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Hot girls get the fairy tales. No one cares about the stepsisters' story. Those girls don't get a
sweet little ending; they get a lifetime of longing. Imogen Keegen has never had a happily ever
after-in fact, she doesn't think they are possible. Ever since her mother's death seven years ago,
Imogen has pulled herself in and out of therapy.When Imogen's new stepsister, Ella Cinder,
moves in down the hall, Imogen begins losing grip on the pieces she's been trying to hold
together. The only things that gave her solace--the theatre, cheese fries, and her best friend,
Grant--aren't enough to save her from her pain this time.While Imogen is enjoying her moment in
the spotlight after the high school musical, the journal pages containing her darkest thoughts get
put on display. Now, Imogen must resign herself to be crushed under the ever-increasing weight
of her pain, or finally accept the starring role in her own life story.And maybe even find herself a
happily ever after.

[Kelsey Macke] is changing the state of YA books as we know it with her must-read novel. --MTV
Act. -- https://twitter.com/MTVact/status/431155920505413632About the AuthorKelsey Macke
has been creative for as long as she can remember. Her formative years were spent writing
songs, horrible poetry, and mastering the art of drama queenery. When she's not writing, she's
working on music with her Husband as part of folky, indie-pop duo Wedding Day Rain. She is
represented by Jessica Sinsheimer of the Sarah Jane Freymann Literary Agency.
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SPENCER HILL CONTEMPORARYCopyright © 2014 by Kelsey MackeSale of the paperback
edition of this book without its cover is unauthorized.Spencer Hill PressThis book is a work of
fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in
any form whatsoever. Contact: Spencer Hill Press, PO Box 247, Contoocook, NH 03229,
USAPlease visit our website atFirst Edition: October 2014.Kelsey MackeDamsel Distressed: a
novel / by Kelsey Macke – 1st ed.p. cm.Summary: A teen girl struggles with obesity, self-harm,
and the infuriatingly perfect stepsister in her journey to overcome the stigmas put on her life, on
her friendships, and on her future.The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked
status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this fiction: Band-Aid,
Barbie, The Bachelor, Chuck Taylor, Chrysler, DiGiorno, Disney, Dr. Pepper, iPod, Girl Scouts,
Goodwill, Jedi, Lincoln Logs, The Little Mermaid, McDonald’s, McGriddle, McMuffin, Mustang,
MythBusters, Nerf, Pop-Tarts, Post-it, Prozac, Risperdal, Rolex, Sharpie, Target, VansCover
design and title page by Jenny ZemanekInterior artwork by Jessica NickersonInterior layout by
Jenny PerinovicPrinted in the United States of AmericaWe often try to hide the parts of
ourselves that have been broken. We work so hard to make sure other people never see the bits
that make us feel weak. This book is dedicated to those precious, fractured fragments, for
teaching us to grow and hope and never, ever stop fighting.Author’s NoteThis book, Damsel
Distressed, is presented with Imogen Unlocked—an album of original songs performed by the
band Wedding Day Rain.If you’re not into music, you can skip that piece of the puzzle.If you are
interested in the songs, they’re all available, for your listening pleasure at
DamselDistressed.com.You can further enhance your experience and listen to the songs while
reading the book. Each illustration contains the title of the song that fits with the scene you’ve
just read. You can scan the hidden QR code in each illustration and listen to the songs on your
mobile device, or you can navigate to the corresponding page at DamselDistressed.com.It is my
hope that you will experience Damsel Distressed and Imogen Unlocked in whatever way you
like.I’m so excited to share this story with you!Yours,Kelsey Macke1They’ve been lying from the
start. From the first time we read the words “once upon a time,” we’re fed the idea that these girls
—these gorgeous, demure, singing-with-the-wildlife girls—get a happy ending. And I get it. Poor
thing had to do some chores around the house, fine. But the idea that she needs a magic old
lady to come down and skim off the dirt so the prince will see her beauty? That’s ridiculous.
Maybe she should have been working on her lockpicking skills instead of serenading squirrels.
She could have busted out, hitched a ride to the castle, and impressed the prince with her safe-
cracking prowess.Sorry, magic-fairy lady. She didn’t need your help. The deck’s already stacked
in her favor. Why? Because she’s the golden girl. She’s the star. No one cares about the
stepsisters’ stories. Those girls don’t get a sweet little ending. They get a lifetime of



longing.Seriously.Hot girls get the fairy tales.Hot girls like my stepsister.“Okay, Imogen. Time’s
up.”Therapist George is staring at his watch and straightening the cufflinks on his left sleeve. The
little silver baubles are shaped like barbells. They must be new. I’m surprised, though; I never
pegged him as one of those people. I just can’t understand folks who willingly go to the gym and
participate in choreographed masochism. Maybe I’d have to experience it to get it. Like, maybe if
I knew what it was like to put on my jeans without doing the fat-girl, jean-buttoning rain dance, I’d
understand.I stick the end of my pen in my mouth and listen as it clicks against my front teeth
and echoes inside my head.“How did you do?” he asks.“Fine,” I say. “But…” I smile and bat my
eyelashes aggressively.“Let me guess,” he says. “You didn’t write about the topic I gave you?”I
look down at my sloppy writing. I press too hard. I always smear the ink as I go. “Well, no. But I
wrote about something totally new!”“Oh, really?” He smiles brightly as I twirl my pen between my
fingers.“Some girls are pretty. Some girls aren’t. Some girls get attention from princely
characters. The rest of us pine away and stuff ourselves with pie.”Therapist George mimics me,
widening his eyes and putting his chin on his hand with exaggerated interest. “So by ‘new’ you
mean the same Disney Princess rant you always write? I see.” He smirks and shakes his head
slightly as I close the spiral notebook in my lap.I stick out my bottom lip and clasp my chubby
fingers together in prayer.“Please don’t be mad I didn’t write what you asked me to.”“Of course
I’m not mad. In five years, have I ever been mad?”He grins, bringing up only one side of his
mouth, as he makes some notes in my file. I hate when he writes in my file. I think there should
be a statute of file limitations, and after every three sessions, I get to keep his notes as a
collector’s item.Therapist George scribbles as I answer, “No, TG. You’ve never been mad. You’ve
also never been sad, jealous, insecure, or anxious in front of me either. You’re clearly a robot.”My
fifteen-cent ballpoint tastes like poison, which it probably is. George sets his six-hundred-dollar
pen on the small dark table sitting to the side of his tufted leather chair. The sound of it against
the wood is deep and low, as if it is a gavel he only lays down when he’s made up his mind to say
something heavy. I stick the pointy end of my pen through the messy, box-dyed, black bun on the
top of my head and look to my right at his big wall of windows.Therapist George follows my gaze
and, as if on cue, asks, “Do you mind if I let in the light?”A test.When I was twelve years old, I
went through weeks of testing before my psychiatrist, Dr. Rodriguez, diagnosed me with clinical
depression. I spent hours and hours answering stupid questions and drawing my feelings in his
overly juvenile office. “Yes, I feel sad all the time.” “Yes, I understand that my mom died and she
isn’t coming back.” “Yes, sometimes my chest hurts so bad that my hands shake and I can’t
make myself breathe.” Testing me was this big, complicated thing.But Therapist George can tell
how I’m feeling by simply opening his blinds.It makes me feel obvious. Readable. I wish it were
easier to throw him off.“No problem. Let in all the light you want,” I say as I cross my ankles below
me.He hesitates. I can see by the way his mouth opens slightly he doesn’t believe me, but he
reaches for the thin nylon cord anyway. He tugs it, sending the blinds racing to the top of the
window. I force myself not to jerk at the sudden flood of light and vanish into a puff of smoke like
a non-sparkly vampire. The windows in his office are tall—floor to ceiling.I know there’s glass,



but in the back of my mind, it feels like an invitation. Like an outstretched hand. The blue of the
sky is all I can see from my place on his sofa, and it tricks my brain into thinking it’s a ledge.Last
December, the blinds were never open.Last December, a ledge would have been far too
tempting.As TG turns to look back at me, he is silhouetted by sunlight. His shoulders are broad,
and his tall form looks stronger and more handsome when the details of his features are in
shadow. I imagine that’s true for lots of people. We all look better when we’re not really seen.“So
how about you tell me why you didn’t want to write about Carmella coming to live with you?” He
crosses back to his chair and sits down with his notes in his lap.At the sound of my stepsister’s
name, my ears get hot and my chest tightens. “George, can’t I have one more day without her in
my head? Today is Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” I make an exaggerated smiley face.
“Tomorrow is Sad-Carmella-Moves-In-Sunday.” I pull the corners of my mouth down and pretend
to wipe away tears. “You know the second she unpacks tomorrow, I’m going to be living with a
person who decided to hate me on the very first day we met. I’m already dreading having her in
my day-to-day life. Can’t I at least leave her out of my sessions?”He uncrosses his legs and
leans forward in his chair. “But why is she coming now? Why not over the summer?”“I don’t
know. Her dad and Evelyn had some custody spat or something. You know I could earn a gold
medal in ignoring her mother completely, so I really don’t care. If I had a vote, I’d never have seen
her again.”I tangle my arms together over my chest and try to reclaim the calm from a few
moments ago.“Maybe it’s time you told me about Christmas,” he starts and pauses so his
eyebrows cinch together. “I know you’ve said you don’t want to talk about the first time you met
Carmella, but I’m worried about how her moving in might affect you.”Christmas. It’s hard to be
festive when your dad gets engaged and insta-married to a real-life Barbie and your resulting
breakdown almost earns you a two-week vacation to the Mayberry Behavioral Center. Thanks,
Santa! It’s just what I always wanted.I get up from the couch and tug the waistband of my jeans
up over my muffin top. I take a deep breath as TG leans back in his chair and crosses his legs
again.“You want to know about Christmas? Fine. Let me tell you a little story.”George settles in,
and a grin tugs at his tanned cheeks.I wave my arm in a high arc in front of him as I say, “Once
upon a time, there was a girl. We’ll call her… Imogen.”He smiles indulgently. A tiny sigh escapes
his lips, but I ignore it. I know it’s not the heartfelt confession he wanted, but he’s gonna have to
take what he can get.“One cold December morning, Imogen’s dad woke her to say he was
getting married. Her dad was surprised when she went completely freaking mental at the
thought, probably because her mother had died six Decembers before.” I lean toward him and
whisper loudly, “That’s where the audience is supposed to gasp.”“Did you want your dad to stay
single forever?”The word “single” bounces between my ears.My voice lifts higher as I pace
around the couch. “When Dad met Evelyn, he tried to tell me about her, and I told him I didn’t
want to hear it. So he didn’t tell me about their dates. He didn’t tell me they fell in love. He just
woke me up one morning and told me he was marrying her.”My stomach drops, and my brain
sloshes around in my skull. I walk to the edge of the sofa and faint back on it with a dramatic
sigh, holding the back of my hand against my forehead. I turn my face toward George, and with a



snap of my tongue, I say, “Oh, George, isn’t this just the saddest story you’ve ever heard? But
wait, I’m getting to the good part.”The sarcasm falls over me like a shield.George’s smirk is gone,
and he bites his bottom lip and holds it between his teeth as I lug myself up and continue my
mockery. Guilt rises up in my chest, but I push it down. Guilt is much easier to push away than
the truth.“A few weeks later, Replacement Mom is all unpacked, and Dad tells Imogen that
instead of going to see a musical on the night of the 27th, like they had every year since Mom
died, they were going out for a fancy, new-family dinner. And the best part was—surprise,
Imogen! You have a stepsister, too!”I feel myself making silly fake faces as I stride around the
room, but my palms have started sweating.I check the clock on the wall, willing the hands to
click over to eleven.“Imogen, I didn’t mean to push you if you’re really not ready to tell me about
it. We have a few minutes left. Sit. Let’s revisit this some other time.”“No, George. Let’s get this
over with.”I sit on the left side of the leather couch as I have off and on for the past five years. I
sink deeply into it as it makes a leathery creak under my weight.“The night before our dinner, as
you know, I graduated from scratching my thighs with unfolded paperclips when I found a brand-
new straight razor in the garage—still in the package.”George nods his head. “That was the night
you cut your arm for the first time. I remember.”“But I didn’t ever tell you Carmella was there.”His
eyes open wide before he can tell his brain to maintain his even and unflinching face. “She was
there when you cut yourself?”“No. Right after.” I look down at my ragged fingertips and collect my
thoughts. “Evelyn brought Carmella from the airport, and Dad came upstairs to tell me they’d
arrived. He walked in just as I’d made the last cut.”I force myself to resist the automatic reaction
of reaching for my left forearm. In my head, I can see each line.Six scars. One for every year
without her.My sobbing echoed in my ears. I remember that. I remember trying to explain I’d
barely marked the skin. I was inches from my wrist. It was the back of my arm—completely
different. Right? Why couldn’t my dad understand? It wasn’t the worst thing. I remember
worrying more about him lifting my weight than about the fact that I’d hurt myself. He clearly had
that emergency situation adrenaline thing going on because he carried me downstairs through
the living room.“It was chaos,” I continue. “Evelyn was screaming into the phone receiver, and I
was begging for Dad to put me down. And on the couch is this gorgeous girl, my age, and she’s
crying because clearly this situation must have scared the crap out of her. But then our eyes met
and we looked at each other for what seemed like forever, and then she sniffled, dried her eyes,
set her jaw, and stomped out of the room. I haven’t seen her since. She wasn’t worried about me.
She didn’t care. I was about to get carted off to the hospital, and all she could do was scowl.”I
close my eyes for a second, and I’m instantly back in that living room. I remember how grey the
winter sky was. I remember the exact green of Carmella’s shirt, the sound of her scoff, and her
boots clanking across the floor.My shoulders press back against the couch. I sniffle and suck air
deep into my lungs and wipe under my eyes. I look around for my pen, but it must have fallen
between the cushions or something, so I settle for biting at my fingernails instead.“Well, there it
is. The end. You’re right George, story time is the best!” I force the corners of my mouth up into a
sly smile, but he doesn’t return it.“Imogen, I can only imagine how humiliated you felt. I am so



sorry it happened that way.” He shakes his head slowly as he talks, his nose scrunches up, and
his voice softens. “But this isn’t last December. It’s been ten months since then, and you made
so much progress this summer. Why worry if you don’t even know how she feels? She might
have forgotten all about it.”I’m sure he wants me to sit up proud and tall because I didn’t hurt
myself this summer, but his pointing it out just makes me feel pathetic.“Right. And pretending I
don’t exist for the ten months since Christmas is ‘cause Carmella’s just waiting to surprise me
with her friendliness in person.”“If you’re really concerned, maybe we should have a group
meeting. We could have you, Carmella, and your parents—or just Evelyn, if your father is out of
town.”If Dad is out of town? Right. I’m not even sure he remembers which house is ours at this
point.“It could be good to hash this out, face to face. Find out if there’s even a problem in the first
place.” George checks his watch at the exact moment the clock strikes eleven. I’ve decided that
looking at his watch is just something he does to remind his clients they can’t stay all day
because he always knows when the time is up. His internal clock is like a freaking Rolex or
something.I try to picture Evelyn, Carmella, and me—all of us together—sitting on this single
leather couch. In my head, I somehow tip the couch up like a seesaw.“It’s not happening,
George. I’m sorry.” I drop my notebook into my bag and stand up to look in the sofa for my
pen.“You just let me know if you change your mind.”“Ugh. Where is my freaking pen?!”He turns
me by the shoulders and gestures to the top of my head.“Oh! Right,” I say as I reach up and pull
my pen out of my bun and drop it into my bag. “Thanks. I gotta go get Grant. We’re celebrating
my last day of freedom—and also his birthday. It’s a doubly joyous occasion.”“Have fun,” he says
as he heads around to the backside of his desk. “And, Imogen, don’t worry until you have to,
okay? The end of your story hasn’t been written yet. You’ve got lots and lots of chapters left.”He
puffs his chest out just slightly, and I imagine this TG quotable is going straight into my file as
soon as I close the door. He should really get into the fortune cookie business.I raise my arm and
flip my hand down at the wrist. “Oh, George,” I say. “Don’t be so dramatic.”2The sun streams in
through my car’s open windows. I love the feeling of a good day that’s also gorgeous outside. I’ve
run through Grant’s birthday plans about fifty times, but I want it to be perfect.As I drive down the
highway, I can’t help but see little memories of all the amazing times we’ve had at every mile
marker.That’s the McDonald’s where we scared the little kids by jumping out of the ball pit.
There’s that gas station where we sat on the curb and tried to smoke a cigarette without throwing
up. And the grocery store down that road always has the best selection of cookies in the bakery.
We can’t settle in for an all-day Mythbusters marathon without our favorite cookies.And if I were
to take that exit there and take the first left and then the second right, I’d be at the cemetery
where my mom is buried. And where little Grant stood by little me and held my hand while my
dad cried into the ground.I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror. I can see the signs of a few
good months in the absence of dark circles under my light grey eyes. I don’t like wearing makeup
—other than gobs of black eyeliner. So even during bad times, when the bags under my eyes
look like bruises, I never cover them up. I wear them like a warning. They’re declaring the State of
Imogen before I even open my mouth.Beside me, my phone rings in the seat, and I put it on



speakerphone. “Hey, I’m almost there,” I say as I roll up my window with my incredibly advanced
hand crank.“Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” Grant shouts into the receiver.“Wait. You can’t say
that—I have to say happy birthday first!”“Too late, I win.” He laughs.“Fine. Are you ready for your
day of fun? I was thinking we’d start with a movie and then a late lunch/ early dinner, whatever—
my treat of course—and then I was thinking we could catch the musical at Edgehill?”“Sounds
good to me.”“Brice has been trying to schedule a time for us to hang out with him and Jonathan. I
could ask them to come?” I hear my voice go all nervous as I speak.“Jonathan’s cool. I don’t
know why you’re so weird about him.”“I’m not weird about him. He just never talks to me. When
Brice told me the Jonathan who’s always folding paper and ignoring people in English class was
his Jonathan, I did not believe him.”“It’s not a crime to be quiet,” Grant says. I can hear the smirk
in his voice.“Well, thank God.” My heart flutters in my chest.I hear his electric toothbrush buzz to
life and it’s probably the most precious thing ever when he mumbles, “Whassashows?”I smile so
hard I’m afraid he’ll hear my blushing cheeks right through the phone. “I was thinking we could
go see whatever old horror movie is playing at the dollar theatre, and then tonight, the Edgehill
show is Dirty Rotten Scoundrels. It’s supposed to be really funny.”He spits.How is that
cute?“Sounds perfect,” he says. “When will you be here?”“I should pull up in five
minutes.”“Perfect, see you soon.”I press the button to end the call, and just as I do, my phone
rings again. I answer it and tap the speakerphone button without even looking at the screen.
“What did you forget, weirdo?”“Immy?”My dad’s voice squeaks out of my tiny phone speaker.I
wish he hadn’t called and I’m so glad he did all at once.“Hey, Dad. I guess you landed?”“I did.
Evelyn told me you wouldn’t be there for Carmella’s arrival tomorrow. Something about theatre?”I
roll my eyes at the sound of Evelyn’s name and grind my teeth at the sound of Carmella’s. I’m
instantly defensive.“Yeah, Dad. It’s required for all techies to be there on Sunday workday. And
it’s been on the calendar since school started six weeks ago.”The phone goes quiet for a few
seconds, and I wonder if I’ve dropped his call.“Be nice to her, okay, kiddo?”Right, because I’m a
horrible bully and she’s going to just skip around being precious. I reach into my purse and pull
out a fun-size candy bar and pop it in my mouth.“I’ve gotta go, Dad.”“And, Immy, promise you’ll
call if something happens, okay?”I pull up to a stoplight and wait for him to say something. I don’t
want to acknowledge that he thinks I’m going to fall apart at the first sign of anything.He clears
his throat. “Up or down, you call me. Promise.”I pause as long as I can. “I promise, Dad. I’ve gotta
go. Be safe.”“You, too, baby girl.”Before he has the chance to clarify what “safe” means for an
overweight, clinically depressed seventeen-year-old girl with an anxiety disorder, I reach down
and hang up the call.I pull up to Grant’s house, and he’s waiting for me on the curb. He springs to
life before I come to a complete stop.I scream “Happy Birthday!” at the top of my lungs as he
throws himself into the car, leans over, and tries to smother my squeals.“You crazy girl! My
neighbors are going to think I’m kidnapping you.”I laugh. “If they haven’t ratted us out to the
police after a dozen years of our shenanigans, they probably won’t start now. Now stop
distracting me. I got you a present.”I lift up my elbow and open the armrest compartment, and his
face shifts from silliness to sincerity almost instantly.“What? Why? It’s not the anniversary of the



first time I made you sit and watch eighteen hours of Mythbusters with me, is it? ’Cause if it were,
I would have been obligated to bring flowers—which I didn’t, and you’d surely never forgive me.”
He puts his hand over his heart, and even though we’re both being silly, the gesture makes my
throat close tightly.“Ha. You’d never forget a day that important.” I give him a thumbs up and a big
exaggerated nod of my head. “Anyway, not sure if you remember my screaming a few seconds
ago, but…” I drop my voice to a loud whisper. “It’s your birthday.”He grins. “If you say so.”I hand
him the small bit of black-on-black embroidered fabric, and he turns it over in his fingers.“It’s a
patch,” I say. “Sorry, I didn’t wrap it.”“It looks like a Superman thingy! Kinda. Sorta. I mean there’s
an ‘M,’ too, which is problematic ’cause Superman is one word, but I forgive you!”“Oh, shut up, I
know that Superman is one word.” I laugh with him as he puts it against his forehead and then on
his palm and then in the middle of his chest. “It’s for Stage Manager, but I was also thinking
about how it could be for Science Man, or Silly Muggle or—”“Or Stud Muffin!” he says with the
patch held against his cheek. “Or Sexy Mastermind.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I
laugh as I waggle mine back.“I thought you could iron it onto your stage blacks,”I say.Some girls
like a guy in uniform, but I am a sucker for a techie in his blacks.“This is awesome, Gen. I love it.
So much.” He reaches over and puts his hand on my shoulder. In the moment without laughing
and joking, the weight of his hand there presses in on me and keeps me from lifting right out of
my seat. Like gravity. “Thank you,” he says.I swallow away the warmth of his hand, tucking it deep
inside to remember whenever I need it.“It’s nothing major, I know.”He pauses. “Come here, you.”
He jerks his head, gesturing outside, and gets out of the car, closing his door behind him.As I
stand in the space of my open car door, he walks up to me. The sunlight is breaking through the
tree in his front yard and streaming across his face. He squints his hazel eyes—more green than
brown, but definitely both. The skin around his mouth folds into familiar creases as he
smiles.“Come on,” he says as he opens his arms wide and pulls me against him.I press my
cheek to his chest and listen to his heartbeat.We stand there, my arms wrapped neatly around
his narrow waist and his arms crossing gently over my shoulders. All that exists is the smell of his
hair. I could never describe what it is exactly, but the smell of him and his drugstore hair product
does me in every single time. I could live in that smell.“Thank you for my present,” he whispers
over my head.When Grant, Brice, Jonathan, and I step out of the Edgehill Community Theatre at
half-past ten, the entire sky is bright with stars. I turn around and look up at the beautiful theatre
marquees, glowing with colorful neon lights.“That was so good!” Brice skips to the edge of the
sidewalk and starts balancing on the curb. His grin is a mile wide as Jonathan, hands shoved
deep in his pockets, comes to his side. Brice’s bright voice fills the cool evening air. “When the
Jackal was revealed, I was like ‘whaaaaat?!’ ’cause I did not see that coming. Did you see that
coming, babe?”Brice holds out his hand for Jonathan, who pauses for a moment before taking
it.I recognize insecurity. One might call it my specialty. It only lasts a second, but that hesitation
sticks out at me and I make a mental note to pay closer attention and listen for clues the next
time Brice is talking about his boy.“Definitely not.” Jonathan gives him a twirl, which causes Brice
to giggle adorably.While Brice skips over to me, I watch as Jonathan shoves his hand back in his



pocket before turning to Grant and mouthing, “Yes, I did.” They laugh as they walk down the
sidewalk in front of Brice and me.We follow them closely. Brice’s face and wide, round eyes are
bright as he chatters.“And did you see those costumes? The ensemble had to wear at least four
different looks, maybe five. That is impressive.”“Well, you could do just as well,” I say as I look up
at the stars.Brice smiles. “Probably, yeah.”In front of us, Grant suddenly turns around and runs
up to me with a grin on his face.“HA! Gen, you thought I’d forget? You sneak!”I laugh because I
already know what he’s going to say. Grant turns toward the boys and explains.“Gen and I have a
standing ice cream bet for every theatre production we see. She thinks it will be lame. I think it
will be awesome. Optimism wins again!” He turns back to me. “You lose. You buy the ice cream.”I
scoff and cross my arms. “It’s your birthday! I would have bought the ice cream anyway.”He
bends down so we’re at the same eye level.“I think you’re trying to keep me from my ice cream.”I
stand up straight and put my hand over my heart. “I’d never, ever keep a person from their ice
cream. I thought you knew me so well.”He winks, and I stick out my tongue before we step onto
the crosswalk arm-in-arm.“So,” Brice chimes in, “I don’t know much about how you and Grant got
together.”He raises his eyebrow a little bit, and my rebuttal gets caught in my throat.“Not together
together,” Grant says with an easy smile that seems to mean nothing. His words echo off the
walls of my chest, banging around between each rib before settling in my stomach.“Yeah, we’re
not together. But you know that,” I say to Brice with a slim smile as the warmth of Grant’s arm
radiates into mine.Brice stops and puts a hand on his hip. “Oh, excuse me for misinterpreting.”
He gestures to our intertwined limbs.“We’ve been best friends since kindergarten,” Grant
says.“Yeah, it’s true,” I say as I watch Brice snake his hand through the gap between Jonathan’s
body and where his hand’s still shoved to the bottom of his pocket.“Gen?”I shake away my
curiosity at Jonathan’s hidey hand and pick up where Grant left off. “We really got close right
after my mom died in fourth grade.” I say the words, but with Grant’s body close to mine, I barely
feel the sting.“I remember the day Gen and I became inseparable. I’d crawled under the fence to
sit in her living room and play video games—”“And on this random day, I answered the phone
instead of my dad. It was a telemarketer who asked if my mom was home, and I totally freaked
out. I panicked and almost hyperventilated. I ran upstairs and crawled under my bed to
hide.”Grant turns to me and says, “I went upstairs and crawled right under there with her. And I
told her that no matter what, no matter how bad things got, I’d stay.”Brice stops dead in his
tracks. “That. Is. The. Cutest. Story. Ever.” He sniffles and then turns to Jonathan and starts
playfully smacking him on the shoulder. “Can we have a romantic story like that? You need to
crawl under my bed real freaking quick, you got it?”Romantic. The heat returns to my
cheeks.And Grant lets go of my arm.No, Brice, it’s not romantic ’cause we were ten. And even if
it happened tonight, we’re just friends. Period. Been there, ruined that.Jonathan smiles at Brice
and softly says, “Give us time. We’ll get a story.” His voice is warm and has a gentle twang. Brice
turns and stretches onto his tiptoes to wrap his arms all the way around Jonathan’s neck. Brice is
a whole head shorter, but other than that, they’re a matched set. Twin puffs of honey-colored
hair, swept up into fashionable pompadours; square jawlines; and bright blue eyes. As Brice



pulls back, Jonathan kisses his forehead before we cross the next block.As I walk past the glow
of a green stoplight, envy swells in my belly. Romantic might be their story, but it won’t be mine.
Not with Grant. It just won’t.And I shouldn’t take our relationship for granted by wishing it was
something else.We finally arrive at our favorite ice cream shop, and I make good on my promise
and order Grant a double chocolate chip. He doesn’t have to tell me his order. I just know.I
usually get a double scoop of butter pecan in a waffle cone, but after Brice orders lemon ice and
Jonathan gets frozen yogurt, I come to the table with a kid’s scoop of vanilla. In a cup.“Where’s
your butter pecan?” Grant asks.“They were out,” I lie. “But that’s not important.” I clear my throat
with a flourish. I hold up my cup and say, “Here’s to Grant. Happy Birthday.”We bump our scoops
together. As we dive into our first tastes, Grant leans over to whisper in my ear. “You made it
great.”I grin as I dig the tiny plastic spoon in my little paper cup. This boring, old vanilla has never
tasted so sweet.3My dripping paintbrush creates the sweetest rhythm as it swipes color across
the particleboard. I dip the bristles into the stony grey again, and the wet paint reflects miniature
versions of the hot stage lights into my eyes. I can almost hear waves crashing with every brush
stroke, back and forth, up and down.I love the sound.Grant is working on the opposite side of the
stage. He’s building a giant, colorful bed for the second act, which rolls on casters and towers
thirteen fake mattresses high. I look over at him, perched on top of the giant contraption,
whacking a hammer with Thorlike precision. He is hunched over the side with his dark hair
flopping across his increasingly sweaty brow. As if on cue, his head snaps up. He’s too far away
and the lighting is too weird, so I can’t really see the details of his eyes, but that’s okay. I’ve had
them memorized for years. He looks right at me, standing in front of a half-painted castle wall. I’m
staring with my lips apart like an idiot, paint from my brush dripping down the back of my hand
’cause, well, that’s what paint does.He lifts his chin and tries to shake his sweaty hair out of his
eyes as he gives me a big smile.“You okay?” he mouths. I nod at him and stifle a laugh. He’s
dangling off a ten-foot tall platform and haphazardly using power tools, but he’s the one checking
on me. Grant crosses his eyes and sticks his tongue out just as Jonathan walks up and asks for
help lifting a platform.I laugh as Grant pulls his tongue back in his mouth and tries to act like a
self-respecting stage manager, jumping down from his perch and dusting off his hands.
Jonathan looks back in my direction with a grin and shakes his head slightly before punching
Grant in the shoulder and then guiding him to the large, heavy step that belongs further
upstage.I lower my brush and wipe my paint-smeared hand across the leg of my already color-
crusted tech day jeans. Just then, Grant and Jonathan lean over and pick up the giant platform
on “three,” and I feel my eyeballs pop out of my head.I can see Grant’s arms as he hefts the
platform. He’s not “buff,” but he’s strong and looks good in his bright green shirt. It has white
block lettering in two rows. The top row says, “NaCl,” and under that are the letters “NaOH.” Of
course, I wouldn’t have any idea what this means if he hadn’t taken the time to explain to me
once that it was actually a guffaw-worthy science joke: “The base is under a salt!” If he weren’t so
tall and fast, I would have beaten him over the head with the nearest Bunsen burner.Brice sits on
the floor beside me. He’s been painting the shadows around each of the castle’s stones as I



finish them, but it seems he’s taken an eye candy break as well. He’s also staring across the
stage at this public display of brute strength, and without moving his eyes, he reaches up and
holds his phone out in my direction.“Here. Take my phone,” Brice says.“What do you want me to
do with this?” I ask.“Call the ambulance. I’ve just died and gone to Heaven.”We turn our faces
toward each other and lock eyes before bursting into hysterical laughter.I gasp for air while Brice
is now rolling into a ball on the floor. I’m giggling so hard I plop down onto the floor beside him,
and I have to wipe my eyes just to see him at all. I’m suddenly aware of the kids in the stage left
wing sorting props into neat piles and the girls stacking gels and focusing the spotlights on giant
ladders. Drill bits are whirring, and hammers are clanking. Our director is nowhere to be found,
and somewhere backstage, someone is listening to the Wicked soundtrack. Again.Only in the
theatre. Two people are making complete idiots of themselves, rolling around on the floor
deliriously, and no one’s even noticed.In between gasps, Brice is mimicking his phone call with
imaginary EMTs. “Yes, please hurry. My boyfriend is doing manual labor in a tank top, and I don’t
think I’m gonna make it!”The bang, like a gunshot, when Jonathan drops his end of the heavy
platform, drawing our attention back to the boys. Jonathan shakes out his left hand as if it’s been
injured before shoving it deep into the pocket of his cargo shorts. Grant looks at me, and his
eyes open with surprise.He smiles as he cocks one eyebrow disapprovingly. “What are you two
laughing at? Are you okay?” Grant hollers while Jonathan wipes his brow.“It’s nothing! We’re
fine!” I call as I try to shrink my smile. My cheeks ache, and my deeply buried ab muscles are
sore from laughing. This was not listed as a side effect of happiness in my “So You Wanna Kick
Depression?” pamphlet.“We’re okay,” Brice shouts loudly across the stage. “But we might need
mouth to mou—”“WHOA MYGOD!” I dive on Brice and practically smother him with so much
skin and laughter. Grant and Jonathan snicker and head backstage just as someone cranks up
the volume on “Defying Gravity.” Again.“Miss Keegan? Mr. Wilson?” The sound of Mrs. Gild’s
voice stops all giggles in their tracks. I sit up straight and pull my shirt out at the waist. We face
the rows and rows of velveteen auditorium seats, and standing in the center of the house is our
director with a stern look on her face. I have seen some sad, scary things.I have been
hospitalized for panic attacks. I tried on a pair of shorts last year. But nothing—nothing—chills a
theatre kid to the bone like the roar of a pissed-off director.“If you two cannot be productive,
you’re welcome to take the rest of the afternoon off.”Under his breath, Brice mutters, “Sweet. I
could use a break.”I jab at him with my elbow as Mrs. Gild pushes up the sleeves of her charcoal
grey cardigan. I can feel the eyes of the rest of the techies, who are all standing at attention
because that’s what we do whenever our director speaks.“As a matter of fact,” Gild begins, “you
can take the entire semester off and just forgo this production altogether, unless you wouldn’t
mind getting back to work.” Her voice is singsong-y, and just as she sets her jaw and stares at us
with her steely eyes, the speaker backstage bursts into the loud, ominous, dissonant music of
the last thirty seconds of Wicked‘s first act.Gild’s posture, combined with the music, seems to
say, “I’ll get you, my pretties, and I’m gonna ship you back to Kansas if you screw up my sets.”It
feels like a punchline, and I swear I see Gild’s mouth twitch as she resists a smile. She loves a



good sound cue almost as much as I do.“Yes, Mrs. Gild,” Brice and I reply in unison.She gives us
a wink, and the corner of her mouth pulls up into a grin. When she turns to her clipboard, the
stage jolts back to life with banging and talking in equal measure. Brice and I return to our
paintbrushes and half-done walls.“So, what’s your excuse?” Brice asks as he drags the soggy
brush over the particleboard and outlines another stone. I look over at him as he works. His
sandy blond eyebrows are drawn tight with concentration, and his tongue is just barely sticking
out of his thin-lipped mouth.“What do you mean?”“Well, Jonathan and I’ve been going out for
about three months now, thank you very much, so I’m entitled to periodic fainting spells when
he’s being all adorable.” He flip-flops his head from side to side as he emphasizes his point. “But
you and Grant are just friends and you keep telling me you’re just friends, and while I’m sure you
are just friends, you still have a little drool right—” He reaches up like he’s going to wipe my chin,
and I swat his hand away.“We are, though. Really, I swear.”I swear. I swear. You have no idea how
much I swear.I bite at the edge of my thumb. All I want in the whole world is to look over my
shoulder and see if I can spot Grant again. Not to ogle. That was a moment of temporary frivolity.
Grant is not the kind of boy you leer at. He’s the kind of boy you love. My neck aches to turn
around. I just want to be sure he’s still there.I always feel better when I’m sure.Brice lowers his
chin and looks up at me with a sly smile as he gives his thin paintbrush a perfectly timed twirl.
“Well, your words say you swear, but your face looks like a fish on a hook. Mouth all gaping open
—”“Briiiiiiiiiiice, no!” I feel my face spreading into another huge open-mouthed smile. I cover my
face when I realize I do actually look like a largemouth bass. I lift my heel to gently kick him in the
knee, and behind me, I hear Grant’s voice. He’s shouting something to someone up on the
catwalk. His voice cuts straight into my eardrum. I’m like a radio that only picks up one station.If
he could feel the flush on my cheek, if he could see the way I’m biting my bottom lip.Obvious.
Readable. Again.I reach higher with my paintbrush, and my long-sleeved shirt tugs at my wrist
and lifts in the back. These paint fumes. I look to the open stage door—I can just see a sliver of
the outside world through the rows and rows of hanging curtains in the wings.Maybe I should
make a dash for the fresh air.“—tongue all hanging out, I mean, please. You’ve gotta play it cool
like me,” Brice says.I reach down, drop my brush into the drip tray, and then pull at the hem of my
shirt and my sleeves. I turn my back to the set and pull my ankles in as far as they’ll go—which
isn’t very far—as I look out over the auditorium chairs.“Right. Cool like you,” I say.“Right. But
seriously, you like him.” He lowers his voice. “He likes you, too. What’s the problem?”I should
have jumped out of Therapist George’s window when I had the chance.I keep my lips pulled into
a smile for Brice’s sake, but in my head, I’m seeing an exaggerated version of our little display of
school-girl behavior. All giggling and blushing and desperate looks. I imagine myself leaning
forward and staring at Grant with a let me love you look of desperation smeared across my
face.And it makes me sick.If Brice saw it, did Grant? He’d never tell me if he did. Grant would
never want me to feel embarrassed. But if he saw it, he’d know what it was. He’d know what
every look meant. And I’d promised myself those feelings would be buried for good.Just the way
he wants it.He’s made it perfectly clear that whatever lightning I think is buzzing between us is an



illusion. A misinterpretation.“Brice, we’re just not like that. We’re best friends.” I use too much
emphasis. I sound like an actor trying to say a line they don’t fully understand.Beside me, Brice
shifts around on his knees as he paints on another contour. I watch as Mrs. Gild marches
through the rows of seats with three techies behind her, tripping over their attempts to keep up.
With all of the houselights up, the auditorium is utterly unextraordinary. I miss the magic.“So
you’ve never been anything else? Not even a kiss? That really surprises me. Something about
the way you look at each other. I really thought you had history.” When Brice speaks this time, his
voice is more tender. He doesn’t look away from his work in the same way people don’t look at
an animal in the wild so it doesn’t spook and run off.“Well, we’ve got plenty of history. You have
no idea.”My head aches with the sight of Grant behind my eyelids. I can see him sitting there, his
face in his hands. I remember the way my bed pulled down as he sat by my side. I remember
thinking the bandage on my arm was too tight. I remember the icicle lights next door flickering,
sending light falling onto my bed like snow. I think my head may actually pop open.“Ah-ha! You
have kissed!” My pause causes Brice to jump to the wrong conclusion. His pale face lights up
like an excited puppy as he turns toward me and waits for the details. Details he’s definitely not
going to get.“No,” I interrupt him. “We almost, maybe, kinda had something almost happen last
year, but it was not a kiss and it was not a good idea. It was a mistake.”“A mistake, how?” Brice
asks with trepidation, his eyes lifting into a concerned shape. His head tilts to the side as if it
were so easy to convey compassion.“‘Cause he pulled away from me. I thought there was
something more, but I was wrong. He doesn’t like me like that. So can we drop it,
please?”Boom.Grant and I have been best friends since writing our names required twenty-five
minutes and an entire sheet of paper. He has been the most constant part of my life.Grant is my
gravity. He doesn’t force anything, but he is a force. Something I never even notice until I realize I
haven’t drifted away.He loves me and has shown me that love over and over.But it’s not every
kind of love.It’s just one kind.And it’s a really good kind.But it’s not the only kind.It’s not the kind
of love that grew in me.It’s not like the love that snuck into my heart and set up shop, slowly
taking up more and more space until there wasn’t a single cell not filled with it.Just like that, I feel
the pressure of invisible clouds hovering over me. Fat and aching with rain they’re desperate to
spill.Brice has shut up. And the look on his face as he wipes off a drip of grey tells me he realizes
he’s just stuck a red-hot poker deep into an unhealed wound.“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know,” he
says without looking at me.“Let’s just keep painting, okay?” I force myself to take a deep breath
and blow it out slowly as one of the freshman techies drops a giant ladder he was carrying back
to the scene shop. The clatter gives me an excuse to turn my head toward the rest of the stage.I
dip my brush again into the grey and look over toward Grant. His back is to me, but I imagine he
can feel my eyes on him. I imagine he turns around and looks at me from under his dark hair.
And then he crosses the space between us and puts his face near mine and whispers in my ear
that he loves the way I laugh.But he doesn’t turn. He’s running to help the kid who lost his ladder.
I shake off the ridiculousness of my daydream and get back to work as I reach down to resume
the act of turning plywood into stone.SPENCER HILL CONTEMPORARYSPENCER HILL
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start. From the first time we read the words “once upon a time,” we’re fed the idea that these girls
—these gorgeous, demure, singing-with-the-wildlife girls—get a happy ending. And I get it. Poor
thing had to do some chores around the house, fine. But the idea that she needs a magic old
lady to come down and skim off the dirt so the prince will see her beauty? That’s ridiculous.
Maybe she should have been working on her lockpicking skills instead of serenading squirrels.
She could have busted out, hitched a ride to the castle, and impressed the prince with her safe-
cracking prowess.Sorry, magic-fairy lady. She didn’t need your help. The deck’s already stacked
in her favor. Why? Because she’s the golden girl. She’s the star. No one cares about the
stepsisters’ stories. Those girls don’t get a sweet little ending. They get a lifetime of
longing.Seriously.Hot girls get the fairy tales.Hot girls like my stepsister.“Okay, Imogen. Time’s
up.”Therapist George is staring at his watch and straightening the cufflinks on his left sleeve. The
little silver baubles are shaped like barbells. They must be new. I’m surprised, though; I never
pegged him as one of those people. I just can’t understand folks who willingly go to the gym and
participate in choreographed masochism. Maybe I’d have to experience it to get it. Like, maybe if
I knew what it was like to put on my jeans without doing the fat-girl, jean-buttoning rain dance, I’d
understand.I stick the end of my pen in my mouth and listen as it clicks against my front teeth
and echoes inside my head.“How did you do?” he asks.“Fine,” I say. “But…” I smile and bat my
eyelashes aggressively.“Let me guess,” he says. “You didn’t write about the topic I gave you?”I
look down at my sloppy writing. I press too hard. I always smear the ink as I go. “Well, no. But I
wrote about something totally new!”“Oh, really?” He smiles brightly as I twirl my pen between my
fingers.“Some girls are pretty. Some girls aren’t. Some girls get attention from princely
characters. The rest of us pine away and stuff ourselves with pie.”Therapist George mimics me,



widening his eyes and putting his chin on his hand with exaggerated interest. “So by ‘new’ you
mean the same Disney Princess rant you always write? I see.” He smirks and shakes his head
slightly as I close the spiral notebook in my lap.I stick out my bottom lip and clasp my chubby
fingers together in prayer.“Please don’t be mad I didn’t write what you asked me to.”“Of course
I’m not mad. In five years, have I ever been mad?”He grins, bringing up only one side of his
mouth, as he makes some notes in my file. I hate when he writes in my file. I think there should
be a statute of file limitations, and after every three sessions, I get to keep his notes as a
collector’s item.Therapist George scribbles as I answer, “No, TG. You’ve never been mad. You’ve
also never been sad, jealous, insecure, or anxious in front of me either. You’re clearly a robot.”My
fifteen-cent ballpoint tastes like poison, which it probably is. George sets his six-hundred-dollar
pen on the small dark table sitting to the side of his tufted leather chair. The sound of it against
the wood is deep and low, as if it is a gavel he only lays down when he’s made up his mind to say
something heavy. I stick the pointy end of my pen through the messy, box-dyed, black bun on the
top of my head and look to my right at his big wall of windows.Therapist George follows my gaze
and, as if on cue, asks, “Do you mind if I let in the light?”A test.When I was twelve years old, I
went through weeks of testing before my psychiatrist, Dr. Rodriguez, diagnosed me with clinical
depression. I spent hours and hours answering stupid questions and drawing my feelings in his
overly juvenile office. “Yes, I feel sad all the time.” “Yes, I understand that my mom died and she
isn’t coming back.” “Yes, sometimes my chest hurts so bad that my hands shake and I can’t
make myself breathe.” Testing me was this big, complicated thing.But Therapist George can tell
how I’m feeling by simply opening his blinds.It makes me feel obvious. Readable. I wish it were
easier to throw him off.“No problem. Let in all the light you want,” I say as I cross my ankles below
me.He hesitates. I can see by the way his mouth opens slightly he doesn’t believe me, but he
reaches for the thin nylon cord anyway. He tugs it, sending the blinds racing to the top of the
window. I force myself not to jerk at the sudden flood of light and vanish into a puff of smoke like
a non-sparkly vampire. The windows in his office are tall—floor to ceiling.I know there’s glass,
but in the back of my mind, it feels like an invitation. Like an outstretched hand. The blue of the
sky is all I can see from my place on his sofa, and it tricks my brain into thinking it’s a ledge.Last
December, the blinds were never open.Last December, a ledge would have been far too
tempting.As TG turns to look back at me, he is silhouetted by sunlight. His shoulders are broad,
and his tall form looks stronger and more handsome when the details of his features are in
shadow. I imagine that’s true for lots of people. We all look better when we’re not really seen.“So
how about you tell me why you didn’t want to write about Carmella coming to live with you?” He
crosses back to his chair and sits down with his notes in his lap.At the sound of my stepsister’s
name, my ears get hot and my chest tightens. “George, can’t I have one more day without her in
my head? Today is Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” I make an exaggerated smiley face.
“Tomorrow is Sad-Carmella-Moves-In-Sunday.” I pull the corners of my mouth down and pretend
to wipe away tears. “You know the second she unpacks tomorrow, I’m going to be living with a
person who decided to hate me on the very first day we met. I’m already dreading having her in



my day-to-day life. Can’t I at least leave her out of my sessions?”He uncrosses his legs and
leans forward in his chair. “But why is she coming now? Why not over the summer?”“I don’t
know. Her dad and Evelyn had some custody spat or something. You know I could earn a gold
medal in ignoring her mother completely, so I really don’t care. If I had a vote, I’d never have seen
her again.”I tangle my arms together over my chest and try to reclaim the calm from a few
moments ago.“Maybe it’s time you told me about Christmas,” he starts and pauses so his
eyebrows cinch together. “I know you’ve said you don’t want to talk about the first time you met
Carmella, but I’m worried about how her moving in might affect you.”Christmas. It’s hard to be
festive when your dad gets engaged and insta-married to a real-life Barbie and your resulting
breakdown almost earns you a two-week vacation to the Mayberry Behavioral Center. Thanks,
Santa! It’s just what I always wanted.I get up from the couch and tug the waistband of my jeans
up over my muffin top. I take a deep breath as TG leans back in his chair and crosses his legs
again.“You want to know about Christmas? Fine. Let me tell you a little story.”George settles in,
and a grin tugs at his tanned cheeks.I wave my arm in a high arc in front of him as I say, “Once
upon a time, there was a girl. We’ll call her… Imogen.”He smiles indulgently. A tiny sigh escapes
his lips, but I ignore it. I know it’s not the heartfelt confession he wanted, but he’s gonna have to
take what he can get.“One cold December morning, Imogen’s dad woke her to say he was
getting married. Her dad was surprised when she went completely freaking mental at the
thought, probably because her mother had died six Decembers before.” I lean toward him and
whisper loudly, “That’s where the audience is supposed to gasp.”“Did you want your dad to stay
single forever?”The word “single” bounces between my ears.My voice lifts higher as I pace
around the couch. “When Dad met Evelyn, he tried to tell me about her, and I told him I didn’t
want to hear it. So he didn’t tell me about their dates. He didn’t tell me they fell in love. He just
woke me up one morning and told me he was marrying her.”My stomach drops, and my brain
sloshes around in my skull. I walk to the edge of the sofa and faint back on it with a dramatic
sigh, holding the back of my hand against my forehead. I turn my face toward George, and with a
snap of my tongue, I say, “Oh, George, isn’t this just the saddest story you’ve ever heard? But
wait, I’m getting to the good part.”The sarcasm falls over me like a shield.George’s smirk is gone,
and he bites his bottom lip and holds it between his teeth as I lug myself up and continue my
mockery. Guilt rises up in my chest, but I push it down. Guilt is much easier to push away than
the truth.“A few weeks later, Replacement Mom is all unpacked, and Dad tells Imogen that
instead of going to see a musical on the night of the 27th, like they had every year since Mom
died, they were going out for a fancy, new-family dinner. And the best part was—surprise,
Imogen! You have a stepsister, too!”I feel myself making silly fake faces as I stride around the
room, but my palms have started sweating.I check the clock on the wall, willing the hands to
click over to eleven.“Imogen, I didn’t mean to push you if you’re really not ready to tell me about
it. We have a few minutes left. Sit. Let’s revisit this some other time.”“No, George. Let’s get this
over with.”I sit on the left side of the leather couch as I have off and on for the past five years. I
sink deeply into it as it makes a leathery creak under my weight.“The night before our dinner, as



you know, I graduated from scratching my thighs with unfolded paperclips when I found a brand-
new straight razor in the garage—still in the package.”George nods his head. “That was the night
you cut your arm for the first time. I remember.”“But I didn’t ever tell you Carmella was there.”His
eyes open wide before he can tell his brain to maintain his even and unflinching face. “She was
there when you cut yourself?”“No. Right after.” I look down at my ragged fingertips and collect my
thoughts. “Evelyn brought Carmella from the airport, and Dad came upstairs to tell me they’d
arrived. He walked in just as I’d made the last cut.”I force myself to resist the automatic reaction
of reaching for my left forearm. In my head, I can see each line.Six scars. One for every year
without her.My sobbing echoed in my ears. I remember that. I remember trying to explain I’d
barely marked the skin. I was inches from my wrist. It was the back of my arm—completely
different. Right? Why couldn’t my dad understand? It wasn’t the worst thing. I remember
worrying more about him lifting my weight than about the fact that I’d hurt myself. He clearly had
that emergency situation adrenaline thing going on because he carried me downstairs through
the living room.“It was chaos,” I continue. “Evelyn was screaming into the phone receiver, and I
was begging for Dad to put me down. And on the couch is this gorgeous girl, my age, and she’s
crying because clearly this situation must have scared the crap out of her. But then our eyes met
and we looked at each other for what seemed like forever, and then she sniffled, dried her eyes,
set her jaw, and stomped out of the room. I haven’t seen her since. She wasn’t worried about me.
She didn’t care. I was about to get carted off to the hospital, and all she could do was scowl.”I
close my eyes for a second, and I’m instantly back in that living room. I remember how grey the
winter sky was. I remember the exact green of Carmella’s shirt, the sound of her scoff, and her
boots clanking across the floor.My shoulders press back against the couch. I sniffle and suck air
deep into my lungs and wipe under my eyes. I look around for my pen, but it must have fallen
between the cushions or something, so I settle for biting at my fingernails instead.“Well, there it
is. The end. You’re right George, story time is the best!” I force the corners of my mouth up into a
sly smile, but he doesn’t return it.“Imogen, I can only imagine how humiliated you felt. I am so
sorry it happened that way.” He shakes his head slowly as he talks, his nose scrunches up, and
his voice softens. “But this isn’t last December. It’s been ten months since then, and you made
so much progress this summer. Why worry if you don’t even know how she feels? She might
have forgotten all about it.”I’m sure he wants me to sit up proud and tall because I didn’t hurt
myself this summer, but his pointing it out just makes me feel pathetic.“Right. And pretending I
don’t exist for the ten months since Christmas is ‘cause Carmella’s just waiting to surprise me
with her friendliness in person.”“If you’re really concerned, maybe we should have a group
meeting. We could have you, Carmella, and your parents—or just Evelyn, if your father is out of
town.”If Dad is out of town? Right. I’m not even sure he remembers which house is ours at this
point.“It could be good to hash this out, face to face. Find out if there’s even a problem in the first
place.” George checks his watch at the exact moment the clock strikes eleven. I’ve decided that
looking at his watch is just something he does to remind his clients they can’t stay all day
because he always knows when the time is up. His internal clock is like a freaking Rolex or



something.I try to picture Evelyn, Carmella, and me—all of us together—sitting on this single
leather couch. In my head, I somehow tip the couch up like a seesaw.“It’s not happening,
George. I’m sorry.” I drop my notebook into my bag and stand up to look in the sofa for my
pen.“You just let me know if you change your mind.”“Ugh. Where is my freaking pen?!”He turns
me by the shoulders and gestures to the top of my head.“Oh! Right,” I say as I reach up and pull
my pen out of my bun and drop it into my bag. “Thanks. I gotta go get Grant. We’re celebrating
my last day of freedom—and also his birthday. It’s a doubly joyous occasion.”“Have fun,” he says
as he heads around to the backside of his desk. “And, Imogen, don’t worry until you have to,
okay? The end of your story hasn’t been written yet. You’ve got lots and lots of chapters left.”He
puffs his chest out just slightly, and I imagine this TG quotable is going straight into my file as
soon as I close the door. He should really get into the fortune cookie business.I raise my arm and
flip my hand down at the wrist. “Oh, George,” I say. “Don’t be so dramatic.”1They’ve been lying
from the start. From the first time we read the words “once upon a time,” we’re fed the idea that
these girls—these gorgeous, demure, singing-with-the-wildlife girls—get a happy ending. And I
get it. Poor thing had to do some chores around the house, fine. But the idea that she needs a
magic old lady to come down and skim off the dirt so the prince will see her beauty? That’s
ridiculous. Maybe she should have been working on her lockpicking skills instead of serenading
squirrels. She could have busted out, hitched a ride to the castle, and impressed the prince with
her safe-cracking prowess.Sorry, magic-fairy lady. She didn’t need your help. The deck’s already
stacked in her favor. Why? Because she’s the golden girl. She’s the star. No one cares about the
stepsisters’ stories. Those girls don’t get a sweet little ending. They get a lifetime of
longing.Seriously.Hot girls get the fairy tales.Hot girls like my stepsister.“Okay, Imogen. Time’s
up.”Therapist George is staring at his watch and straightening the cufflinks on his left sleeve. The
little silver baubles are shaped like barbells. They must be new. I’m surprised, though; I never
pegged him as one of those people. I just can’t understand folks who willingly go to the gym and
participate in choreographed masochism. Maybe I’d have to experience it to get it. Like, maybe if
I knew what it was like to put on my jeans without doing the fat-girl, jean-buttoning rain dance, I’d
understand.I stick the end of my pen in my mouth and listen as it clicks against my front teeth
and echoes inside my head.“How did you do?” he asks.“Fine,” I say. “But…” I smile and bat my
eyelashes aggressively.“Let me guess,” he says. “You didn’t write about the topic I gave you?”I
look down at my sloppy writing. I press too hard. I always smear the ink as I go. “Well, no. But I
wrote about something totally new!”“Oh, really?” He smiles brightly as I twirl my pen between my
fingers.“Some girls are pretty. Some girls aren’t. Some girls get attention from princely
characters. The rest of us pine away and stuff ourselves with pie.”Therapist George mimics me,
widening his eyes and putting his chin on his hand with exaggerated interest. “So by ‘new’ you
mean the same Disney Princess rant you always write? I see.” He smirks and shakes his head
slightly as I close the spiral notebook in my lap.I stick out my bottom lip and clasp my chubby
fingers together in prayer.“Please don’t be mad I didn’t write what you asked me to.”“Of course
I’m not mad. In five years, have I ever been mad?”He grins, bringing up only one side of his



mouth, as he makes some notes in my file. I hate when he writes in my file. I think there should
be a statute of file limitations, and after every three sessions, I get to keep his notes as a
collector’s item.Therapist George scribbles as I answer, “No, TG. You’ve never been mad. You’ve
also never been sad, jealous, insecure, or anxious in front of me either. You’re clearly a robot.”My
fifteen-cent ballpoint tastes like poison, which it probably is. George sets his six-hundred-dollar
pen on the small dark table sitting to the side of his tufted leather chair. The sound of it against
the wood is deep and low, as if it is a gavel he only lays down when he’s made up his mind to say
something heavy. I stick the pointy end of my pen through the messy, box-dyed, black bun on the
top of my head and look to my right at his big wall of windows.Therapist George follows my gaze
and, as if on cue, asks, “Do you mind if I let in the light?”A test.When I was twelve years old, I
went through weeks of testing before my psychiatrist, Dr. Rodriguez, diagnosed me with clinical
depression. I spent hours and hours answering stupid questions and drawing my feelings in his
overly juvenile office. “Yes, I feel sad all the time.” “Yes, I understand that my mom died and she
isn’t coming back.” “Yes, sometimes my chest hurts so bad that my hands shake and I can’t
make myself breathe.” Testing me was this big, complicated thing.But Therapist George can tell
how I’m feeling by simply opening his blinds.It makes me feel obvious. Readable. I wish it were
easier to throw him off.“No problem. Let in all the light you want,” I say as I cross my ankles below
me.He hesitates. I can see by the way his mouth opens slightly he doesn’t believe me, but he
reaches for the thin nylon cord anyway. He tugs it, sending the blinds racing to the top of the
window. I force myself not to jerk at the sudden flood of light and vanish into a puff of smoke like
a non-sparkly vampire. The windows in his office are tall—floor to ceiling.I know there’s glass,
but in the back of my mind, it feels like an invitation. Like an outstretched hand. The blue of the
sky is all I can see from my place on his sofa, and it tricks my brain into thinking it’s a ledge.Last
December, the blinds were never open.Last December, a ledge would have been far too
tempting.As TG turns to look back at me, he is silhouetted by sunlight. His shoulders are broad,
and his tall form looks stronger and more handsome when the details of his features are in
shadow. I imagine that’s true for lots of people. We all look better when we’re not really seen.“So
how about you tell me why you didn’t want to write about Carmella coming to live with you?” He
crosses back to his chair and sits down with his notes in his lap.At the sound of my stepsister’s
name, my ears get hot and my chest tightens. “George, can’t I have one more day without her in
my head? Today is Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” I make an exaggerated smiley face.
“Tomorrow is Sad-Carmella-Moves-In-Sunday.” I pull the corners of my mouth down and pretend
to wipe away tears. “You know the second she unpacks tomorrow, I’m going to be living with a
person who decided to hate me on the very first day we met. I’m already dreading having her in
my day-to-day life. Can’t I at least leave her out of my sessions?”He uncrosses his legs and
leans forward in his chair. “But why is she coming now? Why not over the summer?”“I don’t
know. Her dad and Evelyn had some custody spat or something. You know I could earn a gold
medal in ignoring her mother completely, so I really don’t care. If I had a vote, I’d never have seen
her again.”I tangle my arms together over my chest and try to reclaim the calm from a few



moments ago.“Maybe it’s time you told me about Christmas,” he starts and pauses so his
eyebrows cinch together. “I know you’ve said you don’t want to talk about the first time you met
Carmella, but I’m worried about how her moving in might affect you.”Christmas. It’s hard to be
festive when your dad gets engaged and insta-married to a real-life Barbie and your resulting
breakdown almost earns you a two-week vacation to the Mayberry Behavioral Center. Thanks,
Santa! It’s just what I always wanted.I get up from the couch and tug the waistband of my jeans
up over my muffin top. I take a deep breath as TG leans back in his chair and crosses his legs
again.“You want to know about Christmas? Fine. Let me tell you a little story.”George settles in,
and a grin tugs at his tanned cheeks.I wave my arm in a high arc in front of him as I say, “Once
upon a time, there was a girl. We’ll call her… Imogen.”He smiles indulgently. A tiny sigh escapes
his lips, but I ignore it. I know it’s not the heartfelt confession he wanted, but he’s gonna have to
take what he can get.“One cold December morning, Imogen’s dad woke her to say he was
getting married. Her dad was surprised when she went completely freaking mental at the
thought, probably because her mother had died six Decembers before.” I lean toward him and
whisper loudly, “That’s where the audience is supposed to gasp.”“Did you want your dad to stay
single forever?”The word “single” bounces between my ears.My voice lifts higher as I pace
around the couch. “When Dad met Evelyn, he tried to tell me about her, and I told him I didn’t
want to hear it. So he didn’t tell me about their dates. He didn’t tell me they fell in love. He just
woke me up one morning and told me he was marrying her.”My stomach drops, and my brain
sloshes around in my skull. I walk to the edge of the sofa and faint back on it with a dramatic
sigh, holding the back of my hand against my forehead. I turn my face toward George, and with a
snap of my tongue, I say, “Oh, George, isn’t this just the saddest story you’ve ever heard? But
wait, I’m getting to the good part.”The sarcasm falls over me like a shield.George’s smirk is gone,
and he bites his bottom lip and holds it between his teeth as I lug myself up and continue my
mockery. Guilt rises up in my chest, but I push it down. Guilt is much easier to push away than
the truth.“A few weeks later, Replacement Mom is all unpacked, and Dad tells Imogen that
instead of going to see a musical on the night of the 27th, like they had every year since Mom
died, they were going out for a fancy, new-family dinner. And the best part was—surprise,
Imogen! You have a stepsister, too!”I feel myself making silly fake faces as I stride around the
room, but my palms have started sweating.I check the clock on the wall, willing the hands to
click over to eleven.“Imogen, I didn’t mean to push you if you’re really not ready to tell me about
it. We have a few minutes left. Sit. Let’s revisit this some other time.”“No, George. Let’s get this
over with.”I sit on the left side of the leather couch as I have off and on for the past five years. I
sink deeply into it as it makes a leathery creak under my weight.“The night before our dinner, as
you know, I graduated from scratching my thighs with unfolded paperclips when I found a brand-
new straight razor in the garage—still in the package.”George nods his head. “That was the night
you cut your arm for the first time. I remember.”“But I didn’t ever tell you Carmella was there.”His
eyes open wide before he can tell his brain to maintain his even and unflinching face. “She was
there when you cut yourself?”“No. Right after.” I look down at my ragged fingertips and collect my



thoughts. “Evelyn brought Carmella from the airport, and Dad came upstairs to tell me they’d
arrived. He walked in just as I’d made the last cut.”I force myself to resist the automatic reaction
of reaching for my left forearm. In my head, I can see each line.Six scars. One for every year
without her.My sobbing echoed in my ears. I remember that. I remember trying to explain I’d
barely marked the skin. I was inches from my wrist. It was the back of my arm—completely
different. Right? Why couldn’t my dad understand? It wasn’t the worst thing. I remember
worrying more about him lifting my weight than about the fact that I’d hurt myself. He clearly had
that emergency situation adrenaline thing going on because he carried me downstairs through
the living room.“It was chaos,” I continue. “Evelyn was screaming into the phone receiver, and I
was begging for Dad to put me down. And on the couch is this gorgeous girl, my age, and she’s
crying because clearly this situation must have scared the crap out of her. But then our eyes met
and we looked at each other for what seemed like forever, and then she sniffled, dried her eyes,
set her jaw, and stomped out of the room. I haven’t seen her since. She wasn’t worried about me.
She didn’t care. I was about to get carted off to the hospital, and all she could do was scowl.”I
close my eyes for a second, and I’m instantly back in that living room. I remember how grey the
winter sky was. I remember the exact green of Carmella’s shirt, the sound of her scoff, and her
boots clanking across the floor.My shoulders press back against the couch. I sniffle and suck air
deep into my lungs and wipe under my eyes. I look around for my pen, but it must have fallen
between the cushions or something, so I settle for biting at my fingernails instead.“Well, there it
is. The end. You’re right George, story time is the best!” I force the corners of my mouth up into a
sly smile, but he doesn’t return it.“Imogen, I can only imagine how humiliated you felt. I am so
sorry it happened that way.” He shakes his head slowly as he talks, his nose scrunches up, and
his voice softens. “But this isn’t last December. It’s been ten months since then, and you made
so much progress this summer. Why worry if you don’t even know how she feels? She might
have forgotten all about it.”I’m sure he wants me to sit up proud and tall because I didn’t hurt
myself this summer, but his pointing it out just makes me feel pathetic.“Right. And pretending I
don’t exist for the ten months since Christmas is ‘cause Carmella’s just waiting to surprise me
with her friendliness in person.”“If you’re really concerned, maybe we should have a group
meeting. We could have you, Carmella, and your parents—or just Evelyn, if your father is out of
town.”If Dad is out of town? Right. I’m not even sure he remembers which house is ours at this
point.“It could be good to hash this out, face to face. Find out if there’s even a problem in the first
place.” George checks his watch at the exact moment the clock strikes eleven. I’ve decided that
looking at his watch is just something he does to remind his clients they can’t stay all day
because he always knows when the time is up. His internal clock is like a freaking Rolex or
something.I try to picture Evelyn, Carmella, and me—all of us together—sitting on this single
leather couch. In my head, I somehow tip the couch up like a seesaw.“It’s not happening,
George. I’m sorry.” I drop my notebook into my bag and stand up to look in the sofa for my
pen.“You just let me know if you change your mind.”“Ugh. Where is my freaking pen?!”He turns
me by the shoulders and gestures to the top of my head.“Oh! Right,” I say as I reach up and pull



my pen out of my bun and drop it into my bag. “Thanks. I gotta go get Grant. We’re celebrating
my last day of freedom—and also his birthday. It’s a doubly joyous occasion.”“Have fun,” he says
as he heads around to the backside of his desk. “And, Imogen, don’t worry until you have to,
okay? The end of your story hasn’t been written yet. You’ve got lots and lots of chapters left.”He
puffs his chest out just slightly, and I imagine this TG quotable is going straight into my file as
soon as I close the door. He should really get into the fortune cookie business.I raise my arm and
flip my hand down at the wrist. “Oh, George,” I say. “Don’t be so dramatic.”2The sun streams in
through my car’s open windows. I love the feeling of a good day that’s also gorgeous outside. I’ve
run through Grant’s birthday plans about fifty times, but I want it to be perfect.As I drive down the
highway, I can’t help but see little memories of all the amazing times we’ve had at every mile
marker.That’s the McDonald’s where we scared the little kids by jumping out of the ball pit.
There’s that gas station where we sat on the curb and tried to smoke a cigarette without throwing
up. And the grocery store down that road always has the best selection of cookies in the bakery.
We can’t settle in for an all-day Mythbusters marathon without our favorite cookies.And if I were
to take that exit there and take the first left and then the second right, I’d be at the cemetery
where my mom is buried. And where little Grant stood by little me and held my hand while my
dad cried into the ground.I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror. I can see the signs of a few
good months in the absence of dark circles under my light grey eyes. I don’t like wearing makeup
—other than gobs of black eyeliner. So even during bad times, when the bags under my eyes
look like bruises, I never cover them up. I wear them like a warning. They’re declaring the State of
Imogen before I even open my mouth.Beside me, my phone rings in the seat, and I put it on
speakerphone. “Hey, I’m almost there,” I say as I roll up my window with my incredibly advanced
hand crank.“Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” Grant shouts into the receiver.“Wait. You can’t say
that—I have to say happy birthday first!”“Too late, I win.” He laughs.“Fine. Are you ready for your
day of fun? I was thinking we’d start with a movie and then a late lunch/ early dinner, whatever—
my treat of course—and then I was thinking we could catch the musical at Edgehill?”“Sounds
good to me.”“Brice has been trying to schedule a time for us to hang out with him and Jonathan. I
could ask them to come?” I hear my voice go all nervous as I speak.“Jonathan’s cool. I don’t
know why you’re so weird about him.”“I’m not weird about him. He just never talks to me. When
Brice told me the Jonathan who’s always folding paper and ignoring people in English class was
his Jonathan, I did not believe him.”“It’s not a crime to be quiet,” Grant says. I can hear the smirk
in his voice.“Well, thank God.” My heart flutters in my chest.I hear his electric toothbrush buzz to
life and it’s probably the most precious thing ever when he mumbles, “Whassashows?”I smile so
hard I’m afraid he’ll hear my blushing cheeks right through the phone. “I was thinking we could
go see whatever old horror movie is playing at the dollar theatre, and then tonight, the Edgehill
show is Dirty Rotten Scoundrels. It’s supposed to be really funny.”He spits.How is that
cute?“Sounds perfect,” he says. “When will you be here?”“I should pull up in five
minutes.”“Perfect, see you soon.”I press the button to end the call, and just as I do, my phone
rings again. I answer it and tap the speakerphone button without even looking at the screen.



“What did you forget, weirdo?”“Immy?”My dad’s voice squeaks out of my tiny phone speaker.I
wish he hadn’t called and I’m so glad he did all at once.“Hey, Dad. I guess you landed?”“I did.
Evelyn told me you wouldn’t be there for Carmella’s arrival tomorrow. Something about theatre?”I
roll my eyes at the sound of Evelyn’s name and grind my teeth at the sound of Carmella’s. I’m
instantly defensive.“Yeah, Dad. It’s required for all techies to be there on Sunday workday. And
it’s been on the calendar since school started six weeks ago.”The phone goes quiet for a few
seconds, and I wonder if I’ve dropped his call.“Be nice to her, okay, kiddo?”Right, because I’m a
horrible bully and she’s going to just skip around being precious. I reach into my purse and pull
out a fun-size candy bar and pop it in my mouth.“I’ve gotta go, Dad.”“And, Immy, promise you’ll
call if something happens, okay?”I pull up to a stoplight and wait for him to say something. I don’t
want to acknowledge that he thinks I’m going to fall apart at the first sign of anything.He clears
his throat. “Up or down, you call me. Promise.”I pause as long as I can. “I promise, Dad. I’ve gotta
go. Be safe.”“You, too, baby girl.”Before he has the chance to clarify what “safe” means for an
overweight, clinically depressed seventeen-year-old girl with an anxiety disorder, I reach down
and hang up the call.I pull up to Grant’s house, and he’s waiting for me on the curb. He springs to
life before I come to a complete stop.I scream “Happy Birthday!” at the top of my lungs as he
throws himself into the car, leans over, and tries to smother my squeals.“You crazy girl! My
neighbors are going to think I’m kidnapping you.”I laugh. “If they haven’t ratted us out to the
police after a dozen years of our shenanigans, they probably won’t start now. Now stop
distracting me. I got you a present.”I lift up my elbow and open the armrest compartment, and his
face shifts from silliness to sincerity almost instantly.“What? Why? It’s not the anniversary of the
first time I made you sit and watch eighteen hours of Mythbusters with me, is it? ’Cause if it were,
I would have been obligated to bring flowers—which I didn’t, and you’d surely never forgive me.”
He puts his hand over his heart, and even though we’re both being silly, the gesture makes my
throat close tightly.“Ha. You’d never forget a day that important.” I give him a thumbs up and a big
exaggerated nod of my head. “Anyway, not sure if you remember my screaming a few seconds
ago, but…” I drop my voice to a loud whisper. “It’s your birthday.”He grins. “If you say so.”I hand
him the small bit of black-on-black embroidered fabric, and he turns it over in his fingers.“It’s a
patch,” I say. “Sorry, I didn’t wrap it.”“It looks like a Superman thingy! Kinda. Sorta. I mean there’s
an ‘M,’ too, which is problematic ’cause Superman is one word, but I forgive you!”“Oh, shut up, I
know that Superman is one word.” I laugh with him as he puts it against his forehead and then on
his palm and then in the middle of his chest. “It’s for Stage Manager, but I was also thinking
about how it could be for Science Man, or Silly Muggle or—”“Or Stud Muffin!” he says with the
patch held against his cheek. “Or Sexy Mastermind.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I
laugh as I waggle mine back.“I thought you could iron it onto your stage blacks,”I say.Some girls
like a guy in uniform, but I am a sucker for a techie in his blacks.“This is awesome, Gen. I love it.
So much.” He reaches over and puts his hand on my shoulder. In the moment without laughing
and joking, the weight of his hand there presses in on me and keeps me from lifting right out of
my seat. Like gravity. “Thank you,” he says.I swallow away the warmth of his hand, tucking it deep



inside to remember whenever I need it.“It’s nothing major, I know.”He pauses. “Come here, you.”
He jerks his head, gesturing outside, and gets out of the car, closing his door behind him.As I
stand in the space of my open car door, he walks up to me. The sunlight is breaking through the
tree in his front yard and streaming across his face. He squints his hazel eyes—more green than
brown, but definitely both. The skin around his mouth folds into familiar creases as he
smiles.“Come on,” he says as he opens his arms wide and pulls me against him.I press my
cheek to his chest and listen to his heartbeat.We stand there, my arms wrapped neatly around
his narrow waist and his arms crossing gently over my shoulders. All that exists is the smell of his
hair. I could never describe what it is exactly, but the smell of him and his drugstore hair product
does me in every single time. I could live in that smell.“Thank you for my present,” he whispers
over my head.When Grant, Brice, Jonathan, and I step out of the Edgehill Community Theatre at
half-past ten, the entire sky is bright with stars. I turn around and look up at the beautiful theatre
marquees, glowing with colorful neon lights.“That was so good!” Brice skips to the edge of the
sidewalk and starts balancing on the curb. His grin is a mile wide as Jonathan, hands shoved
deep in his pockets, comes to his side. Brice’s bright voice fills the cool evening air. “When the
Jackal was revealed, I was like ‘whaaaaat?!’ ’cause I did not see that coming. Did you see that
coming, babe?”Brice holds out his hand for Jonathan, who pauses for a moment before taking
it.I recognize insecurity. One might call it my specialty. It only lasts a second, but that hesitation
sticks out at me and I make a mental note to pay closer attention and listen for clues the next
time Brice is talking about his boy.“Definitely not.” Jonathan gives him a twirl, which causes Brice
to giggle adorably.While Brice skips over to me, I watch as Jonathan shoves his hand back in his
pocket before turning to Grant and mouthing, “Yes, I did.” They laugh as they walk down the
sidewalk in front of Brice and me.We follow them closely. Brice’s face and wide, round eyes are
bright as he chatters.“And did you see those costumes? The ensemble had to wear at least four
different looks, maybe five. That is impressive.”“Well, you could do just as well,” I say as I look up
at the stars.Brice smiles. “Probably, yeah.”In front of us, Grant suddenly turns around and runs
up to me with a grin on his face.“HA! Gen, you thought I’d forget? You sneak!”I laugh because I
already know what he’s going to say. Grant turns toward the boys and explains.“Gen and I have a
standing ice cream bet for every theatre production we see. She thinks it will be lame. I think it
will be awesome. Optimism wins again!” He turns back to me. “You lose. You buy the ice cream.”I
scoff and cross my arms. “It’s your birthday! I would have bought the ice cream anyway.”He
bends down so we’re at the same eye level.“I think you’re trying to keep me from my ice cream.”I
stand up straight and put my hand over my heart. “I’d never, ever keep a person from their ice
cream. I thought you knew me so well.”He winks, and I stick out my tongue before we step onto
the crosswalk arm-in-arm.“So,” Brice chimes in, “I don’t know much about how you and Grant got
together.”He raises his eyebrow a little bit, and my rebuttal gets caught in my throat.“Not together
together,” Grant says with an easy smile that seems to mean nothing. His words echo off the
walls of my chest, banging around between each rib before settling in my stomach.“Yeah, we’re
not together. But you know that,” I say to Brice with a slim smile as the warmth of Grant’s arm



radiates into mine.Brice stops and puts a hand on his hip. “Oh, excuse me for misinterpreting.”
He gestures to our intertwined limbs.“We’ve been best friends since kindergarten,” Grant
says.“Yeah, it’s true,” I say as I watch Brice snake his hand through the gap between Jonathan’s
body and where his hand’s still shoved to the bottom of his pocket.“Gen?”I shake away my
curiosity at Jonathan’s hidey hand and pick up where Grant left off. “We really got close right
after my mom died in fourth grade.” I say the words, but with Grant’s body close to mine, I barely
feel the sting.“I remember the day Gen and I became inseparable. I’d crawled under the fence to
sit in her living room and play video games—”“And on this random day, I answered the phone
instead of my dad. It was a telemarketer who asked if my mom was home, and I totally freaked
out. I panicked and almost hyperventilated. I ran upstairs and crawled under my bed to
hide.”Grant turns to me and says, “I went upstairs and crawled right under there with her. And I
told her that no matter what, no matter how bad things got, I’d stay.”Brice stops dead in his
tracks. “That. Is. The. Cutest. Story. Ever.” He sniffles and then turns to Jonathan and starts
playfully smacking him on the shoulder. “Can we have a romantic story like that? You need to
crawl under my bed real freaking quick, you got it?”Romantic. The heat returns to my
cheeks.And Grant lets go of my arm.No, Brice, it’s not romantic ’cause we were ten. And even if
it happened tonight, we’re just friends. Period. Been there, ruined that.Jonathan smiles at Brice
and softly says, “Give us time. We’ll get a story.” His voice is warm and has a gentle twang. Brice
turns and stretches onto his tiptoes to wrap his arms all the way around Jonathan’s neck. Brice is
a whole head shorter, but other than that, they’re a matched set. Twin puffs of honey-colored
hair, swept up into fashionable pompadours; square jawlines; and bright blue eyes. As Brice
pulls back, Jonathan kisses his forehead before we cross the next block.As I walk past the glow
of a green stoplight, envy swells in my belly. Romantic might be their story, but it won’t be mine.
Not with Grant. It just won’t.And I shouldn’t take our relationship for granted by wishing it was
something else.We finally arrive at our favorite ice cream shop, and I make good on my promise
and order Grant a double chocolate chip. He doesn’t have to tell me his order. I just know.I
usually get a double scoop of butter pecan in a waffle cone, but after Brice orders lemon ice and
Jonathan gets frozen yogurt, I come to the table with a kid’s scoop of vanilla. In a cup.“Where’s
your butter pecan?” Grant asks.“They were out,” I lie. “But that’s not important.” I clear my throat
with a flourish. I hold up my cup and say, “Here’s to Grant. Happy Birthday.”We bump our scoops
together. As we dive into our first tastes, Grant leans over to whisper in my ear. “You made it
great.”I grin as I dig the tiny plastic spoon in my little paper cup. This boring, old vanilla has never
tasted so sweet.2The sun streams in through my car’s open windows. I love the feeling of a good
day that’s also gorgeous outside. I’ve run through Grant’s birthday plans about fifty times, but I
want it to be perfect.As I drive down the highway, I can’t help but see little memories of all the
amazing times we’ve had at every mile marker.That’s the McDonald’s where we scared the little
kids by jumping out of the ball pit. There’s that gas station where we sat on the curb and tried to
smoke a cigarette without throwing up. And the grocery store down that road always has the best
selection of cookies in the bakery. We can’t settle in for an all-day Mythbusters marathon without



our favorite cookies.And if I were to take that exit there and take the first left and then the second
right, I’d be at the cemetery where my mom is buried. And where little Grant stood by little me
and held my hand while my dad cried into the ground.I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror.
I can see the signs of a few good months in the absence of dark circles under my light grey eyes.
I don’t like wearing makeup—other than gobs of black eyeliner. So even during bad times, when
the bags under my eyes look like bruises, I never cover them up. I wear them like a warning.
They’re declaring the State of Imogen before I even open my mouth.Beside me, my phone rings
in the seat, and I put it on speakerphone. “Hey, I’m almost there,” I say as I roll up my window with
my incredibly advanced hand crank.“Happy-No-Carmella-Saturday!” Grant shouts into the
receiver.“Wait. You can’t say that—I have to say happy birthday first!”“Too late, I win.” He
laughs.“Fine. Are you ready for your day of fun? I was thinking we’d start with a movie and then a
late lunch/ early dinner, whatever—my treat of course—and then I was thinking we could catch
the musical at Edgehill?”“Sounds good to me.”“Brice has been trying to schedule a time for us to
hang out with him and Jonathan. I could ask them to come?” I hear my voice go all nervous as I
speak.“Jonathan’s cool. I don’t know why you’re so weird about him.”“I’m not weird about him. He
just never talks to me. When Brice told me the Jonathan who’s always folding paper and ignoring
people in English class was his Jonathan, I did not believe him.”“It’s not a crime to be quiet,”
Grant says. I can hear the smirk in his voice.“Well, thank God.” My heart flutters in my chest.I
hear his electric toothbrush buzz to life and it’s probably the most precious thing ever when he
mumbles, “Whassashows?”I smile so hard I’m afraid he’ll hear my blushing cheeks right through
the phone. “I was thinking we could go see whatever old horror movie is playing at the dollar
theatre, and then tonight, the Edgehill show is Dirty Rotten Scoundrels. It’s supposed to be really
funny.”He spits.How is that cute?“Sounds perfect,” he says. “When will you be here?”“I should
pull up in five minutes.”“Perfect, see you soon.”I press the button to end the call, and just as I do,
my phone rings again. I answer it and tap the speakerphone button without even looking at the
screen. “What did you forget, weirdo?”“Immy?”My dad’s voice squeaks out of my tiny phone
speaker.I wish he hadn’t called and I’m so glad he did all at once.“Hey, Dad. I guess you
landed?”“I did. Evelyn told me you wouldn’t be there for Carmella’s arrival tomorrow. Something
about theatre?”I roll my eyes at the sound of Evelyn’s name and grind my teeth at the sound of
Carmella’s. I’m instantly defensive.“Yeah, Dad. It’s required for all techies to be there on Sunday
workday. And it’s been on the calendar since school started six weeks ago.”The phone goes
quiet for a few seconds, and I wonder if I’ve dropped his call.“Be nice to her, okay, kiddo?”Right,
because I’m a horrible bully and she’s going to just skip around being precious. I reach into my
purse and pull out a fun-size candy bar and pop it in my mouth.“I’ve gotta go, Dad.”“And, Immy,
promise you’ll call if something happens, okay?”I pull up to a stoplight and wait for him to say
something. I don’t want to acknowledge that he thinks I’m going to fall apart at the first sign of
anything.He clears his throat. “Up or down, you call me. Promise.”I pause as long as I can. “I
promise, Dad. I’ve gotta go. Be safe.”“You, too, baby girl.”Before he has the chance to clarify what
“safe” means for an overweight, clinically depressed seventeen-year-old girl with an anxiety



disorder, I reach down and hang up the call.I pull up to Grant’s house, and he’s waiting for me on
the curb. He springs to life before I come to a complete stop.I scream “Happy Birthday!” at the
top of my lungs as he throws himself into the car, leans over, and tries to smother my
squeals.“You crazy girl! My neighbors are going to think I’m kidnapping you.”I laugh. “If they
haven’t ratted us out to the police after a dozen years of our shenanigans, they probably won’t
start now. Now stop distracting me. I got you a present.”I lift up my elbow and open the armrest
compartment, and his face shifts from silliness to sincerity almost instantly.“What? Why? It’s not
the anniversary of the first time I made you sit and watch eighteen hours of Mythbusters with me,
is it? ’Cause if it were, I would have been obligated to bring flowers—which I didn’t, and you’d
surely never forgive me.” He puts his hand over his heart, and even though we’re both being silly,
the gesture makes my throat close tightly.“Ha. You’d never forget a day that important.” I give him
a thumbs up and a big exaggerated nod of my head. “Anyway, not sure if you remember my
screaming a few seconds ago, but…” I drop my voice to a loud whisper. “It’s your birthday.”He
grins. “If you say so.”I hand him the small bit of black-on-black embroidered fabric, and he turns it
over in his fingers.“It’s a patch,” I say. “Sorry, I didn’t wrap it.”“It looks like a Superman thingy!
Kinda. Sorta. I mean there’s an ‘M,’ too, which is problematic ’cause Superman is one word, but I
forgive you!”“Oh, shut up, I know that Superman is one word.” I laugh with him as he puts it
against his forehead and then on his palm and then in the middle of his chest. “It’s for Stage
Manager, but I was also thinking about how it could be for Science Man, or Silly Muggle or—”“Or
Stud Muffin!” he says with the patch held against his cheek. “Or Sexy Mastermind.” He waggles
his eyebrows at me, and I laugh as I waggle mine back.“I thought you could iron it onto your
stage blacks,”I say.Some girls like a guy in uniform, but I am a sucker for a techie in his
blacks.“This is awesome, Gen. I love it. So much.” He reaches over and puts his hand on my
shoulder. In the moment without laughing and joking, the weight of his hand there presses in on
me and keeps me from lifting right out of my seat. Like gravity. “Thank you,” he says.I swallow
away the warmth of his hand, tucking it deep inside to remember whenever I need it.“It’s nothing
major, I know.”He pauses. “Come here, you.” He jerks his head, gesturing outside, and gets out
of the car, closing his door behind him.As I stand in the space of my open car door, he walks up
to me. The sunlight is breaking through the tree in his front yard and streaming across his face.
He squints his hazel eyes—more green than brown, but definitely both. The skin around his
mouth folds into familiar creases as he smiles.“Come on,” he says as he opens his arms wide
and pulls me against him.I press my cheek to his chest and listen to his heartbeat.We stand
there, my arms wrapped neatly around his narrow waist and his arms crossing gently over my
shoulders. All that exists is the smell of his hair. I could never describe what it is exactly, but the
smell of him and his drugstore hair product does me in every single time. I could live in that
smell.“Thank you for my present,” he whispers over my head.When Grant, Brice, Jonathan, and I
step out of the Edgehill Community Theatre at half-past ten, the entire sky is bright with stars. I
turn around and look up at the beautiful theatre marquees, glowing with colorful neon
lights.“That was so good!” Brice skips to the edge of the sidewalk and starts balancing on the



curb. His grin is a mile wide as Jonathan, hands shoved deep in his pockets, comes to his side.
Brice’s bright voice fills the cool evening air. “When the Jackal was revealed, I was like
‘whaaaaat?!’ ’cause I did not see that coming. Did you see that coming, babe?”Brice holds out
his hand for Jonathan, who pauses for a moment before taking it.I recognize insecurity. One
might call it my specialty. It only lasts a second, but that hesitation sticks out at me and I make a
mental note to pay closer attention and listen for clues the next time Brice is talking about his
boy.“Definitely not.” Jonathan gives him a twirl, which causes Brice to giggle adorably.While
Brice skips over to me, I watch as Jonathan shoves his hand back in his pocket before turning to
Grant and mouthing, “Yes, I did.” They laugh as they walk down the sidewalk in front of Brice and
me.We follow them closely. Brice’s face and wide, round eyes are bright as he chatters.“And did
you see those costumes? The ensemble had to wear at least four different looks, maybe five.
That is impressive.”“Well, you could do just as well,” I say as I look up at the stars.Brice smiles.
“Probably, yeah.”In front of us, Grant suddenly turns around and runs up to me with a grin on his
face.“HA! Gen, you thought I’d forget? You sneak!”I laugh because I already know what he’s
going to say. Grant turns toward the boys and explains.“Gen and I have a standing ice cream bet
for every theatre production we see. She thinks it will be lame. I think it will be awesome.
Optimism wins again!” He turns back to me. “You lose. You buy the ice cream.”I scoff and cross
my arms. “It’s your birthday! I would have bought the ice cream anyway.”He bends down so we’re
at the same eye level.“I think you’re trying to keep me from my ice cream.”I stand up straight and
put my hand over my heart. “I’d never, ever keep a person from their ice cream. I thought you
knew me so well.”He winks, and I stick out my tongue before we step onto the crosswalk arm-in-
arm.“So,” Brice chimes in, “I don’t know much about how you and Grant got together.”He raises
his eyebrow a little bit, and my rebuttal gets caught in my throat.“Not together together,” Grant
says with an easy smile that seems to mean nothing. His words echo off the walls of my chest,
banging around between each rib before settling in my stomach.“Yeah, we’re not together. But
you know that,” I say to Brice with a slim smile as the warmth of Grant’s arm radiates into
mine.Brice stops and puts a hand on his hip. “Oh, excuse me for misinterpreting.” He gestures to
our intertwined limbs.“We’ve been best friends since kindergarten,” Grant says.“Yeah, it’s true,” I
say as I watch Brice snake his hand through the gap between Jonathan’s body and where his
hand’s still shoved to the bottom of his pocket.“Gen?”I shake away my curiosity at Jonathan’s
hidey hand and pick up where Grant left off. “We really got close right after my mom died in
fourth grade.” I say the words, but with Grant’s body close to mine, I barely feel the sting.“I
remember the day Gen and I became inseparable. I’d crawled under the fence to sit in her living
room and play video games—”“And on this random day, I answered the phone instead of my
dad. It was a telemarketer who asked if my mom was home, and I totally freaked out. I panicked
and almost hyperventilated. I ran upstairs and crawled under my bed to hide.”Grant turns to me
and says, “I went upstairs and crawled right under there with her. And I told her that no matter
what, no matter how bad things got, I’d stay.”Brice stops dead in his tracks. “That. Is. The. Cutest.
Story. Ever.” He sniffles and then turns to Jonathan and starts playfully smacking him on the



shoulder. “Can we have a romantic story like that? You need to crawl under my bed real freaking
quick, you got it?”Romantic. The heat returns to my cheeks.And Grant lets go of my arm.No,
Brice, it’s not romantic ’cause we were ten. And even if it happened tonight, we’re just friends.
Period. Been there, ruined that.Jonathan smiles at Brice and softly says, “Give us time. We’ll get
a story.” His voice is warm and has a gentle twang. Brice turns and stretches onto his tiptoes to
wrap his arms all the way around Jonathan’s neck. Brice is a whole head shorter, but other than
that, they’re a matched set. Twin puffs of honey-colored hair, swept up into fashionable
pompadours; square jawlines; and bright blue eyes. As Brice pulls back, Jonathan kisses his
forehead before we cross the next block.As I walk past the glow of a green stoplight, envy swells
in my belly. Romantic might be their story, but it won’t be mine. Not with Grant. It just won’t.And I
shouldn’t take our relationship for granted by wishing it was something else.We finally arrive at
our favorite ice cream shop, and I make good on my promise and order Grant a double
chocolate chip. He doesn’t have to tell me his order. I just know.I usually get a double scoop of
butter pecan in a waffle cone, but after Brice orders lemon ice and Jonathan gets frozen yogurt, I
come to the table with a kid’s scoop of vanilla. In a cup.“Where’s your butter pecan?” Grant
asks.“They were out,” I lie. “But that’s not important.” I clear my throat with a flourish. I hold up my
cup and say, “Here’s to Grant. Happy Birthday.”We bump our scoops together. As we dive into
our first tastes, Grant leans over to whisper in my ear. “You made it great.”I grin as I dig the tiny
plastic spoon in my little paper cup. This boring, old vanilla has never tasted so sweet.3My
dripping paintbrush creates the sweetest rhythm as it swipes color across the particleboard. I dip
the bristles into the stony grey again, and the wet paint reflects miniature versions of the hot
stage lights into my eyes. I can almost hear waves crashing with every brush stroke, back and
forth, up and down.I love the sound.Grant is working on the opposite side of the stage. He’s
building a giant, colorful bed for the second act, which rolls on casters and towers thirteen fake
mattresses high. I look over at him, perched on top of the giant contraption, whacking a hammer
with Thorlike precision. He is hunched over the side with his dark hair flopping across his
increasingly sweaty brow. As if on cue, his head snaps up. He’s too far away and the lighting is
too weird, so I can’t really see the details of his eyes, but that’s okay. I’ve had them memorized
for years. He looks right at me, standing in front of a half-painted castle wall. I’m staring with my
lips apart like an idiot, paint from my brush dripping down the back of my hand ’cause, well,
that’s what paint does.He lifts his chin and tries to shake his sweaty hair out of his eyes as he
gives me a big smile.“You okay?” he mouths. I nod at him and stifle a laugh. He’s dangling off a
ten-foot tall platform and haphazardly using power tools, but he’s the one checking on me. Grant
crosses his eyes and sticks his tongue out just as Jonathan walks up and asks for help lifting a
platform.I laugh as Grant pulls his tongue back in his mouth and tries to act like a self-respecting
stage manager, jumping down from his perch and dusting off his hands. Jonathan looks back in
my direction with a grin and shakes his head slightly before punching Grant in the shoulder and
then guiding him to the large, heavy step that belongs further upstage.I lower my brush and wipe
my paint-smeared hand across the leg of my already color-crusted tech day jeans. Just then,



Grant and Jonathan lean over and pick up the giant platform on “three,” and I feel my eyeballs
pop out of my head.I can see Grant’s arms as he hefts the platform. He’s not “buff,” but he’s
strong and looks good in his bright green shirt. It has white block lettering in two rows. The top
row says, “NaCl,” and under that are the letters “NaOH.” Of course, I wouldn’t have any idea what
this means if he hadn’t taken the time to explain to me once that it was actually a guffaw-worthy
science joke: “The base is under a salt!” If he weren’t so tall and fast, I would have beaten him
over the head with the nearest Bunsen burner.Brice sits on the floor beside me. He’s been
painting the shadows around each of the castle’s stones as I finish them, but it seems he’s taken
an eye candy break as well. He’s also staring across the stage at this public display of brute
strength, and without moving his eyes, he reaches up and holds his phone out in my
direction.“Here. Take my phone,” Brice says.“What do you want me to do with this?” I ask.“Call
the ambulance. I’ve just died and gone to Heaven.”We turn our faces toward each other and lock
eyes before bursting into hysterical laughter.I gasp for air while Brice is now rolling into a ball on
the floor. I’m giggling so hard I plop down onto the floor beside him, and I have to wipe my eyes
just to see him at all. I’m suddenly aware of the kids in the stage left wing sorting props into neat
piles and the girls stacking gels and focusing the spotlights on giant ladders. Drill bits are
whirring, and hammers are clanking. Our director is nowhere to be found, and somewhere
backstage, someone is listening to the Wicked soundtrack. Again.Only in the theatre. Two
people are making complete idiots of themselves, rolling around on the floor deliriously, and no
one’s even noticed.In between gasps, Brice is mimicking his phone call with imaginary EMTs.
“Yes, please hurry. My boyfriend is doing manual labor in a tank top, and I don’t think I’m gonna
make it!”The bang, like a gunshot, when Jonathan drops his end of the heavy platform, drawing
our attention back to the boys. Jonathan shakes out his left hand as if it’s been injured before
shoving it deep into the pocket of his cargo shorts. Grant looks at me, and his eyes open with
surprise.He smiles as he cocks one eyebrow disapprovingly. “What are you two laughing at? Are
you okay?” Grant hollers while Jonathan wipes his brow.“It’s nothing! We’re fine!” I call as I try to
shrink my smile. My cheeks ache, and my deeply buried ab muscles are sore from laughing. This
was not listed as a side effect of happiness in my “So You Wanna Kick Depression?”
pamphlet.“We’re okay,” Brice shouts loudly across the stage. “But we might need mouth to mou
—”“WHOA MYGOD!” I dive on Brice and practically smother him with so much skin and laughter.
Grant and Jonathan snicker and head backstage just as someone cranks up the volume on
“Defying Gravity.” Again.“Miss Keegan? Mr. Wilson?” The sound of Mrs. Gild’s voice stops all
giggles in their tracks. I sit up straight and pull my shirt out at the waist. We face the rows and
rows of velveteen auditorium seats, and standing in the center of the house is our director with a
stern look on her face. I have seen some sad, scary things.I have been hospitalized for panic
attacks. I tried on a pair of shorts last year. But nothing—nothing—chills a theatre kid to the bone
like the roar of a pissed-off director.“If you two cannot be productive, you’re welcome to take the
rest of the afternoon off.”Under his breath, Brice mutters, “Sweet. I could use a break.”I jab at him
with my elbow as Mrs. Gild pushes up the sleeves of her charcoal grey cardigan. I can feel the



eyes of the rest of the techies, who are all standing at attention because that’s what we do
whenever our director speaks.“As a matter of fact,” Gild begins, “you can take the entire
semester off and just forgo this production altogether, unless you wouldn’t mind getting back to
work.” Her voice is singsong-y, and just as she sets her jaw and stares at us with her steely eyes,
the speaker backstage bursts into the loud, ominous, dissonant music of the last thirty seconds
of Wicked‘s first act.Gild’s posture, combined with the music, seems to say, “I’ll get you, my
pretties, and I’m gonna ship you back to Kansas if you screw up my sets.”It feels like a punchline,
and I swear I see Gild’s mouth twitch as she resists a smile. She loves a good sound cue almost
as much as I do.“Yes, Mrs. Gild,” Brice and I reply in unison.She gives us a wink, and the corner
of her mouth pulls up into a grin. When she turns to her clipboard, the stage jolts back to life with
banging and talking in equal measure. Brice and I return to our paintbrushes and half-done
walls.“So, what’s your excuse?” Brice asks as he drags the soggy brush over the particleboard
and outlines another stone. I look over at him as he works. His sandy blond eyebrows are drawn
tight with concentration, and his tongue is just barely sticking out of his thin-lipped mouth.“What
do you mean?”“Well, Jonathan and I’ve been going out for about three months now, thank you
very much, so I’m entitled to periodic fainting spells when he’s being all adorable.” He flip-flops
his head from side to side as he emphasizes his point. “But you and Grant are just friends and
you keep telling me you’re just friends, and while I’m sure you are just friends, you still have a
little drool right—” He reaches up like he’s going to wipe my chin, and I swat his hand away.“We
are, though. Really, I swear.”I swear. I swear. You have no idea how much I swear.I bite at the
edge of my thumb. All I want in the whole world is to look over my shoulder and see if I can spot
Grant again. Not to ogle. That was a moment of temporary frivolity. Grant is not the kind of boy
you leer at. He’s the kind of boy you love. My neck aches to turn around. I just want to be sure
he’s still there.I always feel better when I’m sure.Brice lowers his chin and looks up at me with a
sly smile as he gives his thin paintbrush a perfectly timed twirl. “Well, your words say you swear,
but your face looks like a fish on a hook. Mouth all gaping open—”“Briiiiiiiiiiice, no!” I feel my face
spreading into another huge open-mouthed smile. I cover my face when I realize I do actually
look like a largemouth bass. I lift my heel to gently kick him in the knee, and behind me, I hear
Grant’s voice. He’s shouting something to someone up on the catwalk. His voice cuts straight
into my eardrum. I’m like a radio that only picks up one station.If he could feel the flush on my
cheek, if he could see the way I’m biting my bottom lip.Obvious. Readable. Again.I reach higher
with my paintbrush, and my long-sleeved shirt tugs at my wrist and lifts in the back. These paint
fumes. I look to the open stage door—I can just see a sliver of the outside world through the
rows and rows of hanging curtains in the wings.Maybe I should make a dash for the fresh air.“—
tongue all hanging out, I mean, please. You’ve gotta play it cool like me,” Brice says.I reach
down, drop my brush into the drip tray, and then pull at the hem of my shirt and my sleeves. I turn
my back to the set and pull my ankles in as far as they’ll go—which isn’t very far—as I look out
over the auditorium chairs.“Right. Cool like you,” I say.“Right. But seriously, you like him.” He
lowers his voice. “He likes you, too. What’s the problem?”I should have jumped out of Therapist



George’s window when I had the chance.I keep my lips pulled into a smile for Brice’s sake, but in
my head, I’m seeing an exaggerated version of our little display of school-girl behavior. All
giggling and blushing and desperate looks. I imagine myself leaning forward and staring at Grant
with a let me love you look of desperation smeared across my face.And it makes me sick.If Brice
saw it, did Grant? He’d never tell me if he did. Grant would never want me to feel embarrassed.
But if he saw it, he’d know what it was. He’d know what every look meant. And I’d promised
myself those feelings would be buried for good.Just the way he wants it.He’s made it perfectly
clear that whatever lightning I think is buzzing between us is an illusion. A
misinterpretation.“Brice, we’re just not like that. We’re best friends.” I use too much emphasis. I
sound like an actor trying to say a line they don’t fully understand.Beside me, Brice shifts around
on his knees as he paints on another contour. I watch as Mrs. Gild marches through the rows of
seats with three techies behind her, tripping over their attempts to keep up. With all of the
houselights up, the auditorium is utterly unextraordinary. I miss the magic.“So you’ve never been
anything else? Not even a kiss? That really surprises me. Something about the way you look at
each other. I really thought you had history.” When Brice speaks this time, his voice is more
tender. He doesn’t look away from his work in the same way people don’t look at an animal in the
wild so it doesn’t spook and run off.“Well, we’ve got plenty of history. You have no idea.”My head
aches with the sight of Grant behind my eyelids. I can see him sitting there, his face in his hands.
I remember the way my bed pulled down as he sat by my side. I remember thinking the bandage
on my arm was too tight. I remember the icicle lights next door flickering, sending light falling
onto my bed like snow. I think my head may actually pop open.“Ah-ha! You have kissed!” My
pause causes Brice to jump to the wrong conclusion. His pale face lights up like an excited
puppy as he turns toward me and waits for the details. Details he’s definitely not going to
get.“No,” I interrupt him. “We almost, maybe, kinda had something almost happen last year, but it
was not a kiss and it was not a good idea. It was a mistake.”“A mistake, how?” Brice asks with
trepidation, his eyes lifting into a concerned shape. His head tilts to the side as if it were so easy
to convey compassion.“‘Cause he pulled away from me. I thought there was something more,
but I was wrong. He doesn’t like me like that. So can we drop it, please?”Boom.Grant and I have
been best friends since writing our names required twenty-five minutes and an entire sheet of
paper. He has been the most constant part of my life.Grant is my gravity. He doesn’t force
anything, but he is a force. Something I never even notice until I realize I haven’t drifted away.He
loves me and has shown me that love over and over.But it’s not every kind of love.It’s just one
kind.And it’s a really good kind.But it’s not the only kind.It’s not the kind of love that grew in
me.It’s not like the love that snuck into my heart and set up shop, slowly taking up more and
more space until there wasn’t a single cell not filled with it.Just like that, I feel the pressure of
invisible clouds hovering over me. Fat and aching with rain they’re desperate to spill.Brice has
shut up. And the look on his face as he wipes off a drip of grey tells me he realizes he’s just stuck
a red-hot poker deep into an unhealed wound.“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know,” he says without
looking at me.“Let’s just keep painting, okay?” I force myself to take a deep breath and blow it out



slowly as one of the freshman techies drops a giant ladder he was carrying back to the scene
shop. The clatter gives me an excuse to turn my head toward the rest of the stage.I dip my brush
again into the grey and look over toward Grant. His back is to me, but I imagine he can feel my
eyes on him. I imagine he turns around and looks at me from under his dark hair. And then he
crosses the space between us and puts his face near mine and whispers in my ear that he loves
the way I laugh.But he doesn’t turn. He’s running to help the kid who lost his ladder. I shake off
the ridiculousness of my daydream and get back to work as I reach down to resume the act of
turning plywood into stone.3My dripping paintbrush creates the sweetest rhythm as it swipes
color across the particleboard. I dip the bristles into the stony grey again, and the wet paint
reflects miniature versions of the hot stage lights into my eyes. I can almost hear waves crashing
with every brush stroke, back and forth, up and down.I love the sound.Grant is working on the
opposite side of the stage. He’s building a giant, colorful bed for the second act, which rolls on
casters and towers thirteen fake mattresses high. I look over at him, perched on top of the giant
contraption, whacking a hammer with Thorlike precision. He is hunched over the side with his
dark hair flopping across his increasingly sweaty brow. As if on cue, his head snaps up. He’s too
far away and the lighting is too weird, so I can’t really see the details of his eyes, but that’s okay.
I’ve had them memorized for years. He looks right at me, standing in front of a half-painted castle
wall. I’m staring with my lips apart like an idiot, paint from my brush dripping down the back of my
hand ’cause, well, that’s what paint does.He lifts his chin and tries to shake his sweaty hair out of
his eyes as he gives me a big smile.“You okay?” he mouths. I nod at him and stifle a laugh. He’s
dangling off a ten-foot tall platform and haphazardly using power tools, but he’s the one checking
on me. Grant crosses his eyes and sticks his tongue out just as Jonathan walks up and asks for
help lifting a platform.I laugh as Grant pulls his tongue back in his mouth and tries to act like a
self-respecting stage manager, jumping down from his perch and dusting off his hands.
Jonathan looks back in my direction with a grin and shakes his head slightly before punching
Grant in the shoulder and then guiding him to the large, heavy step that belongs further
upstage.I lower my brush and wipe my paint-smeared hand across the leg of my already color-
crusted tech day jeans. Just then, Grant and Jonathan lean over and pick up the giant platform
on “three,” and I feel my eyeballs pop out of my head.I can see Grant’s arms as he hefts the
platform. He’s not “buff,” but he’s strong and looks good in his bright green shirt. It has white
block lettering in two rows. The top row says, “NaCl,” and under that are the letters “NaOH.” Of
course, I wouldn’t have any idea what this means if he hadn’t taken the time to explain to me
once that it was actually a guffaw-worthy science joke: “The base is under a salt!” If he weren’t so
tall and fast, I would have beaten him over the head with the nearest Bunsen burner.Brice sits on
the floor beside me. He’s been painting the shadows around each of the castle’s stones as I
finish them, but it seems he’s taken an eye candy break as well. He’s also staring across the
stage at this public display of brute strength, and without moving his eyes, he reaches up and
holds his phone out in my direction.“Here. Take my phone,” Brice says.“What do you want me to
do with this?” I ask.“Call the ambulance. I’ve just died and gone to Heaven.”We turn our faces



toward each other and lock eyes before bursting into hysterical laughter.I gasp for air while Brice
is now rolling into a ball on the floor. I’m giggling so hard I plop down onto the floor beside him,
and I have to wipe my eyes just to see him at all. I’m suddenly aware of the kids in the stage left
wing sorting props into neat piles and the girls stacking gels and focusing the spotlights on giant
ladders. Drill bits are whirring, and hammers are clanking. Our director is nowhere to be found,
and somewhere backstage, someone is listening to the Wicked soundtrack. Again.Only in the
theatre. Two people are making complete idiots of themselves, rolling around on the floor
deliriously, and no one’s even noticed.In between gasps, Brice is mimicking his phone call with
imaginary EMTs. “Yes, please hurry. My boyfriend is doing manual labor in a tank top, and I don’t
think I’m gonna make it!”The bang, like a gunshot, when Jonathan drops his end of the heavy
platform, drawing our attention back to the boys. Jonathan shakes out his left hand as if it’s been
injured before shoving it deep into the pocket of his cargo shorts. Grant looks at me, and his
eyes open with surprise.He smiles as he cocks one eyebrow disapprovingly. “What are you two
laughing at? Are you okay?” Grant hollers while Jonathan wipes his brow.“It’s nothing! We’re
fine!” I call as I try to shrink my smile. My cheeks ache, and my deeply buried ab muscles are
sore from laughing. This was not listed as a side effect of happiness in my “So You Wanna Kick
Depression?” pamphlet.“We’re okay,” Brice shouts loudly across the stage. “But we might need
mouth to mou—”“WHOA MYGOD!” I dive on Brice and practically smother him with so much
skin and laughter. Grant and Jonathan snicker and head backstage just as someone cranks up
the volume on “Defying Gravity.” Again.“Miss Keegan? Mr. Wilson?” The sound of Mrs. Gild’s
voice stops all giggles in their tracks. I sit up straight and pull my shirt out at the waist. We face
the rows and rows of velveteen auditorium seats, and standing in the center of the house is our
director with a stern look on her face. I have seen some sad, scary things.I have been
hospitalized for panic attacks. I tried on a pair of shorts last year. But nothing—nothing—chills a
theatre kid to the bone like the roar of a pissed-off director.“If you two cannot be productive,
you’re welcome to take the rest of the afternoon off.”Under his breath, Brice mutters, “Sweet. I
could use a break.”I jab at him with my elbow as Mrs. Gild pushes up the sleeves of her charcoal
grey cardigan. I can feel the eyes of the rest of the techies, who are all standing at attention
because that’s what we do whenever our director speaks.“As a matter of fact,” Gild begins, “you
can take the entire semester off and just forgo this production altogether, unless you wouldn’t
mind getting back to work.” Her voice is singsong-y, and just as she sets her jaw and stares at us
with her steely eyes, the speaker backstage bursts into the loud, ominous, dissonant music of
the last thirty seconds of Wicked‘s first act.Gild’s posture, combined with the music, seems to
say, “I’ll get you, my pretties, and I’m gonna ship you back to Kansas if you screw up my sets.”It
feels like a punchline, and I swear I see Gild’s mouth twitch as she resists a smile. She loves a
good sound cue almost as much as I do.“Yes, Mrs. Gild,” Brice and I reply in unison.She gives us
a wink, and the corner of her mouth pulls up into a grin. When she turns to her clipboard, the
stage jolts back to life with banging and talking in equal measure. Brice and I return to our
paintbrushes and half-done walls.“So, what’s your excuse?” Brice asks as he drags the soggy



brush over the particleboard and outlines another stone. I look over at him as he works. His
sandy blond eyebrows are drawn tight with concentration, and his tongue is just barely sticking
out of his thin-lipped mouth.“What do you mean?”“Well, Jonathan and I’ve been going out for
about three months now, thank you very much, so I’m entitled to periodic fainting spells when
he’s being all adorable.” He flip-flops his head from side to side as he emphasizes his point. “But
you and Grant are just friends and you keep telling me you’re just friends, and while I’m sure you
are just friends, you still have a little drool right—” He reaches up like he’s going to wipe my chin,
and I swat his hand away.“We are, though. Really, I swear.”I swear. I swear. You have no idea how
much I swear.I bite at the edge of my thumb. All I want in the whole world is to look over my
shoulder and see if I can spot Grant again. Not to ogle. That was a moment of temporary frivolity.
Grant is not the kind of boy you leer at. He’s the kind of boy you love. My neck aches to turn
around. I just want to be sure he’s still there.I always feel better when I’m sure.Brice lowers his
chin and looks up at me with a sly smile as he gives his thin paintbrush a perfectly timed twirl.
“Well, your words say you swear, but your face looks like a fish on a hook. Mouth all gaping open
—”“Briiiiiiiiiiice, no!” I feel my face spreading into another huge open-mouthed smile. I cover my
face when I realize I do actually look like a largemouth bass. I lift my heel to gently kick him in the
knee, and behind me, I hear Grant’s voice. He’s shouting something to someone up on the
catwalk. His voice cuts straight into my eardrum. I’m like a radio that only picks up one station.If
he could feel the flush on my cheek, if he could see the way I’m biting my bottom lip.Obvious.
Readable. Again.I reach higher with my paintbrush, and my long-sleeved shirt tugs at my wrist
and lifts in the back. These paint fumes. I look to the open stage door—I can just see a sliver of
the outside world through the rows and rows of hanging curtains in the wings.Maybe I should
make a dash for the fresh air.“—tongue all hanging out, I mean, please. You’ve gotta play it cool
like me,” Brice says.I reach down, drop my brush into the drip tray, and then pull at the hem of my
shirt and my sleeves. I turn my back to the set and pull my ankles in as far as they’ll go—which
isn’t very far—as I look out over the auditorium chairs.“Right. Cool like you,” I say.“Right. But
seriously, you like him.” He lowers his voice. “He likes you, too. What’s the problem?”I should
have jumped out of Therapist George’s window when I had the chance.I keep my lips pulled into
a smile for Brice’s sake, but in my head, I’m seeing an exaggerated version of our little display of
school-girl behavior. All giggling and blushing and desperate looks. I imagine myself leaning
forward and staring at Grant with a let me love you look of desperation smeared across my
face.And it makes me sick.If Brice saw it, did Grant? He’d never tell me if he did. Grant would
never want me to feel embarrassed. But if he saw it, he’d know what it was. He’d know what
every look meant. And I’d promised myself those feelings would be buried for good.Just the way
he wants it.He’s made it perfectly clear that whatever lightning I think is buzzing between us is an
illusion. A misinterpretation.“Brice, we’re just not like that. We’re best friends.” I use too much
emphasis. I sound like an actor trying to say a line they don’t fully understand.Beside me, Brice
shifts around on his knees as he paints on another contour. I watch as Mrs. Gild marches
through the rows of seats with three techies behind her, tripping over their attempts to keep up.



With all of the houselights up, the auditorium is utterly unextraordinary. I miss the magic.“So
you’ve never been anything else? Not even a kiss? That really surprises me. Something about
the way you look at each other. I really thought you had history.” When Brice speaks this time, his
voice is more tender. He doesn’t look away from his work in the same way people don’t look at
an animal in the wild so it doesn’t spook and run off.“Well, we’ve got plenty of history. You have
no idea.”My head aches with the sight of Grant behind my eyelids. I can see him sitting there, his
face in his hands. I remember the way my bed pulled down as he sat by my side. I remember
thinking the bandage on my arm was too tight. I remember the icicle lights next door flickering,
sending light falling onto my bed like snow. I think my head may actually pop open.“Ah-ha! You
have kissed!” My pause causes Brice to jump to the wrong conclusion. His pale face lights up
like an excited puppy as he turns toward me and waits for the details. Details he’s definitely not
going to get.“No,” I interrupt him. “We almost, maybe, kinda had something almost happen last
year, but it was not a kiss and it was not a good idea. It was a mistake.”“A mistake, how?” Brice
asks with trepidation, his eyes lifting into a concerned shape. His head tilts to the side as if it
were so easy to convey compassion.“‘Cause he pulled away from me. I thought there was
something more, but I was wrong. He doesn’t like me like that. So can we drop it,
please?”Boom.Grant and I have been best friends since writing our names required twenty-five
minutes and an entire sheet of paper. He has been the most constant part of my life.Grant is my
gravity. He doesn’t force anything, but he is a force. Something I never even notice until I realize I
haven’t drifted away.He loves me and has shown me that love over and over.But it’s not every
kind of love.It’s just one kind.And it’s a really good kind.But it’s not the only kind.It’s not the kind
of love that grew in me.It’s not like the love that snuck into my heart and set up shop, slowly
taking up more and more space until there wasn’t a single cell not filled with it.Just like that, I feel
the pressure of invisible clouds hovering over me. Fat and aching with rain they’re desperate to
spill.Brice has shut up. And the look on his face as he wipes off a drip of grey tells me he realizes
he’s just stuck a red-hot poker deep into an unhealed wound.“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know,” he
says without looking at me.“Let’s just keep painting, okay?” I force myself to take a deep breath
and blow it out slowly as one of the freshman techies drops a giant ladder he was carrying back
to the scene shop. The clatter gives me an excuse to turn my head toward the rest of the stage.I
dip my brush again into the grey and look over toward Grant. His back is to me, but I imagine he
can feel my eyes on him. I imagine he turns around and looks at me from under his dark hair.
And then he crosses the space between us and puts his face near mine and whispers in my ear
that he loves the way I laugh.But he doesn’t turn. He’s running to help the kid who lost his ladder.
I shake off the ridiculousness of my daydream and get back to work as I reach down to resume
the act of turning plywood into stone.
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Francine Soleil, “Phenomenal Experience. I was quite doubtful when I signed up to read and
review Damsel Distressed, but if there’s anything you should get from this review is that your
should read this book. You don’t even have to read what else I have to say. Just read the book. I
mostly took this on as a whim. Damsel Distressed was being published by Spencer Hill
Contemporary, which pretty much published YA books from some of my favorite authors. And it
also helped that the book references fairytales, specifically Cinderella. I hesitantly took a blind
leap of faith, and Kelsey Macke did not fail me.There are 37 chapters, and in between some of
them are 12 illustrations by Jessica Nickerson and 12 songs by Wedding Day Rain (Kelsey
Macke’s band with her husband – Man that girl can sing). I previewed the illustrations and songs
on the website before reading the book, and I will admit that I found them interesting, but not
something I would consider revisiting. BUT. BUT when I started reading the novel and seeing the
illustrations and listening to the songs within the context they were made for, it felt like such a life-
changing thing. It was a beautiful marriage of different art forms, and I would surely love to go
through the whole thing again. If they turned this book into a movie, they should use the exact
same soundtrack!Putting together a novel, artwork, and a soundtrack is not so revolutionary. I’ve
seen it done. But Damsel Distressed simply blew my mind. It’s like having some eggs, flour,
sugar, milk, and chocolate chips – basically different ingredients – and Kelsey Macke whipped
them all up into one perfectly delicious chocolate chip cookie. Can you imagine that perfect
cookie? Fresh from the oven and moist and chocolatey. (Is anyone else hungry? I bet Imogen
would be proud of my food reference. :P) Damsel Distressed gives you that feeling too –
orgasmic, elated, and wanting more more more.However, this book also has a bite to it too. It
deals with depression, self-harm, and a couple of other heavy things. It will make your heart
ache and break. The way that Imogen was dealing with depression was so raw and honest that I
couldn’t help but feel an ounce of what she was going through. I felt like I was having mood
swings with her while reading the book. One moment I’m laughing. And then my heart is hurting.
And then I’m swooning. The next I’m tearing up. There are a lot of ups and downs. And I’m
grateful for the song breaks in between some chapters that just allow me to breathe and feel all
the emotions. I went slow with this book, but I didn’t even mind because I was just savoring it.I
loved Imogen from the first chapter. You know right away that she suffers from a mental disorder
and that she copes by over-eating among other things. But she’s a really strong person. She
regularly goes to the therapist and asks help when she needs it. She takes her pills and she
does what she needs to in order to make herself okay. I’m not saying that it’s easy. It was
certainly a struggle, and you can see and feel that with the bluntness of the narrative and the
setbacks that she experiences. Imogen is so messed up, and sometimes it’s frustrating. But
she’s also beautiful human being. She’s passionate about theater, and she works really hard for
the school’s theater group. She’s kind and she has a wicked sense of humor. And she learns
from her mistakes and makes things somewhat better for herself. She has fallen so many times,



but she slowly and surely brings herself back up. I’m so glad that she had friends and family by
her side. And I would gladly be her friend if she wanted me.My favorite character of this book
would definitely have to be Imogen’s best friend, Grant and his pun-ny shirts. I love him to bits
and pieces. One, he’s a nerd (Yay!). Two, he is just the sweetest. Three, he never fails to make
you laugh or put a smile on your face. Four, he is loyal and true – a friend you can depend on.
Five, he is just the SWEETEST. The SWEETEST. Yes, I have to emphasize that. Ugh. I can’t even
explain how much I love him. Someone find me a real-life Grant for me. Please and thank you.In
conclusion…Kelsey Macke isn’t just selling some story or some music or some illustration. She’s
sharing a powerful experience. Damsel Distressed was phenomenal to say the least. I fell in love
with all of the characters (except Carmella!), and I loved being a part of Imogen’s story. It was like
winter throughout a huge part of the book, but near the end, the cold and somberness began to
thaw out, and you see the beginning of spring where things start to bloom and become pretty
again. It becomes hopeful. I like how there’s a bit of everything in this book – laughter, drama,
ideas, emotions, tears, modern friendships and families, feels, and so much more. I feel like
everyone can get a little bit of something from this book, or in my case, get a lot lot LOT. I love
this book so much that I wish to own the paperback and actual CD (Hopefully in the future). I
highly recommend this book and the soundtrack.”

Holly, “Loved This Story!. I think more books need to be written like this. Ones with undesirable
and unreliable characters. Ones that deal with mental health and not make it into this big deal
about stigmas and labels and drama. I want more books to portray mental illness in a positive
light, ones that feel real and genuine and don't overplay it or downplay it. Ones that just make it
like life. And that is what Damsel Distressed did.I think, out of all the books I read this year, none
of them had a character quite like Imogen Keegen. Overweight, shy, insecure, not apologetic for
who she is even when she doesn't like herself. And she doesn't. She has a problem with
confidence and making friends and being normal. That's all Imogen wants. She wants to be
normal. She doesn't want to be like this anymore; she doesn't want to battle with a mental
disorder that has kept her from growing in seven long years. She just doesn't know how to move
on from her mother's death and live her life. She's selfish, disconnected, and a lot of her
thoughts revolve around her. And normally that would annoy me in a character and most likely
make me hate them. But with Imogen, it feels real. It doesn't feel like it's there for no reason at all.
And it's not. Because with her bipolar moods and her deep depressions, this is what it's like
when she's going through all of that. And I think the author handled all of that so well, in making
us not only sympathize with Imogen but cheer for her. Cheer her on in her quest to becoming a
person who enjoys life again, one who doesn't hide behind her sarcastic personality. Someone
who finds who she is again, when she'd spent years feeling lost and alone and like no one cares
about her at all.But people do care. Grant cares. He cares so much that he can't stand that his
best friend is like this, that she can't do anything without hiding behind a false facade. It's hard,
being on the receiving end of these types of mood swings and these constant thoughts of



negativity. It's hard watching someone you love lose sight of who they are and succumb to a
darkness that eats away at their very soul. And even when he couldn't take it anymore, he still
stayed by her side. Because he knew that the real Imogen was down there, waiting to be freed.
And she was his best friend. So he wanted to do all that he could to help her find the joys in life
and move on from her past. I adored their cute and complicated relationship. And Grant, with his
nerdy shirts and kind heart, his easy smile and charismatic personality. I thought he was the best
person to love Imogen. One who would understand all that she was going through and be her
sounding board, even if it hurt him.The secondary characters were all wonderful as well. I loved
that Imogen found some friends who didn't care about her weight or her looks or why she was so
sarcastic all the time. Sure, she had slipups, had her moments of insecurity when it came to
them. Like I said, she was selfish. She would always look for the negative and act like everything
was a personal attack on her. But she learned that real friends stick by you, even when you hurt
them. I'm glad she finally found people like that, when she didn't have her family's strong
support.Speaking of no strong family support, the drama with her stepsister kind of bogged
down the story for me. I didn't think a lot of it was that necessary. I just didn't care for what was
happening there; I was more interested in Grant's and Imogen's relationship and the main
character's growth. Because that's what the story was about; it was about Imogen. It was her
story of loss and grief, pain and darkness. But it was also about her striving to make changes
and taking control of her life. Imogen needed a strong wakeup call; she needed a push in the
right direction. And I'm so glad she took it, so happy that she came out of that tragedy stronger
and better than she was before it. It's not a perfect solution, and she'll have to work at it every
single day. But by the end, Imogen was ready to actually try. And that was the most rewarding
moment of all.Damsel Distressed was a contemporary novel about a girl who struggled with
mental health issues, labels, and the grief that she just couldn't seem to shake. It was about
learning that what happens to you doesn't define you. And it was about taking control of your life
and choosing to live and love and not let the call of darkness ruin your chances of helping
yourself.”

LeanneC, “4.5 stars.. This book turned out quite nice. It's almost inspirational for the bigger girl
(which I am). How Gen overcame all the struggles she'd faced in her life. I've been feeling all of
her highs and lows with her because I think she's going through something we all face but hers
has been harder with her finding it hard to deal with the death of her mother.I could tell that there
were feelings of more than friendship between Grant and Gen, and he was a really great friend
to her, as were the rest of the group, even Andrew when we finally got to know him.I also liked
Evelyn, she tried her best to make Gen feel like part of the family after Gen's dad married her
and she grew on me a lot throughout the story.Admittedly I was only going to give it four stars but
I think the amount of times I cried or nearly did means it got to me, so I bumped it up half a star.A
nice big-girl romance.”



Ashley T, “Stunning. I can't even put into words how this book affected me. It was like Kelsey was
able to put my feelings into words when I haven't ever been able to do that for myself.”

Elizabeth, “Five Stars. REALLY enjoyed this book!”

The book by Kelsey Macke has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 66 people have provided feedback.
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