a different year. No 

pep-rally suicide attempt. No freak-outs. No anything that 

would make her more of a pariah than she had been to her 

classmates — with her couldn’t-understand mom. Especially 

with her couldn’t-understand mother.

Deep breath.

Bigger deep breath.

Angie entered the double doors of the school, keeping 

her arms pressed close to her body. Trying to make herself 
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as small as possible given her girth. Her heart raced. Her 

eyes looked down. This was her worst nightmare. Having 

to walk the halls alone. Without KC or Jake. Just her . . . 

Fat Angie. She could not do another year of being that to all 

of them. But what would she do should it turn out to be a 

recycled sequel of her rerun freshman year? Angie did not 

like sequels. By their very nature, they rarely met the expec-

tations of the consumer.

Failed Sequels:

Jaws 2

Troll 2

Free Willy 2

The Karate Kid Part II

Weekend at Bernie’s II

The NeverEnding Story II

Angie was deep into the mental listing of failed sequels 

when the unthinkable became thinkable. Stop the mixtape! 

Holy Spicy-Spicy Guacamole from Betty’s Muy Mexican 

Casa!

There she walked . . .

She was not new to William Anders High School, but 

somehow after a summer semester of study abroad, the 

she-who-walked had been retrofi tted, remade in the image 

of a teenage boy’s dateable, kissable, undeniable . . .

“Hey, Angie.“
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Jamboree Memphis Jordan?

Named after the 1992 RV and city she was conceived 

in, Jamboree Memphis Jordan parted the mass of students 

all Red and Sea with her stride. A paisley-print binder at her 

side. A purse slung over her shoulder. Her otherwise gin-

ger mane reshaped into layers whose sheen, fl owing sunset 

ombre, would not be fl attened by the fl uorescent lights. The 

electricity of her movement could not be tamed.

Fat Angie’s pulse on the engine that was hormonal drive 

cranked. Jamboree’s voice had sounded like toffee — her 

lip gloss glistened naughty. Two grade levels apart, and 

the mystery of Jamboree ghosting Angie three years earlier 

had solidifi ed a distance that it seemed would never be 

crossed. A wound that had never healed for Angie. A hurt 

Angie had learned mostly not to think about, but in a single 

phrase —“Hey, Angie”— a much thinner, trendier Jamboree 

had been offi cially reintroduced into Angie’s world. And 

apparently everyone else’s at William Anders High School, 

because heads were turning!

Jamboree had transformed from book/band/Model 

UN nerd with an affection for fashion invisibility into the 

creative revolution that was rock-star stepping, boho meets 

grunge, down the crowded hallway. Her effortless stride had 

lathered an otherwise typical morning.

Fat Angie quickly tallied the libidinous looks from guys 

that followed Jamboree’s more slender curves — her strut.

She was tall.
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She was vivacious.

She . . .

TRIPPED!
and ate the fl oor in the worst possible way.

Epic cool entrance evolved into epic fall in front of the 

junior lockers.

Fat Angie witnessed the immediate awkward that sur-

faced on guys’ faces.

Girls giggled.

Giggling girls made Fat Angie’s blood, in cliché, boil.

But then . . . it stopped. It really, truly stopped. No 

pomp. No gossip circumstance. That NEVER would have 

happened to Angie. Her folly would have been the fodder 

for a story that leeched the lunchtime chatter for weeks. Was 

there a Get Out of Taunting card for girls who lost weight 

and dressed sexy? Because Jamboree Memphis Jordan had 

eaten wax and stood to walk another day.

Maybe things would be different at William Anders 

High School this year.

Maybe Fat Angie could be just Angie, even without KC.



Under
Pressure

It was lunch.

Lunch sucked. Angie added this to her List of Dislikes 

in the journal that her new woo-woo therapist had encour-

aged her to keep. Much to the resistance of Angie, who did 

not like seeing her thoughts written out. Nevertheless, she 

was making every effort to comply. She was a rule follower, 

after all. Well, mostly.

Angie picked a spot in the corner of the courtyard that 

she estimated would have the least amount of foot traffi c. 

The cafeteria crowd had been entirely too intimidating for 

her to go it alone. And it would be alone because Jake had 

not been there to meet her. She fi red off another text to Jake, 

who had not texted her back all morning. She did not like 

this and added it to her List of Dislikes while fi nishing a 

MoonPie.
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Clipped to her hip was the abandoned Sony Walkman, 

with AM/FM and audiocassette capabilities that had been a 

favorite of her father’s. Like the pedometer, it was one of the 

few leftovers from his moving out, divorcing her couldn’t-

understand mother, and upgrading to a new, less defective 

family unit.

1 old dad + 1 younger wife + 1 son + 1 daughter = 4 happiness2

Angie still struggled with the fact that he had taken the 

family dog, Lester. Lester, who did not like his name, as 

he would never respond to it. A name that had been her 

couldn’t-understand mother’s idea, which was clearly mis-

guided. Of the plethora of potential dog names, Lester was 

fairly lackluster. That much Angie was certain of.

Angie adjusted the foam headphones. The music of Tori 

Amos’s “Cornfl ake Girl” crunched and pumped through 

her ears from one of the three mixtapes KC had made her 

before leaving.

Angie liked the number three.

Angie missed KC.

Angie unwrapped an Almond Joy and began to eat it.

She checked her phone for the fourth time in the last 

ten minutes. Jake had still not texted her. He had prom-

ised they would eat together on the fi rst day of school. He 

had promised he would pick her up that morning. He had 

promised many things that had not come to fruition. Why 
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had he become a promise-not-promise person? It did not 

fi t the predictable pattern of Jake. Even if their friendship 

had been birthed from a promise he made to her mili-

tary sister, Jake had said Angie was a great friend — a best 

friend. As evidenced by their talks while playing basketball 

in her driveway or sharing the dinner special at Betty’s Muy 

Mexican Casa restaurant. They had stretched out in dual 

hammocks in his backyard, wishing on all the stars that did 

not fall. Maximizing their possibility of wish fulfi llment.

After Angie’s sister’s funeral, Jake Fetch was the one who 

got her. Even though he himself came from a perfect home, 

with a perfect lawn, and a perfect family that had dinner 

together every night. And his dog, Ryan, liked his name.

Somewhere in all of Jake’s seemingly perfect existence, 

Jake saw Angie. Not the Fat Angie almost everyone else 

seemed to see.

Angie fl ipped a few pages ahead in her therapeutic jour-

nal. She continued her thoughts about director/writer Mr. 

John Hughes. Over the summer, she had seen The Breakfast 

Club in addition to Sixteen Candles. Though there were other 

fi lms in the director/writer’s repertoire, she felt these to 

be the most relevant at this point in her life. Even though 

she had never been in detention nor had anyone forget 

her birthday, signifi cant plot lines in each of the fi lms, 

she believed Mr. John Hughes would have understood her 

plight. Understood the undeniable pain and heartache she 

felt as an outsider who was gay-girl gay in small-town Ohio. 



14

A young woman who had been shunned by her commu-

nity of peers. A girl who had found love in one immensely 

brilliant, funny, and unbelievably beautiful KC Romance. 

Only to have her teen-love bliss dashed.

And while Mr. John Hughes didn’t write lesbian or 

gay characters and made some truly questionable direc-

torial choices regarding race and women, Angie held out 

hope that had he known her, he would have understood. 

Wouldn’t he?

Angie quickly tore the page out and wadded it up. She 

turned up the volume, trying to drown out the noise of 

everything — Jake; KC; lunch absolutely sucking ; the very 

thin ice she was on with her mother, who, despite her recent 

foray into Hot Chic Yoga and a brief stint of birdsong medi-

tation, rarely subscribed to the philosophies of the new 

woo-woo therapist Angie’s father had agreed to pay for. 

With her fallen sister’s statue dedication looming — with 

television producers booking candid interviews with her 

family — Angie’s hope for a better day was truly waning. 

And the day wasn’t even half over.

Angie dropped her head to the side and watched from 

her secluded-ish corner of the Loser-verse as Jamboree took 

a seat atop a concrete table. At the center of the group, she 

reeled everyone in to a story — a joke — something that cap-

tivated them. The magical allure of having been gone and 

returning with the makeover of the millennium.
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Jamboree’s attention fl icked away from the group. She 

motioned for someone to join them. Angie followed the 

group’s turned heads to . . . Stacy Ann Sloan?

Seriously?

Angie leaned ever so immediately forward when she real-

ized the salvage-punk-dressed girl in maroon Doc Martens 

was Angie’s former tormentor. The queen of sting, the heart-

less hater, the original mean girl of the William Anders High 

School junior class — Stacy Ann Sloan. Cloaked in a garb of 

messy, not her usual preppie, with a bob haircut, this was 

not a Stacy Ann Angie had ever seen. No power clique of 

teen girls following her in a V formation. Just her, a messen-

ger bag, and a calzone.

Angie’s jaw ceremoniously dropped.

It had been four and one-half months since Stacy Ann 

Sloan, the she-who-should-not-be-named-but-was-named-

for-clarity’s-sake had crossed Fat Angie’s path. But there she 

was, laughing and eating pepperoni calzones at the same 

table with Jamboree Memphis Jordan, a girl she would have 

all but made fun of a year earlier. KC would have surely 

attributed all of it to Mercury in retrograde.

Mercury in retrograde (v): An astrological event thought 

of as a planetary reversal whereby people attribute their 

misfortune to Mercury in reverse. A time rumored to be 

marred by technological and life failures.
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Not a super fan of the astrological movement, Angie 

was uncertain if this was the reason for such a surprising, 

upside-down reality. But there, Stacy Ann joined the lunch-

time hootenanny with Jamboree and her friends. And at 

some point in Angie’s obvious staring, Jamboree’s attention 

was caught. But it was not until Stacy Ann turned toward 

Jamboree’s gaze, interrupting the line of shared vision, that 

Angie snapped back into real time.

Angie’s stomach dropped. It could have fallen to the 

bottom of her left foot. She had been noticed during a mis-

erable and lonely fi rst-day-of-school lunch. She shoved her 

journal into her backpack and was plotting her escape when 

Jake jogged up and sat beside her.

“Hey . . .” he said.

His hair was disheveled, his clothes more sweaty and 

sporty than usual. It was a level of unkempt she rarely saw 

in his polished-relaxed attire.

“What’s up?” he said. “Thought we were meeting in the 

cafeteria.”

Angie turned up the volume on her Walkman, bobbing 

her head to the somber, girl-aching-with-piano-and-violins 

“Foolish Games” by Jewel. Clearly, it was not head-bobbing 

music, but she made the best out of a frustrating situation 

that was the reality of a mixtape.

“Angie?” Jake said.

More ridiculous bobbing.

Jake pulled the headphone away from her ear.
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“Hey,” Jake said.

“What?” Angie said, looking-not-looking at him.

“You’re mad,” Jake said.

She slipped the headphones off, the echo of the music 

still playing.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For which part?” Angie asked, still not directly look-

ing at him. “For not picking me up? For not returning my 

texts?”

“I was out last night,” he said. “Late, and I just . . . I’m 

sorry I didn’t pick you up this morning.”

“Like you were sorry you didn’t meet me for pizza on 

Thursday last week. Or the movie marathon on Saturday. Or 

the half a dozen times you’ve said sorry for stuff, but didn’t 

actually mean it.”

“Look, I just had things . . .” said Jake. “Lots of things 

are happening, okay? Can you just understand?”

Angie nodded. Things was where the conversation 

stopped. Whenever she asked what was going on because 

she knew something was, in fact, going on with Jake, he 

would say “things.” Since returning from his summer job, 

he had talked around topics. He avoided eye contact. His 

sentences were incomplete. All traits that were normal for 

Angie, but not for Jake. Most of all, he promised what he 

could not deliver.

“Are we not friends anymore?” asked Angie. “Like is this 

some kind of . . . friendship breakup?”
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“What?” he said, genuinely surprised by her question.

“I told you how Jamboree ghosted me,” said Angie. 

“That’s how you’re acting. Very — ghosty.”

“I’m not Jamboree, okay?” Jake said. “I’m not KC. I’m 

not your sister or your mom or Wang or everyone else who 

disappoints you. I’m me. Jake. I just need . . .”

He kicked at the cement sidewalk with the toe of his 

sneaker. There was a noticeable tear along the right shoe’s 

outer stitch. It became a detail that Angie fi xated on in the 

pause hovering between them. The pause fi lled with shoe 

stomping.

“Look, we’re friends, Angie,” said Jake. “It’s just . . . I 

don’t know.”

“Uh-huh,” she said.

But there was something swelling in the four and 

one-half inches of physical space between their elbows. 

Something that Jake was not telling Angie.

“There are things,” Jake said.

“You already said that.”

“I’m under a lot of pressure,” said Jake.

“But you don’t talk to me,” she said. “About pressure. 

You — make excuses. You avoid me, like when guys are 

about to break up with a girl by text. Only I’m not your 

girlfriend, and you have historically been nothing like my 

brother. So stop lying to me. It sucks, Jake. It feels like shit.”

Angie was startled by her use of profanity. It was not 

a part of her lexicon the way it was with her slightly older 
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brother, Wang. Who was of the profanity-using, poser-

criminal element.

“I just . . .” Jake said.

And before he could say anything else, Jake’s attention 

slipped past Angie. It was brief but long somehow. Angie 

followed the invisible-visible trail of his look. It fell in the 

direction of Jamboree’s table, only it was not Jamboree who 

Jake was looking at.

It was Stacy Ann Sloan!

Jake had shared a look of longing — that way guys look 

at girls when they’ve done more than think about kissing. It 

was layered with — 

“Seriously?” Angie said.

“What?” he said, but it was dripping in that I-just-got-

busted tone. “It’s not what you think — I mean, it is, but it 

isn’t.”

“Seriously?” Angie repeated.

“Angie —”

“Seriously?”

“See,” said Jake, getting up. “I can’t talk to you. You just 

react. You don’t listen to me — about me. There are things, 

Angie. Things you won’t hear.”

Angie pushed herself up from the ground.

“I listen to you,” Angie said.

“You don’t, because if you did, you’d know — you’d see.”

“What, that you’re into Stacy Ann?”

“No. I mean, yes. I think. Yes.”
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“Is that why — you’ve been, um, not around?” Angie 

asked. “Because you’re dating a hater?”

“She’s not a hater, Angie,” said Jake.

“Seriously?”

“Can you not ‘seriously’ anymore and just listen?” he 

said.

“Oh, I’ll seriously if I want to. Seriously, seriously, 

seriously.”

Jake shook his head.

“She — hit me, Jake. On more than one occasion. She  

turned people against me. She’s one of the meanest people 

I know, and you’re one of the nicest, and don’t give me any 

of that opposites-attract-and-you-couldn’t-control-yourself-

in-the-heat-of-passion crap.”

“In the heat of what?”

Clearly, Angie should not have quoted a blurb from a 

made-for-television romance movie.

“Look, I know what she did,” Jake said. “But people 

can — I don’t know. Change.”

“What?”

“Not everything is what you think or how it looks or 

something. You’re my friend, Angie. Like, we’ve become 

best friends, but . . .”

“Best friends don’t date someone who hurts the other 

best friend. It’s a rule-not-rule, but still a rule.”

Angie had confused herself for a moment in her defi n-

ing of best friends.
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Jake stared at the ground. Jake Fetch. The best of the 

good guys and Stacy Ann . . . She could not say it even in her 

head. It was worse than imagining her parents having sex.

Jake had been dishonest.

Jake had been seeing Stacy Ann.

Jake had made Angie’s heart hurt and break.

She was

MAD!

Angie did not like, under any circumstance, to be this 

level of mad. It often made her cry. It made her — 

“Things are just messed up right now, okay?” said Jake, 

his eyes teary. “Really messed up. I don’t know how to do it, 

and . . . I can’t do this with you. I just can’t right now, Angie. 

I’m sorry.”

And then in a frustrating teen-television, one-hour-

drama homage, Jake turned and walked away. Stacy Ann, 

who had seen the scene unfold, was not far behind.

What the absolute upside-down cake made by Aunt 

Meghan for Angie’s twelfth birthday had just happened?

JAKE FETCH & STACY ANN SLOAN

Did they Saturday-movie marathon together? Did he 

take her to Betty’s Muy Mexican Casa and sit in the third 

booth from the door? Did they make out in Jake’s well-

manicured backyard with Ryan watching? Would he do 

such a vulgar thing in front of the family dog?
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Jake had promised Angie that they would be friends 

forever. Now, it was tainted with the possible exchange 

of — she could not begin to think about it.

Angie stood there, adrenaline rushing her body to a 

shake, thrusting her into emotional overload.

Too much too much Jake.

Too much too much too much Stacy Ann.

Too much missing KC and yellow ribbons and then . . . 

Angie collapsed.

And not gracefully.

The world looked different from the fl at of one’s back, 

Angie quickly realized. Especially when fi ghting to catch 

one’s breath.

Her heart raced.

Her thoughts raced.

She had an urgent need to pee.

“Angie?” said Jamboree, leaning over her.

Jamboree’s hair fell forward, brushing against Angie’s 

cheek. It was soft. The softness was derailed by the crowd 

that had gathered above Angie.

Angie did not like crowds.

She did not like their stares.

She did not like their cell phones in video mode.

“Get someone,” Jamboree said to a girl Angie did not 

know.

Too many eyes on her. She wanted them to stop look-

ing at her. The way they had in the gym when she attempted 
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suicide. The way they all looked on in horror. Some even 

laughed. Their looks meant pictures and video online. She 

had promised her couldn’t-understand mother not to cause 

anything that could be perceived as a scene. There could be 

no scenes. But there Angie was in a lunchtime scene with 

people all around her.

“Angie,” said Jamboree. “Just try to breathe.”

Jamboree’s voice trickled away.

“Angie, breathe . . .”

It was not Jamboree’s voice. It was familiar, but far away. 

It was warm and safe and before KC. It was before the war 

when Angie and her sister . . .

It was before she was — gone.



How Does It 
               Feel?

The disposable pillowcase crinkled as Angie turned her 

head in the nurse’s offi ce. Angie had fabricated some story 

about not eating lunch and low blood sugar. All in an effort 

to normalize the not normal. To play down her increasing 

struggle with anxiety, depression, and the Hole.

“Feeling better?” asked the school nurse, pulling the 

curtain back.

Angie did not know her name, as she was the new 

school nurse, and her name badge was obscured by her 

sweater. It was a nice sweater. Blue. Angie liked that color. 

Signifi cantly more than yellow.

Angie propped herself on her elbows, taking a cup of 

juice from the nameless nurse.
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“Are you sure you don’t want me to call your mother?” 

the nurse asked.

That would be the absolute, unequivocally last thing 

Angie would ever want any adult to do.

“She’s in court,” said Angie.

“Mothers love their daughters,” said the nameless nurse. 

“I have two.”

There had been two in Angie’s house, but the one who 

mattered had died. Leaving the leftovers, which are never as 

good as the original. Never.

“I really just want to go back to class,” Angie said.

That was a hard and fast lie. What she did not want was 

to have her couldn’t-understand mother show up at the 

school because Angie had been a “problem.” Especially on 

the fi rst day of school. The ice that Angie had skated on with 

her mother over the summer continued to be, metaphori-

cally speaking, very, very, very thin. So much so that Connie 

had hinted on more than one occasion at an “opportunity” 

for Angie to attend a Catholic boarding school in the city, 

which was seventy-eight miles away. Connie had suggested 

the discipline might straighten Angie out and perhaps even 

slim her down. They did, after all, have a nutritionist on 

staff.

It did not matter that Angie’s family was more of 

the light-a-candle-when-a-camera-was-on-them variety 

of Catholics and only attended Christmas mass because 

Connie’s boyfriend, Wang’s court-appointed therapist, 
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expected it. Connie took Communion even though she 

really believed there was no God because what kind of 

God would take her only good daughter and leave her with 

an adopted, semicriminal son and Fat Angie? A question 

Connie had posed to her best friend Joan, believing no one 

could hear her talking on the phone one night.

The nurse’s assessment was factual. Mothers do often 

love their daughters. Mothers who were not Angie’s.

“Okay,” said the nameless nurse, her eyes checking her 

watch. “Sixth period starts in about twenty minutes. Let me 

know if you need anything.”

Angie fi nished the juice and dropped her head back 

onto the pillow. The pillowcase crinkled again. She did 

not like the sound. It reminded her of Yellow Ridge. The 

post-attempted-suicide treatment facility her mother had 

admitted her to last year. Angie did not like that place. Not 

at all.

The walls were blue gray.

The windows did not break.

The sheets were washed with an abrasive detergent that 

made Angie’s skin itch. It was a prison without bars. A dis-

turbingly nonsoothing place where people smiled in that 

way that felt genuinely inauthentic. She’d said whatever was 

necessary to get out, because Angie, in no uncertain terms, 

did not do well in confi nement of any kind.

It was at the thought of Yellow Ridge that the Hole grew 

an invisible millimeter inside of her. She rolled to her side, 
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covering her diaphragm with her arms. That was where 

the Hole lived. In her diaphragm. Though undiagnosed 

by any medical professional, it had been there since what 

was supposed to have been the most perfect July Fourth 

weekend. It was a weekend that Angie had thought about 

for weeks, knowing her couldn’t-understand mother would 

be in the city of sin, aka Las Vegas, with her boyfriend, and 

Angie could be with KC without blowback from Connie. 

Marathon-watching the sole season of My So-Called Life

while eating Snappy popcorn with green M&M’s.

And it all had rolled out just like her fantasy, even sur-

passing her expectations, as she and KC had stretched out 

on an infl atable mattress in KC’s mother’s 1999 Toyota 

Tacoma truck bed. The smell of mesquite wood burning 

on the grill. The sound of Terence Trent D’Arby setting the 

mood from the portable AM/FM radio tuned in to 93.5, 

playing hits from the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s.

The moment was ultra-even, as KC would say.

Romantic to infi nity and beyond times pi, as Angie 

would say.

Then KC dropped the bomb before the fi rst burger 

could be served. She had agreed to a trial run to reconnect 

with her dad, thus moving away from Dryfalls and the Hit 

Me With Your Best Shot smoothies from The Backstory.

Angie’s fantasy July Fourth unraveled rapidly. Panic — 

fear — panic-fear, if there were such a thing, occurred for 

Angie. Everything had been perfect, and then it was not.
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KC leaned in and kissed Angie.

Angie kissed KC back.

The kissing was an impassioned distraction that should 

have tempered the terror racing in Angie. But soon there 

was a pang — a pressure. Angie pushed KC away. She gasped 

for air.

She could not breathe.

KC jumped from the truck bed to get her mother, Esther, 

and Esther’s boyfriend with the handlebar ’stache. Esther 

hovered over Angie, caressing her forehead. “Breathe, baby. 

Just breathe . . .”

Angie was surely dying, without question. Dying in the 

back of a 1999 Toyota pickup with rust along the truck bed. 

Dying on an infl atable mattress with Enya on the radio.

She did not want to die to Enya.

Hyperventilating, Angie passed out only to awaken on 

a stretcher. Fireworks streaked and burst across the night 

sky as Angie disappeared into an ambulance with KC and 

Esther at her side.

Angie was, in fact, not dying. She would be diagnosed 

with panic disorder.

Panic disorder (n): a psychiatric disorder in which 

a person goes into a deep state of fear, often with-

out an immediate danger, that can cause physical 

symptoms such as sweating, shortness of breath, 

and a racing heartbeat.
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Her couldn’t-understand mother received a bill of 

$1,500 for the ambulance ride to the emergency room. 

Connie was angry over the fact that her insurance provider 

would not cover the expense. This she made very clear to 

Angie. It did not help that Angie had been with KC.

Connie did not like KC.

Connie had forbidden Angie to spend time with KC.

Connie was, among a myriad of other harsh descriptors, 

homophobic.

Over the summer, Connie had hoped to reduce Angie’s 

gay-girl-gay tendencies with a few not-so-subtle gifts:

A Bible with a vacation Bible school leafl et.

 Copies of Teen Beat  Copies of Teen Beat  Copies of and J-14 that prominently featured 

 attractive young men.

 Blu-ray discs of movie adaptations of Nicholas Sparks’s 

A Walk to Remember and A Walk to Remember and A Walk to Remember The Notebook.

Lying on the noisy pillow in the nurse’s offi ce, Angie 

tightened her arms around her diaphragm. She closed her 

eyes and tried to breathe her nervousness away. To breathe 

away the image of Jake and Stacy Ann — of the looming 

statue-dedication ceremony — of everything she felt about 

her sister that she could not say because it — 

“Angie?”

Angie tipped her head toward the edge of the curtain. 

Jamboree stood shouldering Angie’s hefty backpack.
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“Can I, um, come in?” Jamboree asked.

Angie nodded, scooting and propping herself against 

the powder-blue wall, the back of her head rubbing up 

against a laminated motivational poster.

Jamboree nestled the backpack beside Angie.

“Thanks,” said Angie, awkwardly.

After three years of nothing but a passing glance, it per-

plexed Angie how much it hurt to be in close proximity to 

Jamboree. What if more hurting made her freak out again? 

She did not want to freak out again. She had to fi t — to be 

normal — to do what was expected. And there were so many 

expectations. Most of which she rarely met. Except the ones 

that were about her messing up. About being nothing like 

her sister.

“Is it okay if I . . . sit?” Jamboree said, motioning to a 

chair.

Angie shrugged, pulling the backpack closer to her.

Jamboree sat approximately four feet from Angie. It felt 

remarkably close somehow.

“So . . .” Jamboree said. “First days always suck.”

“Yeah,” Angie said.

Silence.

More weird silence.

They were in a perpetual wait-for-the-other-person-to-

say-something-else cycle. It was truly uncomfortable.

“Good summer?” Jamboree asked.
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Angie shrugged. “You?”

“Yeah, Belgium was cool,” said Jamboree. “Got to see 

Paris.”

“Yeah?”

“Eiffel Tower,” Jamboree said, looking up at the pop-

corn ceiling. “It was . . . big.”

“Huh,” Angie said. “I guess it’s supposed to be. Big.”

Jamboree shrugged. “When I got back in August, my 

parents had dusted off the RV.”

Angie nodded.

“They let me drive it now,” said Jamboree. “I didn’t 

think my dad would ever turn over the keys.”

“That’s, um . . . cool,” Angie said.

“Yeah . . .”

More weird what-are-we-actually-talking-about silence.

“Are you okay?” Jamboree asked. “I mean, the lunch 

thing.”

“Um, yeah,” Angie said. “It was just a weird . . . blood 

sugar thing.”

“Like diabetes?”

“No,” Angie said, defensively. “Defi nitely not.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jamboree. “I just — I didn’t mean any-

thing like . . . I didn’t mean anything. Anyway.”

Pause.

Very weighted pause.

Jamboree’s eyes drifted to Angie’s wrists. To the scars 
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peeking from the edges of her Casio calculator watch and 

a navy-blue sweatband. Angie self-consciously repositioned 

her arms. 

“It’s kind of weird, huh?” Jamboree said.

“What?” Angie asked.

“This. Us. Talking.”

Angie’s eyes searched for a place to land that was not 

Jamboree.

“I came by your house,” said Jamboree. “After the pep-

rally thing happened. After you, came back from . . . that 

place you were at.”

That place. It had many names. The treatment facility. 

The nuthouse. The crazy farm. Angie’s return from Yellow 

Ridge was the fodder for the William Anders High School 

gossip mill still. That place had given her nicknames such 

as Crazy Fat Angie and Mad Cow Fat Angie! It had made 

her feel more alone than before she’d attempted suicide. 

Consequently, for that reason, and others, Angie did not 

like that place.

“Your mom said you weren’t ready for people,” 

Jamboree said.

“But you never talked to me at school,” Angie said, still 

not looking at Jamboree.

“I didn’t know what to say.”

“What were you going to say when you came by 

my house?” Angie asked, picking at a thread on her 

backpack.
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“Huh,” Jamboree said, taking a moment to consider the 

question. “I don’t know.”

Angie nodded. Nodded because people nod when they 

hide what they feel.

“I just thought . . . after what happened. I wanted to —” 

said Jamboree.

“What about before that?” asked Angie. “When you dis-

appeared? When you just . . . stopped talking to me?”

Historically, Angie had not been successful at confron-

tation. But there she was, deep in the muck of confronta-

tion. She kind of liked it. Well, sort of.

“Yeah, I kind of messed that up,” said Jamboree. “I had 

a lot of stuff going on, and I just . . . stuff I didn’t know how 

to talk about. It felt like everything was going so fast, and 

changing and . . . it was kind of complicated in my mind. 

You know?”

Stuff — complicated. It was like the code words for not 

telling the truth. Jake did it. Now Jamboree.

The Hole ached in Angie’s diaphragm. 

“So, what do you want?” Angie said.

“I don’t want anything.”

“You don’t talk to me for three years, and now twice 

in the same day. The probability of you not wanting some-

thing isn’t likely. Statistically speaking.”

Even though Angie, according to her mother, was not 

good at the art of numbers, she felt her estimation was 

correct.
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“Angie, I . . .” said Jamboree. “I thought . . . I don’t know 

what I thought. It’s been a really strange summer. Shit, it’s 

been just — coming back from — it’s been a really strange 

time. Everything is just so . . .”

Angie glanced at Jamboree. Watching her think so pre-

cisely. As if the image of the universal answer was stretched 

out across her expression.

“I saw you this morning,” Jamboree said, exhaling 

deeply. “I was so . . . I wanted to talk to you. And I . . . don’t 

you ever just want to have an undo or redo or something?”

Angie did not follow the trajectory of Jamboree’s 

question. 

“So, yeah,” said Jamboree. “I don’t want anything from 

you.”

Angie looked-not-looked at Jamboree. Her thinner 

cheeks. Her clear skin. All the things the two of them had 

imagined perched in the loft of Jamboree’s parents’ classic 

RV. Their self-proclaimed tree house on wheels. Cutting 

out pictures from magazines of what they wanted to look 

like — be like. Hours and hours of collaging dreams of 

being someone else — anyone else who was not who they 

were, where they were: two pudgy girls in Dryfalls, Ohio.

Now, Jamboree was nothing like Angie. Inside or out. 

And Angie felt fatter than ever.

“I saw you play varsity last year,” Jamboree said. “You 

really got good.”

“Yeah, it just, um, wasn’t my thing.”
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“You played it like it was your thing,” Jamboree said. 

“The way you used to when . . .”

Jamboree stopped herself. The way a lot of people did 

when Angie’s sister’s name came up. The basketball legend. 

The American war hero. The fallen solider. The — Angie 

tried to reshuffl e the images of her sister in her mind. To put 

them in some order that didn’t make her feel angry, because 

Angie couldn’t be angry at her.

“I played it like it was her thing,” said Angie.

“Gotcha,” said Jamboree.

Awkward pause.

Extended awkward pause.

“Um . . . were you always, you know, gay?” Jamboree 

asked.

“What?” Angie asked, surprised by the question.

“When we were friends?”

“I don’t know, maybe,” said Angie.

“I never thought you were . . . gay. Are you still . . . gay?”

Angie’s brow furrowed. She had no problem looking at 

Jamboree now. Her hurt had been fi lled by another emo-

tion. An emotion with fi re.

“What is this?” asked Angie. “Intel for Stacy Ann or 

something?”

“What?” said Jamboree. “No. Why would you say that?”

“Why? Maybe because you were sitting at lunch 

together. You never sit at lunch together.”

“You watch where I sit at lunch?” asked Jamboree.
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“Not in a creepy stalker-y way, no,” said Angie. “But I’ve 

seen you, and never with Stacy Ann Sloan. And it’s no secret 

how she treated me. What she thinks about me. She kind of 

made a campaign of it.”

“I’m not here because of Stacy Ann,” said Jamboree. “I 

barely even know her. I just wanted to see if you were okay. 

To try and talk to you. To fi nally just say —”

“Go away,” said Angie.

And when Jamboree did not move, Angie pointed to 

the edge of the drawn curtain.

“Leave me alone.”

In that moment, Angie had in fact been very direct 

in what she wanted. Though she was not sure if that was 

what she wanted. She was so mad and so confused and so 

exhausted by the whole entire school day, and it was not 

even sixth period.

The nameless nursed popped her head inside the 

curtain.

“Everything all right in here, ladies?” she asked.

Jamboree nodded, leaving Angie alone.




