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Chapter One 

Ten years ago, Trevor, Dad, and I chased a boomerang under a purple and gold 

sunset in our backyard. The summer before Kindergarden for me, fourth grade for 

Trevor.   

Trevor spun the toy expertly and it came right back to him. I spun in circles and 

watched my skirt twirl.  My Dad smiled at me, held my hands, twirled me around like a 

helicopter.  I squealed.  Trevor kept playing on his own.  

“Did you see that one, Dad?” he asked. 

“Uh-huh,” Dad said.  “Woah, careful Ella!  You’re picking up steam!” he said, 

still spinning me.  I giggled. 

 Finally, Trevor tried another angle. The edge of the toy grazed the hem of my 

dress before falling at my feet.  Dad clutched me to him.  “Careful, Trevor,” he said, his 

voice a cold clip.   



Trevor leaned over and snatched the toy up from under me. He gripped the wood 

so hard I thought it might snap. 

  “Trevor you should know better.  Ella could have gotten hurt.” Dad said, taking 

the toy from Trevor and giving it to our German shepherd. The dog gnawed it like a bone.  

Boomerang is a game for one. 

# 

Wednesday night.  Mid-week blues.  Another day awaited me at West Des 

Moines High tomorrow.  What made it tolerable?  Escape.  I dove belly-down into bed 

and into my book, The Golden Compass. The hours zipped by and before I knew it, it was 

10:58. Those last ten minutes were the worst. I knew 11:11 was approaching. At 11:00, I 

turned on all my lights and sat down in my tall, stiff desk chair, a supposedly ergonomic 

hand-me-down from my father’s office.  11:05.  I go back to bed.  Turn away, Ella.  

Don’t look.  My heart beats.  I know it’s coming.  The minutes pass like seconds. I face 

the clock.  I freeze.  I try to breathe through it, in and out, will it to turn. I stare at the 

clock.  My eyes itch, I barely blink. 11:12.  I roll over, spent.  I closed my eyes, the 

residue of the numbers glowing beneath my lids. I breathed out. I went into my bathroom 

and got out my stash of Benadryl. I pushed down hard on the child-proof cap, and the 

ridges dug grooves into my palm. I tossed three pills and several handfuls of water from 

the faucet into my mouth.  When I am up this late, I need the pills to fall asleep after 

11:11.    

It’s been this way for as long as I can remember.  A kind of terror, a kind of 

ecstasy—it grips me for a minute and I can’t let go until it’s done. 



The Benadryl doesn’t stop the dreams though. Those dreams that echo days or 

weeks later in my waking life. I never know which dream will be a vision, and which 

ones are just recycled images of the day. Not everything’s an oracle. I struggle with the 

difference. But that night, I dreamt Cane. 

I see a girl. No, I am a girl playing basketball after school, one on one. My 

opponent is taller, with short hair. Short pink hair. The girl taunts me. I call the girl 

“bitch.”  The girl is winning and I am pissed. A group of kids are watching because they 

sense the tension in the air and mistake it for the crackling before a fight. So do we. We 

both want to win. But there’s a different kind of heat here, too. Now I’m trying to rally 

the crowd, but the crowd wants a fight, not a champion. We whisper. I can’t hear what 

we say, but my heart races. We exchange glances. The taller, pink-haired girl takes the 

moment to her advantage and leaps, a flip of the wrists, a soaring arc, total swoosh. I 

shake my head, fuck it, forget it, I’m leaving. I put on my backpack and head home. 

Someone raises that girl, the other girl, the bitch, the winner, they raise her arm up high, 

start a chant: “CANE! CANE! CANE! CANE!” and she grins and laughs, but her eyes 

follow me as I try to slink away. She lets go of her victory pose. She puts her arm on my 

shoulder. She gently shakes me. “It’s okay,” she says. “I don’t need to win.” 

# 

The next morning school offered nothing eventful, just the usual sea of people to 

surf in the regular intervals between hours of boredom. The five minutes of combination 

locks, crouching down to my bottom locker mirror to check hair and make up. Running 

to keep up with Sam—Samantha Jennings, my (former) BFF.  Nothing unusual.  No girl 



with pink hair, no basketball.  So, I decided--no oracle. Vivid dream. Forgettable. Or 

rather, I should forget. The lurch in my stomach when we whispered together. I should 

forget.  

In third period Biology, right before lunch, Sam pulled back my hair to whisper in 

my ear, and I felt the same tingle in my gut, the same quickening of my pulse.  I had to 

remind myself that this was Sam, not the dream girl.  And why was I tingling about a girl 

in a dream anyways?  I tried to push the feeling aside.  Sam whispered: “Don’t tell 

anyone this, but I think Simon is super cute.” I smiled a little at this confession.  This was 

vulnerable for her. He was lower than Sam on the totem pole and she’d probably never 

go out with him. At the moment, Simon was hunched over his dead fetal pig with a knife, 

focused and unfazed, a nerd in rare form.  This was not her typical species of boy, but she 

was smitten, regardless, and she trusted me with this.  I pushed her hairsprayed curls 

behind her ear and whispered back, “I won’t tell.”  

My pulse sped up again as my lip grazed her ear lobe.  I shook it off.  The dream 

was infecting my day.  I couldn’t let that happen.  She glanced one more time at his 

cardiganed frame, offered me a shy smile, then settled back into our own dissection.   

Truthfully, I was a nerd too by any standard definition.  I got straight As, I didn’t talk 

back to the teachers.  I read books on my own.  I played Oboe in band and orchestra—the 

most difficult woodwind, and I actually practiced and was pretty good at it. Sam and her 

crew would have none of that.   

My Dad and Sam’s Dad worked together and we’d known each other since 

second grade. I was cool by association.  But I felt like I walked a tightrope without a net 



sometimes.  The scores of uncool kids below like hungry lions waiting for me to fall, and 

a small push from Sam or her group could do it.   You could definitely say it kept me on 

edge.  But sometimes I wanted to fall, just to get it over with. 

 “Ella, we need to get that bushy mane of yours under control. Layers.”  She 

reached her hand over to my head, combed up my hair from the nape of my neck to the 

top of my head.   I trembled a bit at her touch.   I had always loved girls playing with my 

hair.  It might be one of the reasons I kept it messy.  I took a deep breath.  This is just 

your silly friend Sam, Ella.  Not…Cane.  The name rattling around in my head now.  I’d 

never looked at Sam that way.  Right? 

I shrugged.  “I kinda like it a little wild.”  

She shook her head. “Now if only your taste in boys showed such a spirit of 

adventure.” 

I bit my tongue.    

When we got to the lunch line, I saw her at a cafeteria table, sitting alone. Pixie 

pink hair. Earrings all the way up her right ear. One on her lip!  I felt my cheeks get hot. 

Cargo pants. Black boots. Army jacket, read “Cane” in all caps over her left breast 

pocket. She had a book, The Subtle Knife. Next in the His Dark Materials series. I would 

be reading that today too if it weren’t for 11:11. She caught my eye from across the 

cafeteria with a glance that said: “I see you looking at me.” She gave me a salute. I 

laughed.  I felt an unmistakable kind of humming in my hands, in my chest.  I felt alive, 

awake, in a way I hadn’t known I’d longed for.  But there was fear running down the 

middle of my euphoria.   A girl?   What did that mean for me? For me,  middle of Iowa, 



middle of the popular crowd?  And here was Cane looking pretty…not in.  And here was 

I, feeling myself pulled towards a closet door I didn’t even know was there before. 

“What’s funny?” Sam asked, pushing me forward in line. 

“Oh, nothing, just Cane…” I said. I couldn’t move.  My hands trembled. Oracle! I 

thought.  My ribcage felt tight, like a large bird inside grew frenzied and longed for 

escape.  

“Cane who?” Sam said, grabbing her tray full of spaghetti and meatballs. 

“That girl!” I said, gesturing with my chin, thankfully having the presence of 

mind not to point wildly.  “That girl,” I said.  “The new girl.  That’s what’s…funny.” I 

said, feeling defeated. 

 “Yeah.  Funny is one word I can think of.” Sam said.  She darted her eyes back 

and forth, from Cane to her plate, and back again.  Did she blush? 

I wanted to explain and defend Cane. I wanted to tell Sam I had dreamt this 

person. But that’s not the type of friend Sam was. I felt pulled to the other side of the 

room, where Cane sat alone reading the book I wanted to be reading, nodding her head 

along to music I wanted to hear.  She had such a sweet, straight little nose, gently pointed 

chin, and big brown eyes.  She was just a few inches taller than me, but enough to make 

me feel like her arms would be safe and secure.  Ugh!  Hugs?  I don’t even know this 

person!  But it’s clearly an oracle! Pay attention! Okay, focus on the dream. I hadn’t 

remembered seeing the lip ring on the lower left corner of her mouth. Had it hurt? The 

good kind of hurt?  What would it feel like to...I resisted finishing the thought:  Touch it.  



Just feel the cold metal. With my finger. That’s all, I insisted to myself.  But I was losing 

the internal battle, and fast.  A quiet part of me said: What would it feel like to kiss her?  

And a louder part of me said:  What on earth are you thinking? 

I felt myself waver on the tightrope and did my best not to look down.  The lions 

might be down there, but so was Cane. 

# 

 That afternoon, it was Trevor’s turn to drive us home.  He and Sam’s sister Jane 

were both seniors with cars and they took turns taking us home to our West Des Moines 

neighborhood. My Dad was CEO, and Sam’s Dad was CFO of CloverCo—the ethanol 

manufacturing company making Des Moines rich.  According to our Dads, we were also 

making Des Moines environmentally responsible.  According to Trevor, this is the height 

of hypocrisy. Trevor’s full of opinions. Sam and I both sat in the back of Trevor’s teal 

Tesla—the new solar-powered one.  Trevor said he would never drive a pure plug-in 

because of “the damn dirty grid.”  Dad sighed and cut the check a little fatter.   

 “What am I, your chauffeur?” Trevor said. 

 Sam giggled. She liked Trevor.  At least, she made a painful show of it all the 

damn time.  Maybe it was just for her to torture me about how cool my older brother was.  

“We just need girl time back here, you understand right?” 

 Trevor sighed.  “Fine.  But I forbid all mentionings of boys and make up.  You 

can do better.” 



 Sam pouted.  “I wanted to talk about Simon, though,” she said, glancing up at 

Trevor.  She was probably trying to see if that made him jealous.  She could be so 

predictable.   I can’t say enough how annoying it was that she liked Trevor.  Not only did 

all my teachers go on and on about what a brilliant older brother I had, my supposed best 

friend drooled about him and doodled stupid hearts and initials in her notebooks when 

she thought I wasn’t looking.   TH plus SJ.  Sigh.  I suppose I’m not the best judge, but I 

don’t think he’s that cute.  He’s got thick dark brown hair, lighter than Dad’s, but darker 

than mine.  An average face, I guess.  Average height.  He’s just cocky, which always 

seems to get the girls, wears thrift store clothes, and is in a band.  He hangs out at the 

Waffle House past curfew and drinks coffee and has pretentious conversations about 

some philosopher named Bakunin with college kids.   I know because he invited me once 

and I was bored stiff.  Don’t get me wrong.  It’s not that I don’t like philosophy. I read 

Sophie’s World and loved it.  But they’re not saying anything, they’re just getting amped 

on caffeine and making a scene.  The mystique of a pile of creamer cups and empty sugar 

packets.  But Trevor has a good heart.   He wanted to share his world with me, get me 

away from shallow Sam and our messed up parents.   I love him for that.  It’s just not my 

world. 

 “I have to swing by the band and orchestra room and get my guitar,” Trevor said 

flatly. He pulled out of the front parking lot and wound around to the other side of the 

school. 

Sam twirled a crispy hair curl from her half ponytail around her finger.  “Oh well.  

Look! There’s that new girl.  She looks so…intense.”  She didn’t say anything for a few 

minutes.  Her iPhone screen went blank in her lap from disuse.  She chewed her lip. 



 I squirmed in my seat to get a better look.  Sure enough, there was Cane, sitting 

on her army surplus bookbag, slumped over The Subtle Knife.  She was almost done with 

it. 

 “Wow, she’s a quick reader,” I said. 

 Sam glanced at me suspiciously. “How do you know?  Did you talk to her?” 

 “Uhh…no. I just noticed,” I said.  “At lunch, she was about halfway through.” 

 “You know that means she’s not paying attention in class, right?” Trevor said. 

“She’s not a genius.” 

 Sam laughed, too loud, Trevor’s number one fan. 

 “How do you know?” I said.  “She could be.” 

 Trevor shook his head.  “And I could be the Archbishop of Canterbury, but I’m 

not.  Nothing really wrong with reading during class. I’m just saying.  She’s smart, and 

aces her tests, but school’s boring to her and she gets in trouble a lot.  Can’t say I blame 

her.” 

 Sam was having trouble breathing from all her laughing. I shot her a look.  

“What?” she said.  “He’s funny.  You’re funny, Trevor.” 

“How do you know so much about her?” I asked. 

“She’s in the activist group I started.  She just transferred from McKinley.” 

My face flushed hot.  “You—you know her?” 



He glanced around.  “Why, did she say anything to you?” 

“No, no,” I said, staring out the window.  “Nothing like that.”  I paused.   “What 

else do you know about her?” I whispered. 

 “Geez, Ella, obsess much?” Sam said. 

 “Yeah, right, nevermind.” I looked the other way, but I ached to keep my eyes on 

her. 

 “But you wouldn’t say you’re close with her, right Trev?” Sam said. 

 “Not particularly.  We share common goals.” He left the car to get his instrument, 

slamming the door behind him. 

 “Man, I wish I had a brother,” Sam said.  “Trevor is so cool.” 

 “No, you wish you had my brother,” I said. 

 “That’s what I said.” 

 “No, I mean—gross.  Nevermind. He’s all right,” I said. 

 “I don’t understand you, Ella. You’re defending that weird…punky girl and 

picking fights with your cool-as-hell brother. Are you feeling okay?” 

 “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, pulling my knees up to my chest. 

 She shook her head.  “Okay. Let’s forget it then.  Wanna play MASH?” 

 “Sure,” I said.   



 She dug through her purse for her purple gel pen, the one she knew I liked.  

“Here,” she said. “You can use it.  And you can go first.” 

 Sam was a lot better when we were alone. Maybe she couldn’t help having a blind 

spot when it came to Trevor. And as far as what she said about Cane, maybe she sensed 

my fascination, and she didn’t like it . If I was paying attention to Cane, I wouldn’t be as 

focused on Sam. And she’s a diva. That’s all it was.  Innocent, right? I took the pen. 

 “Okay. So. Quick before Trevor gets back, who are your four husband choices?” 

 I ran through a list of celebrities, the ones who made the covers of my Mom’s 

magazines.   But I didn’t mean any of them.  And I couldn’t honestly say any boys from 

our school, which was the real point of the game, to dish and fantasize about something 

that might be real.   We were about half a block from where Cane was sitting, and my 

gaze found it way back to her direction. 

 “Ella, you’re doing it again,” Sam said. 

 “What? Oh, sorry,” I said.    

 “You’re such a space case, I swear.  So, come on.  Four husbands.  That’s the best 

part.” 

“Let’s do the Mansion Apartment Shack House part first,” I said.  The whisper in 

my head returned: What would it be like to kiss Cane? It overpowered any rumblings 

about this boy or that boy I had liked or thought I’d liked the week before.   They all 

seemed as possible or exciting as Justin Bieber at this point.  And I’ve never been into 

that guy.  



 She scrawled the first part of her game into her notebook and then looked out the 

window.  “Oh Trevor’s almost back. He’ll make fun of us.  Let’s pretend we’re playing 

something else.” 

 “Like what?” 

 Trevor put his guitar in the trunk. 

 “Anything! Here he is.” 

 So I punched her in the arm.  “Slug bug!” I said as Trevor got in the driver’s seat. 

 “Aren’t you guys a bit old for that game?” 

 “I wasn’t playing. That was just Ella,” Sam said. “You looking for an excuse to 

touch me?” she said, oddly quiet.  “You can just ask for a hug, you know.”  She smiled 

shyly. 

 She opened her arms and gave me a quick squeeze.   That was weird, I thought.    

 “Don’t start the car, yet!” she said.   

 “What?” Trevor said, annoyed. 

 Sam bounced out of the back, ran around the car, and flung herself into the front 

seat.   

 Trevor smiled and ran a hand through his hair.  “All right, we ready?” 

 “Yep!” she said.   



 I let them talk the rest of the ride.  Mostly it was Trevor talking about his various 

passions: Star Wars, climate change activism, and indie rock. Sam acted very interested 

and asked a lot of questions. 

I spent the rest of that evening and the next day in school rehearsing what the hell 

I would say to Cane. “Uh…you were in my dream?”  It sounded like a pick up line. As it 

happened, I didn’t have to approach her. She found me.  After school in the outdoor 

courts, where a few of us had been playing basketball since the beginning of the fall. I 

was tying my shoes at the edge of the court, about ten feet away from Sam and a few 

other girls. 

“How about a little one-on-one?” Cane asked, bent over to be at eye level as I 

worked the laces. So much for me giving her a line. 

I jerked up, my throat tight, my face hot. “We both know how that ends.” 

Cane arched one eyebrow. “We know how what ends?”  

“That was impressive! I mean, you know. Good facial dexterity.” I crossed my 

arms and looked away. 

“What was impressive?” 

 “Arching one eyebrow! I can’t. I can wiggle one ear, though.” I demonstrated. 

Cane laughed. “We can have a body-part moving contest.” She stuck her tongue 

into her cheek. Body-part moving contest? Innuendo much? And that look on her face. 

Was that…? Was she flirting with me? I thought about her tongue on the slippery inside 

of her cheek. My face flushed. Okay, uh, the salute, one-on-one, body parts…yep. Clear 



for take off except I had never flown a plane, at least not with a co-pilot.  It was too much 

to think about. I decided to focus back on the dream. This would point me in the right 

direction. It had to. 

“You don’t like contests,” I said. “You told me.” God, I must sound stupid. 

She knit her brows. “Have we met?” 

I looked across the football field, past the tennis courts and the trees nearby the 

school. Autumn blurred into winter and the sun was setting orange and early across the 

flat Iowa horizon. Some older boys from the neighboring high school were tossing a 

football around. Muted laughter and shouts echoed around them. I couldn’t tell her. She 

would think I was weird and then, maybe no more airplane. Cane held out her hand. “I’m 

Cane. It’s my last name, in case you’re wondering. I don’t have a brother named Abel.” 

I laughed and shook her hand. “What’s your first name?” 

“Now that’s not fair,” she said, not letting go. “I give you one name, you give 

none, and you ask me for two?” 

Cute. Witty, too. Another little tremble in my palms. “Ella.” 

Cane let go. She looked me up and down. My shoulders tightened, wondering 

what she was seeing when she was looking at me.  Was she pleased? Judging? “So how 

do you know I don’t like contests? I told you?” She adjusted her collar, made it pop tall.  

I looked at her, and knew right then I could tell her about the dream and she 

wouldn’t laugh. I just knew she wouldn’t. “I think we’re supposed to play basketball 

first.” 



Cane crossed her arms over her chest. “You are a mysterious one, aren’t you?” 

“You’re going to win,” I said, holding her gaze. 

“Not surprising,” Cane smiled for a moment with a flash of understanding. And 

something else. Not fear. Anticipation. 

“Even though you don’t like winning.” I kept on looking into Cane’s eyes, hoping 

she would grasp my seriousness. 

 “Liking winning and not liking contests aren’t mutually exclusive,” Cane said. 

Those were big words. Maybe she was a nerd, not a slacker. Maybe Trevor was 

wrong.  But could a nerd have pink hair?  I got distracted again. “What grade are you?” 

“Tenth,” she said. “You?” 

“Ninth,” I said, kicking a pebble. 

Cane nodded. “Cool.” She chewed on her lip ring, looked away. For the first time, 

it seemed like she was waiting for me to volley back. Was she unimpressed that I was a 

ninth grader? Was I not witty enough? Was I coming off like some kind of freak? She’d 

been coming on so strong, but I felt suddenly insecure. Well, the point wasn’t to flirt. If 

she didn’t like me, fine, I was just gathering information. To learn about my dream.  

That’s all.  

The words tumbled fast out of my mouth: “But I dreamt about you the other night 

and you and I played basketball and you won and everybody cheered and I got upset and 

you made me feel better. I think that’s all supposed to happen.” 



 Cane took a step back. “Are you serious?” 

  I nodded. Cane turned around. I took a breath and slowly looked behind my 

shoulder. The clique stared at us. Sam strode across the court. 

 “I bet you’re good at basketball,” she said, tossing the ball at Cane. She caught it 

solid between both hands.  

 “Thanks?” Cane said.   

 “It’s the hair,” she said.  “You colored it but you don’t style it. Dead giveaway.”  

The girls around Sam giggled. 

My neck and face got hot. Sweat coated my palms. A larger crowd had gathered. 

The girls on Sam’s waitlist would be happy to see me go and make room for them. The 

boys on Junior Varsity floated around us, chugging Coke and Dr. Pepper and chomping 

on beef jerky sticks.  

 “You got game, Ella?” Cane whispered. 

 I surprised myself. I was good at this game, and I had met somebody I really 

wanted on my team. “Yeah,” I said. “I do.” Consequences be damned.  

 “Two on two!” Cane called to Sam’s back. “You pick your favorite bee, Queen.”  

 Sam crossed her arms in front of her and glanced at me, almost shyly. She cleared 

her throat.  “Ella? Come on.” She fanned out her hand to examine her fingernails, 

keeping her eyes cast away from me.  Mostly.  She glanced up once and I could see a 



pang of insecurity that I knew all too well—from inside me.  I never expected to see it in 

Sam.    

 “I—“ I started. I looked back and forth between Cane and Sam. Sam kept her face 

frozen in calculated nonchalance.  I tried to be nice about it.  It came out…well it came 

out how it came out: “Cane and I are together. But—“  

 Sam blinked. Her jaw dropped, and her nostrils flared. “You’re ‘together?’ Cute,” 

she said. “Well invite us to the wedding.” 

The crowd erupted in laughter. My stomach clenched. I was just trying to figure 

out the dream, right? That’s all it was. I wasn’t gay. They couldn’t be laughing at me for 

that. How would they know? They couldn’t know because I didn’t know. Like I said: 

never had a co-pilot.  Sure, there was that lingering whisper of curiosity and wonder. But 

that wasn’t gay. Was it? 

  “Actually, gay marriage is legal in Iowa,” Cane said, taking off her army jacket 

and tossing it to the side. “But I really don’t appreciate you putting so much pressure on a 

new relationship.” Something in me brightened at Cane’s words. I nearly smiled, but 

caught myself.  

Sam threw off her glittery jean jacket and Lily caught it. “Lily. Will you join me 

on this double date?” 

As the crowd broke into smug giggles again, Cane whispered to me: “This is your 

last chance, Ella. If you wanna back out now, distance yourself from me, I wouldn’t 



blame you. They were your friends this morning.” Cane’s eyes were a deep chocolate 

brown with just a hint of honey. I didn’t want to pull away. Not at all.  

“You didn’t laugh at me when I told you about the dream,” I said. 

“Hell no,” Cane said. 

“They would.” She blinked. “They aren’t my friends,” I said, realizing they had 

never been.   

Cane cocked her head to the side again and smiled. “All right then.” She turned 

and shouted, “Bring it, Sam.” Cane bounced the ball down the court.   

 “Lily, set the timer for ten minutes,” Sam said coolly. 

Cane gave me a no look pass.  Amazed, I caught it easily.  I was in the paint and 

reached for a shot, but Sam gave me elbows.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  Despite this, the 

ball kissed the glass.  Two points for us! 

“Yeah, Ella!” Cane exclaimed as she grabbed the rebound.  She gave me a high 

five.  I grinned, but that made me miss the drop off pass. 

“Sorry,” I said, as Sam intercepted the ball. 

“Don’t sweat it,” Cane said, putting her hand on my shoulder.   Sam dribbled 

down court.  She took a shot from half court. 

Nothin but net.  Three points for them. 



“Woo!” Sam said, hands in the air.  Lily and Cane dove for the ball, and Cane 

managed to wrestle it.   She went for another shot in the paint.  She had clean aim, perfect 

wrists, but Lily was up in her space.   Messed with her follow through.  A miss. 

Cane caught the rebound.  She tossed the ball to me.  “Get it, grr,” she said. 

I bounced the ball once or twice to ground my intention.  I wasn’t at the three 

point line—that wasn’t my strength.  But if I could get another two, we’d be ahead.  I 

could feel my internal clock ticking.  I knew Lily’s cell phone timer was going to beep 

soon.  Bounce, bounce, steady, steady.  Throw.  Sink! 

Cane picked up the rebound and ran circles around me.  “Hey-ey, hey-ey, who’s 

the best to-day-ay?” she sang at me. 

“Interference,” Sam said.  “You’re literally making me nauseous,” she said. 

“Grow a brain,” Cane said, dribbling towards half court.  Sam didn’t bother to 

reply.  She managed to get control of the ball. 

“Can we get a ref up in here?!” Cane said. 

“Get a friend,” Sam said.  “Ella doesn’t count,” she said, sinking another two 

pointer.  5-4.  Damn.  Cane caught the rebound and sent me another no-look pass.  I 

caught it easily this time, assured, trusting it.  I arched my arms, ready for another shot, 

this time from the three point line.  Total swoosh, but Lily’s buzzer went off first. 

“That was not ten minutes!” Cane said.  “No fucking way that was ten minutes!  

Those points count!  Ella’s points count!” 



 Sam was too busy getting high fives from her clique to respond. 

 Cane tapped Sam on the shoulder.  “Ella’s points count,” she said.   

 “I’m sorry,” Sam said.  “Were you talking to someone here?  A friend?  You got 

one of those?” 

 Cane turned red and walked away.  I ran after her, behind us a crowd of people 

laughing, whispering, pointing.  I looked over my shoulder. Sam was spinning the ball on 

one finger. 

“Careful,” Cane called back.  “You’re pretty good at this game, too.  People might 

start talking.” 

The ball fell from Sam’s finger and rolled away on the court.  She ran away 

across the court to grab it.  Was she hiding her face? Was she crying?  What on Earth 

would Sam Jennings have to cry about at this moment?   

I turned around and ran back to the group. So much I could say, especially to 

Sam. How could she turn on me so fast? How could she throw away our years of 

friendship just because she didn’t like how somebody dressed?  Or for what she 

suspected?  Even if it was true?  How could she betray me like this? I found Sam, faced 

her, opened my mouth to speak.  But I was stuck.   

We stared at each other for a full minute.  Her lip trembled, but no tears fell.  

“Sorry,” bubbled up from my gut.  I whispered it.  Something inside Sam’s eyes 

snapped back into place.  She broke the gaze we’d shared, stared intently over her 

shoulder.  “Don’t be,” she said loudly.  “You’ve been holding me back for a while now.”  



“Sam, don’t be like that—“ I said.   

“Don’t be what? Honest?  You know I’m just friends with you because of our 

Dads, right?”  She returned her eyes to me and I could see a sadistic little smile twitching 

at the corner of her mouth. 

It was my turn to tremble.  But I couldn’t think of anything to say, anything as 

petty or mean or terrible.  I hated her in that moment.  She had been my best friend since 

second grade.  Even if it was all because of our Dads, that was the thing we never said.  

That was taboo.  She broke a code.  I wanted to slap her face, but instead, I just took off 

for Cane.  When I got to Cane, I didn’t want to stop running.  I wanted to run away from 

this horrible oracle gone wrong. 

Cane shouted after me: “Ella! Wait!” She caught up, put her arm around me. “It’s 

okay,” she said. “I don’t need to win.” 

I stopped, my mouth dry, my eyes racing over Cane’s face for a clue about how 

she could echo my dream like this. “That’s what you said before.” 

She furrowed her brow. “In your dream.” 

“Yes,” I said. “Except it didn’t turn out the same way. In the dream, we played 

against each other. You won. And here, we played together and lost.” 

She lifted my chin. My heart beat faster.  We were a block away from the 

schoolyard now and behind a grove of oak trees by a kid’s playground with a twisty slide. 

I felt safe and enclosed and temporary, like being held inside a soap bubble, or like we 



were behind a sheet that someone could tear down at any moment.  I didn’t worry about 

being seen.    

“No, Ella, I think I did win.” 

The quiet voice became an urge, and the urge led to something softer than a 

whisper. Just lips, the tease of metal. A moment of tension and release.  The glow of her 

smile afterwards.  Adjust your seatbelts. Sit back, relax and enjoy the flight.   

 

Chapter Two 

The morning after the game, Sam texted me that she didn’t need a ride that day.  

Later, I found a note from her in my locker:  I don’t need to carpool with you any more.  

And don’t talk to me. I don’t need to hear about your new girlfriend. 

I stood, reading it over and over.  Stunned.   

“Hey,” I heard.  I looked up.  That playful twisty mouth, punctuated by a lip ring.  

“Hi,” I said, hastily putting the note away. 

“You look like you could use some cheering up,” Cane said. 

I smiled.  “Well, that’s already been taken care of. ” I crumpled up Sam’s note in 

the trash, slammed my locker, and linked arms with Cane. 

Cane’s eyebrows jumped and her smile opened up, unwinding from coy to 

surprise.  “Atta girl,” she said and we walked down the hall together. 



The first ten feet were exhilarating.  No one commented.  No one really noticed.  

We walked, arm in arm, like we had done this for years, like it was expected.    

“ ‘Atta girl?’ “ I said coyly.  “Are you coaching me in something?” 

She laughed.  “No, that might be unethical if you were my client and my…” 

“Your what?” I said. 

She blushed, tickled my belly.  My body tensed. I pulled away. 

“Hey, I’m sorry,” she said.  “Are you okay?” 

I shook it off.  “Yeah,” I said.  “I just…wasn’t expecting that.” 

She nodded.  “I should have asked first.” 

“It’s okay,” I said.  I paused.  “In that spirit, how would you feel about me holding 

your hand?” 

She bowed her head, the little twisty smile returned.  “I’d feel great about that,” 

she said. 

We locked digits.  Her palm was sweaty.  Adorable.  My tension melted. 

I looked up at the clock.  Crap.  “Oh, no,” I said. 

“What now?” she asked. 

“Nothing,” I said, holding tighter, walking forward. “Just…” I remembered she 

had believed me about the dream.  Would she be as understanding about 11:11? 



“Nevermind,” I said.   

She furrowed her brow, tilted her head to one side.  “You’re going to be hard to 

keep up with, aren’t you?” she said. 

I laughed, despite myself. “Maybe.”  I twisted our arms around my back, pulling 

us close face to face.  “But maybe I’m worth it.”   

She slowly moved the inch forward to kiss me, when I saw the smart phone behind 

her head.  I pulled away hard, put a good several feet between us. 

“What’s wrong?” Lily said, putting her phone down.  “You two are so cute 

together! We just wanted to capture something for the school yearbook.  Are you guys 

going to be like, the first out couple in our school?  Congratulations!”  

“Give me that,” I said. 

“It’s already on Instagram.  A video.  Nice moves, El.” 

“Give it to her,” Cane said. 

“I told you, it’s too late,” Lily said again.  “God, I was just trying to be supportive. 

I’m not like Sam.  I have a gay uncle.  He’s totally rad.  He takes me shoe shopping.” 

Cane stepped up to Lily, grabbed the phone. 

“Hey!” Lily said.   

“There, it’s deleted from her phone’s memory.” 

  “What about her feed?” I asked. 



Cane fussed with the phone some more.  Lily said, “That’s my personal property! 

Stop messing with it!” 

“I can’t.  I don’t know her password.”  Cane paused.  “Lily. I know you think 

you’re helping, but there are plenty of people who don’t have rad gay uncles who will use 

this to torment us.  Please delete it.” 

Lily sighed. “I’m sorry you have such a pessimistic outlook.  Look, it’s going to 

get around the school regardless, if you keep making out in public.  Maybe think about 

that instead of picking on an innocent bystander.” 

I rolled my eyes.  But I didn’t think it would be as bad as Cane thought. I was high 

off my discovery of this fact: I liked girls! Well, at least Cane. A LOT.   

I grabbed her hand again.  “Come on, Cane, let’s get out of here,” I said. 

Cane threw the phone back at Lily and she caught it, snapping more pics of us as 

we left. 

“Where are we going?” Cane asked once we got outside and on to the basketball 

court. 

“I don’t know,” I said.  “Away.” 

“Ella, are we cutting class?” she said. 

I looked at her suddenly, fire in my eyes.  “Let’s go back to the playground.” 

“And…what?” she asked coyly.  She knew what.  “Have you ever cut class, 

before, Ella Harris?” 



“No, but…come on, it’s just Latin.  Who’s using that? The pope.  Fuck the pope!” 

“This pope is actually kind of cool…” Cane began.  “As popes go.” 

“Are you arguing against making out or cutting class?” I said. 

She blinked.  “Neither.  Sorry.” 

I smiled.  “Atta girl.”  

She shook her head as I pulled her along, down the sidewalk to ground zero of 

yesterday, site of my first kiss.   

This time, we perched ourselves at the top of the twisty slide, safe and enclosed by 

thick plastic, to keep us from prying eyes or cameras. 

I put my hand behind her head and static electricity jumped from my fingers to her 

neck.  

“Ouch!” she said. 

I pulled away.   

“No,” she said.  “I can take it.” 

Our lips touched and another dagger of a jolt buzzed between us.  We pulled back.   

  “I guess that’s the price of privacy,” she said.  “This plastic…maybe we should—

“ 

“I can take it,” I said. I kissed her again, hungry, and accepting that it might hurt a 

little. Our mouths lingered, danced together for a while.  She put her hand below my 



ribcage, on my side.  Just gentle, dancing fingers.  No charge.  She sighed, pulled me 

close, perched her chin on my shoulder.  “Easy does it, El,” she said.  “We’ve got time.” 

# 

Cane was right. The other kids at school started talking. First it was just the 

comments as we passed. Then they spit. Finally the notes on our backs that read “rug 

muncher” and the scrawling “dykes” on our lockers. Once, a boy got detention for 

“bullying.” But Cane got suspended over and over. Once, for spitting back. In Sam 

Jennings’ face.  Needless to say, losing Sam meant losing all my other supposed friends. 

Even Lily, with all her altruism. That crowd is kind of a package deal.   

 One lunch period Cane and I were sitting in a far back corner of the cafeteria, 

careful to be out of the way.   Sam and Simon approached us.  They were carrying their 

empty trays.  Simon had been elevated from nerd status by dating Sam, similar to how 

she’d lifted me up by being her friend—but that was in the past.   Right now it looked like 

she was dragging him over to us.  He looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here. 

“Hey,” Sam said.  “You guys going to prom?” 

Simon moved one hand away from his tray to put a censuring arm around her.  

“Come on, let’s just leave them alone.” 

“Maybe we could all rent a limo,” Sam said.  “We’ve been friends so long, Ella.” 

“We’re only freshmen,” I said quietly. 

Cane darted her eyes up at me, worried, but continued deliberately chewing her 

food, telegraphing: ignore them to me.   



“What was that?  You should speak up, Ella.   Haven’t you heard of out and 

proud?  Why are you so spaced out all the time?”   

I bristled.  “Don’t even start with me,” I said, louder.  How dare she, when she led 

the daily attacks and whispers and stares.  How could I be out and proud with her on my 

case constantly?  And as for being spacey…that’s just how I was.  I’d been like that for as 

long as I could remember.  Sam always made fun of me for it.  That didn’t help the 

situation. Cane would poke me or tickle me sometimes when I got like that and I’d snap 

back into my body, giggling.  She was the first person to be able to help me in that way. 

“What, or you’ll have your boyfriend beat me up? She is pretty scary.”  

“Sam—“ Simon said.  “Let’s go.” 

Cane cracked her knuckles and her neck.  “Don’t think I wouldn’t,” she muttered. 

 “Did you say something?” Sam said.  “Did she say something to me?” she asked 

Simon. 

He sighed.  “It’s not worth it,” he said.   “Come on.” 

Sam exhaled forcefully then let Simon lead her away.  She kept looking over her 

shoulder back at us.   That was the last time she bothered me and Cane out right.  But 

ignoring and being ignored in some ways felt worse.   I’d known her since I was eight.   

She was the first person I told when I got my period.  But we were turning into very 

different women. 



Still, all the shit I got at school didn’t matter.  It paled next to the glee I felt every 

time Cane touched me.  Or even looked at me with that cocky smile of hers.  I never knew 

I could be this happy. 

Summer finally came. Cane had a paper route every morning, and I volunteered at 

the University art museum. At dawn, we dipped down the suburban streets on our ten-

speeds, life-drunk and love-dizzy from our nights of sleepover. The route didn’t take too 

long because only a fraction of retired baby boomers still had paper subscriptions.  But 

Cane had read a comic about paper girls in the 1980s and was determined to live the 

dream.  Afternoons we’d lock our bikes together on a parking meter in front of the gift 

shop. I would draw endless portraits of her between customers. Nearly every night I’d stay 

with her. We never got caught making out. We were extremely cautious. We knew we’d 

be burned at the stake if my parents found out, but her Dad probably wouldn’t care. Still, 

we were content to let him think we were just “very good friends.” But I wanted to blast it 

all over facebook, I wanted to sing it out loud while riding our bikes.  This was my first 

relationship and it was working!  I’d never been so close to anyone.  I’d always been so 

shy.  I admit, I did less homework.  My regard with teachers suffered, but not my grades.  

So whatever. Cane was more than worth it. 

But then again, I didn’t want to breathe a word of it.  Not really.  Sometimes Cane 

would try to hold my hand at the grocery store or at a park and I’d pull away.  I had been 

naïve at first, kissing her in the hall for Lily and Instagram to find.  And we were under a 

microscope from then on out. I adored her, but I didn’t want to be looked at.  Not like how 

most kids at school looked at us.  I couldn’t bear it from strangers, from adults, who were 



supposed to know better.   I didn’t have any other friends, really, so there was no one to 

tell.  

And I wanted to keep it that way. 

She was patient with me.   But that can only last so long, especially when the 

world changed like it did. 

As wonderful as this time was, 11:11 didn’t stop hounding me.  I tried to hide it 

from Cane.  It was too much to explain—because there was nothing and everything to say 

about it, all at once.   

We’d drop back by my house early evenings sometimes to grab a snack, say hi to 

my brother.  We preferred her house.  Her Dad was a little more…grounded.  Mostly we 

managed to avoid my parents.    

  We tried to, anyways. 

  Ever since they caught wind that Cane and I were in a relationship, they’ve been 

bending over backwards to prove how hip and accepting they are. 

  This time, when we walked in, they were literally bent over backwards.  On giant 

blue yoga balls.   Meditative music was coming from the surround-sound stereo. 

  “Ella, is that you?” my Mom called in a sing-song voice, her throat sounding 

relaxed and oddly deep.  “We’re in the middle of our somaticizing session right now.  

Feel free to go in the kitchen.  I made some gluten-free zucchini bread.”  She raised her 

right arm and Dad did the same. 



  “Is Cane with you?” my Dad called.  “You two should try this some time.  Our 

counselor recommended it.  It’s helping us synchronize…physically.”  He raised his hips. 

  “Ed, I’m not sure that’s appropriate,” my Mom said under her breath.  She didn’t 

follow suit. 

  “Never mind the last part!” my Dad called, lowering his hips. 

  Cane and I gave each other an uneasy look.  She covered her mouth to stifle a 

belly laugh.  She shook with it.   

  “Thanks you guys,” I said, trying to be cheerful, but feeling a little creeped out.  

“Do you want zucchini bread?” I asked.   

  She shrugged.  “It was a little dry last time,” she said.   

  “Let’s go to my room then?” I asked.   

  “Sounds good,” she said.  

 “Hey,” I said halfway up the stairs. “I have an idea.” 

 “What?” Cane asked. 

 “How much do you want to bet that we could go have our way with each other 

right now in my bedroom and no one would ever be the wiser?” 

  “I’m not a betting man,” Cane said. “But you, good sir, are on.” We turned the 

music up and I tore off her t-shirt. I pulled her hips close to mine, my fingers laced 

through her heavy belt. We swayed there to the music. She traced her fingers up my 

stomach but I took her hand and moved it back to my hips, away from my bare skin. 



“This is a gift for you,” I said, unbuttoning her pants. She’d let me touch her plenty by 

this point, but I was still too scared to let go, so I did a lot of giving. I plowed her onto the 

bed and stayed on top of her.  Mostly she wore boxers, but today was full-on black lace 

panties with Jolly Roger skulls.  I danced my fingertips outside of her underwear.  That’s 

all it took.  She erupted in a rapturous moan.   

Around nine thirty we left my room and dropped by Trevor’s. There was 

something I’d been meaning to ask him.  He slept in the bedroom near the garage, far 

from the master bedroom and my room, which were upstairs past the living room.   We’d 

switched rooms several times as kids.  I wanted to ask him if he ever felt like his room 

was…I don’t know.  Haunted maybe.  It was so superstitious sounding I worried he’d 

laugh at me, but I’d been working up the courage to ask him for a few months.   I had this 

feeling the haunting was somehow connected with 11:11, but I couldn’t place how or 

why.  

I had learned to defer to their relationship, which had existed before the one 

between me and Cane.  That unsettled me sometimes, but I accepted it.  We knocked on 

his door, announcing, “It’s us!” and he warmly responded, “Come in!” 

 “Hey did you finish up those flyers for the rally against the CloverCo 

conference? I want to start the distro.” Cane and Trevor had their own friendship, or at 

least “working relationship.” They were members of a group of activists. Trevor founded 

it, and he and Cane were the youngest members—the others came from local colleges: 

Grinnell and Drake.  



“You sure you don’t want to come next Tuesday, Ella? There’s potluck, the 

people are really nice…” Cane asked. 

“It’s okay,” I said.  “Thanks though.”  I always felt a little left out of something 

that was so important to Cane, but I didn’t want to be a faker—just joining the group out 

of social interest when I really doubted its reason for being.  “I mean,” I started.  “Is 

CloverCo your only target?” 

“Not at all!” Cane said.  “It’s all greenwashing corporations.  We’re at a pivotal 

moment in history, Ella.  It’s either capitalism or the climate.  It’s just that simple.” 

 “But isn’t it good that CloverCo has helped Des Moines, putting people to 

work?” I said, regretting it as soon as it came out of my mouth. 

Cane’s Dad used to work on the CloverCo ethanol plastics assemblyline.  He 

recently had an injury, and his workman’s comp claim just got denied.  She’d been active 

in the group before that, but…her motivations seemed as personal as Trevor’s. 

Cane flushed.  “Ella, it’s all about the bottom line with them.  They say ‘people, 

planet, and profits’, they say ‘triple bottom line,’ but there’s only one line.  I’m sorry to 

say,” she whispered this last part, as if our Dad could hear the sacrilege from down the 

hall, and over the Frontline documentary they were now watching. 

“I’m sure if he appeals…” I started, looking back and forth between my girlfriend 

and my brother.  Cane’s head was bowed.  Trevor’s mouth was a straight, grim line. 

“Okay,” I said.  “Dad’s not perfect.  Probably Sam’s Dad who made the decision, 

anyways,” I offered. 



“It’s Dad’s show,” Trevor said.  “And CloverCo is a subsidiary of Chevron.” 

“But he’s fighting from inside!” I insisted.  Why was I defending him? I was 

definitely a Daddy’s girl growing up, but ever since puberty, Dad’s tune had changed.  

He grew colder to me the older I got.  I wanted to be impartial and form my own opinion 

about CloverCo, but everything bled together in my family.  Trevor was forever sending 

me to “informative” websites, which I never visited.  He tended to be a little militant in 

his thinking.  I picked that up from the Waffle House seminars.  

“It’s okay, I’ll take this one, Trevor,” Cane said.  “Ella.  Ethanol is not a 

sustainable product.  We’re creating endless acres of corn for fuel instead of food.” 

“I don’t even like corn,” I said.  “Why not burn it? Better than petroleum,” I said. 

“Hardly!” He said. “Those acres could be producing actual food.  Meanwhile, 

CloverCo is subsidized by the federal government, driving up the price of corn world 

wide and people across the globe are starved out of a staple crop.” 

I took a moment to reflect.  “I see,” I said. 

“It’s okay, Ella,” Cane said, kissing the top of my head.  “We still love you even 

if you are complicit in the destruction of the planet.” 

“Complicit?!” I exclaimed.  “I’m just not going to a meeting.” 

“The hottest places in hell are reserved for those who in times of great moral 

crisis, maintain their neutrality,” Trevor said. 



“That’s Dante,” I said.  “I know because I just read The Inferno for class.  Do you 

also think unbaptized dead babies are in limbo?” 

Trevor shrugged.  “I take what I like and leave the rest,” he said. 

Cane took a deep breath.  “Okay people, we all still friends?” 

“Better,” Trevor said.  “Family.”  He gave me a noogie. 

 “What is this, throwback Thursday?” I said.  “You haven’t given me one of those 

in years.  I hit him with a pillow. 

 “Easy Harrises, easy,” Cane said.  “I had a point,” she said.  “What was it?  Oh 

yeah. Flyers?  You done em?” 

 “Nah, I haven’t gotten to em yet, sorry,” Trevor said.  “I will though.” 

“Hey your parents are really into yoga, huh?” Cane said, trying to ease the 

tension. 

Clearly not getting the social cue, he rolled his eyes.  “Yes, lord makes them an 

instrument of his peace,” he said bitterly. 

“Are they religious?” 

“Hell no, that would be too dogmatic for their limousine liberal NPR-listening 

hypocritical asses,” Trevor muttered, grabbing a book off the shelf. 

Cane took a breath.  I knew she worried about the personal vendetta aspect of the 

group for Trevor.  “Right. Okay, I’ll let you two Harrises bond.  I’ll be outside Ella.” She 

kissed my cheek.  I smiled and squeezed her hand.  



 “Just family stuff,” I said. She twisted her mouth, but said, “Okay.”  She left and 

shut the door gently behind her. 

  “Can I talk to you a bit?” I asked. 

 “You ok?” 

I shrugged, scratched my ear. 

“What’s up?”  

I sat down next to him. I lost my nerve about the haunting and went with another 

worry.  “Do you ever feel invisible?”  

He rubbed his hands on the knees of his jeans. “To whom?” 

“Nevermind,” I said. “I just mean—” I zipped, unzipped, rezipped my blue hoodie 

and stared at my feet. “Mom and Dad.” 

He nodded. “They’re wrapped up in themselves. It’s not easy to get their attention 

and sometimes it’s not worth it.” He sighed, sat down at his desk and idly thumbed 

through a stack of outdated activist flyers. That was Trevor’s way of getting their 

attention. But Dad didn’t care about Trevor’s little group, and this isn’t what I wanted to 

talk about. I sat down across from him on the edge of his bed. “Do you ever feel…?” I 

started, wondering if he sensed what I sensed in this room.  Which was senseless because 

I had no idea either. 

He put his hand on my knee and looked me in the eye. “Don’t sweat them, Ella. 

Really. I’ve been under this roof four years longer than you. I was about your age when I 



figured out how narcissistic they are. You just keep doing what you’re doing. Enjoy 

yourself as best you can.  Just wait until you get to college.” He sighed and gestured to a 

calendar with giant Xs through each day. “Only 14 months and nine days.” He patted my 

knee. “You’ll be all right. Glad you have Cane.” He offered a little good-bye smile and 

nod, then picked up his book (Peak Everything: Waking Up to a Century of Declines) and 

took out the anti-CloverCo flyer he used as a bookmark. He started to read again, 

entranced by the volume in his hand. 

I nodded. “Okay, take it easy,” I said. 

“Take care,” he said vacantly and turned a page. 

I left his room, and another opportunity to talk to him evaporated.   Something in 

my gut told me if I told him about 11:11, he would get it.  Or at least want to know, or 

care.  That moment that froze me. 

We headed back to Cane’s place, went directly to her bedroom and fooled around 

some more while her father watched TV downstairs. That summer, the fear of getting 

caught shadowed every pleasure we stole. Every kiss a dare, every naked escapade a 

rebellion, every whispered word of affection a revolution. But I held tight to my secret, 

kept it even from Cane.  

But one night while we were lying in her bed, tired but still awake, the digits 

shifted to their ominous position.   I tightened up into a long line, like a pencil.  Cane was 

spooning me—but then she had to move because my body got so stiff.  “What is it?  

What’s wrong?” she asked.    



I started to cry.  She said it out loud—“what’s wrong”, but I’d said it inside my 

head for years.  Hearing it shifted something in me, and my body trembled, I melted a 

little.   “I don’t know,” I said.   “I don’t know.”   She held me.  “Shh.  Shh.  It’s okay.  

You don’t have to know.” 

I didn’t want to tell her it was about the clock.  I was afraid if I started to explain, 

I would start to understand, and I wasn’t ready for that.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 



In the fall, Cane transferred schools again. Despite her 4.0, multiple suspensions 

forced her out. That’s what had happened with her previous school, too, she told me.  I 

was devastated.  She wasn’t just my girlfriend, my first lover of any kind, she was my 

best friend, my only friend. I wanted to transfer with her, but my parents said no.  They 

were nice about it, they said she could come over whenever she wanted, and of course 

she did, but they were set on me achieving my personal best, and West Des Moines High 

was the highest ranked high school in the state.   

I saw Cane almost every day, thank god.  And as great as it was to see Cane at 

home, and at her house, fending for myself all the hours of the day at school after I outed 

myself with Cane was not easy. The first month of tenth grade, I sat alone in the cafeteria 

with earphones and sketchpad, head down to ignore the stares and comments, or to tune 

out the static noise that never opened to include me. I would see them whispering.   I’d 

glance up to blow away bits of eraser and Sam would be whispering to Simon, gesturing 

to me, rolling her eyes, and he’d just shake his head, look sorry for me.   At least Sam 

cared enough to be mean.  I didn’t want anyone’s pity.  I’d shift in my seat.  Draw faster.   

One day Sam came over alone.  Simon was absent that day.  “Hey,” she said.  

“Take those things off.” 

I sighed, pulled out the buds, stopped the Brandi Carlile song mid-phrase. 

“You okay?  You need to talk about stuff?” she said, sitting down. 

“What, did your Dad make you do this?” 

“I’m just trying to be nice.  You don’t need to be an angry lesbian.” 



“And you don’t need to be a two faced popular bitch, but here we are.” 

She paused, picked at a cuticle.  “I know you’re not angry.  You’re probably 

lonely.” 

I swallowed a lump in my throat.  “It would be nice maybe if—“ 

“Yeah.  If things were different.  If you were different, I mean.  I mean don’t get 

me wrong.   I don’t have a problem with gay people.  The normal ones.  But Cane is 

weird.  And she’s made you all weird and moody.   If you want to try and hang with us 

again, you can.  I mean, I can’t control how everybody else will treat you.  That’s up to 

you.” 

I nodded.  “Thanks, I’m cool here.” 

Sam held my gaze for a long minute.  “You’re really pretty you know, Ella.” 

I took a deep breath.  “Thanks, Sam.” 

She looked down and fidgeted with her zipper.  “Do you want to do a makeover? 

I could help you, you know.” 

That’s when it landed.  That’s when I actually, really felt sorry for her. 

“Sure, that sounds good,” I said, dreading it, but not wanting to reject the only 

offer of socializing I’d had from anyone at my school in weeks. 

“I’ll call you,” she said. 

“Okay, great,” I said. 



“Okay,” she said, half-smiled, and walked away. 

She never called. 

Eventually a couple other shy, slightly freaky kids from art class started to join 

me in my drawing time at lunch.  We called ourselves the Sketchy Club, and we had 

some laughs, but we never hung out outside of school.  Maybe we would have eventually.  

If things stayed the same.  But that’s pointless to wonder about now. 

As it was, I was too busy with Cane to worry about it.  Every day she would meet 

me after school by the playground where we first kissed and walked me home. 

I was hurrying as usual at my locker one Friday after school, eager to get away to 

see Cane.  I had the lower locker.  I had to squat down on the floor to get into it.  These 

senior jock boys…Tom and some tall guy, had their lockers right above me. 

“Man, just our luck getting Ella below us, huh,” the tall one said. 

“Yeah,” Tom said.  “What if it were some hot girl, we’d get her up against the 

wall and uhh!” He pushed his pelvis into the metal right next to my head and the door 

slammed, the whole wall of lockers shook.  They were both pinned to the wall with their 

imaginary conquest, on either side of me.    

 I was trapped between their legs. I pretended to have more to do at my locker than 

I actually did, waiting it out for them to get tired and give me room to leave.  What could 

I say?  They were talking like I wasn’t there, but they had to know I was.  In fact, the 

whole point was to draw attention to how invisible, how unworthy, how undesirable I 

was.   



“Yeah too bad Ella doesn’t go for that any more,” Tom said.  “We might have 

some fun.” 

They held their ground a moment more, then slammed their lockers and went off 

to class, laughing. 

 I ran off and asked the principal if I could get my locker changed.  He dismissed 

it.  Implied I was too sensitive.  I told Cane all about it that afternoon.  She was pissed—

she wanted to hurt those guys.  I appreciated the sentiment but since the principal wasn’t 

helping, I felt powerless.  What could I do on my own? I just wanted the weekend to 

forget about it, at least.  

Two days later, it was November 11, my goddamned birthday.  I told her to forget 

about it.  11/11 and 11:11.  Hate em both.  But she wouldn’t let it go. She said she wanted 

to make it special. Said she’d surprise me. My birthday landed on a Sunday, and she told 

me to meet her at the playground for a late-night rendezvous, around 10:30 PM. I asked 

why so late and she just said “What good’s the surprise if I tell you why?” So I snuck out 

of my house and she showed up in a tux, a top hat, and a cane. My jaw dropped when I 

saw her. Cane twirled the little cane and tipped her hat. She offered her arm to escort me 

to the swing set. I couldn’t help but laugh. I forgot, for a few minutes at least, the 

birthday curse.  The night was a little crisp, but unseasonably warm.  I thought of Trevor 

and how he’d immediately say something about carbon emissions. I couldn’t help it, 

though. I enjoyed it.  I felt wrapped in the velvet dark. 

“Madam?” Cane said, lowering her voice. 

“Where did you get that outfit?” I said, glancing behind me. No one was there.  



“Thrift store downtown,” she said. “Good finds, huh?”  

“I feel underdressed,” I said, looking down at my blue hoodie, baggy jeans, and 

sneakers.  

Cane kissed both my cheeks: “You look smashing, dahling. Happy birthday,” she 

said. “I know, I know, you hate your birthday, but I thought we could head out for a late-

night diner, coffee, and lemon meringue pie extravaganza.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. “You know my weaknesses. I’m game. You look great, 

by the way,” I said. I hadn’t told her why I hated my birthday.  I didn’t understand it 

myself, fully. I decided it would just be another night of doing my best to ignore clocks 

and watches when that minute rolled around.  

“But first…” she said, pulling out a small metal tin from her coat pocket. She 

opened the case and revealed six thin brown cigarettes. She put two cigarettes into some 

fancy 1920s style holders and passed one to me. 

I regarded it nervously, thinking of all the lectures from my parents. “Well, it is 

elegant.” With a little bow, Cane took a zippo lighter out of her pants pocket and offered 

the flame to me. I placed the holder between my first and middle fingers like I’d seen in 

the movies. I puckered my lips around the end, but it wouldn’t light. 

 “You have to breathe it in. With some intention.” Cane lit her cigarette smoothly 

and exhaled a long column at an upward angle.  

I tried again, sucking in this time. The cigarette lit. I coughed.  



Cane struggled not to smile. “No. You’re pulling too hard at it. Just let the cherry 

glow. Just breathe.”  She closed her eyes, inhaled softly and exhaled full, oval smoke 

rings. “You know, we can also share the smoke,” she said, moving in to kiss me. 

“Now that sounds a bit easier,” I said, leaning my head forward. 

Behind us, the cyclone fence rattled. Our lips inches apart, we broke away and 

turned to look. Two senior boys in crimson and yellow football jerseys. Tom. His friend. 

The locker boys.  “Hey nice hat,” Tom said.  They had two large brown bags with beer 

bottles in them. 

Cane’s shoulders tensed. Her nostrils flared and she pursed her lips.  

“Are those the boys from Friday?” she asked. 

“Leave it alone, Cane.”  

“Will you hold this, please?” Cane said. She handed me her lit cigarette. She 

crossed the playground. She slammed her body against the fence, shook it hard, and they 

stumbled backwards at this unexpected move. “Leave us alone,” she said, turning around. 

She spat. 

“You think you’re pretty tough, huh?” Tom said. He moved over to the gate. 

  “Don’t look scared,” Cane said. “But run.” I threw the cigarettes on the ground. 

We grabbed our bags and fled across the field, twenty paces ahead of the boys. But they 

caught up. Tom grabbed Cane’s arm.  

The tall one said, “Come on, man. It’s not worth it.” 



“She fucking spat at us dude.  Let me say my piece.” He pulled her in close to his 

face. “It’s not your fault, you know, the way you are. You’re just unsatisfied.” 

Cane wrestled away. “Yeah well maybe your ass is unsatisfied,” she said. 

He hit Cane in the jaw. She fell. She curled up to protect her head and her front. 

He kicked her: swift, hard, once, twice. 

My hand flew to my face, the same spot where his fist had landed on her.  I swear 

it ached.   

“Stop!  You’re hurting her!” I said. 

The tall one said to his friend, “What are you doing? You need to relax.” 

“You heard what she said! I’m sorry, were you not offended? Maybe you like it 

like that?” 

“No, that’s not what I’m saying, it’s just, I think you made your point.”  

Tom ignored his friend. He turned to me. “Your girlfriend has a mouth on her. 

You have anything to add?”  I wanted to scream at him.  I wanted to claw at his face, but 

he was bigger than me and Cane was down.  I shook my head.  

Cane was on the ground, rocking herself. “Come on, Tom, let’s get out of here,” 

the tall one said. 

Tom looked me up and down. “Nothing to say? Well that’s good. But we know 

she hasn’t been givin it to you right, has she?”  He undid his belt buckle and took a step 

towards me. The sound of the metal. The click. The slither of leather…the click, the 



slither of leather, the click…over and over, a sound on loop. A frozen moment, on pause, 

repeat, pause, repeat, always, every day at 11:11, in my dreams, echoed every night like a 

DJ sampling a haunting track. But that was just a memory. Click, slither. Here it was, real 

again, outside my head. Real noise. Real belt, real hands, real…Not feedback. I ran. 

“Eleven eleven,” I breathed to myself. “Fucking birthday. Eleven eleven.”  In and out, in 

and out. I closed my eyes for a moment, then opened them again. I ran for blocks, letting 

the trees on manicured boulevards whiz past me. Eleven eleven was my chant, my 

engine, the only thing that could keep me running away from Cane. I hated it, I hated 

myself, I had to run. Yes, I had to run.  

I stopped.  

What was I doing? Oh God, Cane…Cane would never do this to me. Leave me 

like that. I couldn’t live with myself. But those boys…what if they hurt me?  Wait a 

second.  What if they hurt her? Hell no. I ran back the way I came for blocks, crying, my 

body shaking. My legs felt full of needles, and every time I struck concrete, I felt like I 

was hitting quicksand. I thought I would collapse with every step. 

I took a short cut back and veered down the busy street in front of the Lost Planet--

the crazy big patch of parched land in Des Moines where some chemicals got dumped. It 

looks like the surface of the moon in places. The street was pretty empty, so I thought I 

could cross it, but I heard a mack truck squeal on its breaks. Its lights flashed bright and 

close. I leapt into some underbrush, underneath some trees. My heart rattled my ribcage. 

The truck almost hit me! I tried to catch my breath, but then I heard voices beyond the 

wooded area. A girl and a man. The girl sounded frightened. Delirious, I thought it might 



be Cane. I hoped it was her, at first. I pushed branches out of my way in the dark, unsure 

of my footing. I came to the edge of the trees and let out a breath, the bleached land spread 

out before me, an echo of the moon that illuminated it. But I still couldn’t see where the 

voices were coming from. 

  “It has to be this way, I’m sorry,” a man’s voice said. 

  “I trusted you!” a young girl’s voice yelled back. Not Cane. But a familiar voice. 

Eerily familiar. I couldn’t place it. 

  “As Tah says,” the man said. Who’s Tah? 

  “You don’t have to kill me. I could run and hide somewhere. I could pretend to be 

someone else! You can just say someone else shot me, some fringe element, or it was an 

accident, and then you can worship me, or whatever the world needs. Please.” 

“I don’t want to shoot you. I don’t want to do that at all. I’ve grown to care about 

you very much.  I wish you could see how hard this is for me.” 

  “Then…we can work it out?” 

    Who was she? I knew her. I knew I knew her.  

  “Cane are you here?” I cried. I knew it didn’t make sense. But I needed her, I 

wanted her, and I wanted to be with her and helping her, and this place scared me more 

than the boys. The girl screamed, and something settled on me like a cold wet cloth. I 

screamed, without thinking, without pausing, as if my voice flowed from the girl’s.  

  Something inside me told me to look at my watch. Yes. 11:11. 



   Then a crack like dry thunder. I collapsed.  

   A knot of nausea curled itself through my gut, spiraling outwards up into my 

throat, down into my bowels. I felt like a wet dishrag being wrung from both ends. I 

wanted to vomit, I wanted to shit, I wanted to moan, I wanted to curl into a ball, fall 

asleep, rock myself, make it stop, make it stop, and then a white heat hit my chest and the 

pain vanished. I vanished. My skin disappeared. I was all bone. 

 

 

 

 

	  


