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.nd where all of the foulest gossip takes place. You can feel it in
he ;emosphere the moment you step through the door—it’s what makes
the air $O thick and hard to breathe, because it’s full of lies and heartache.

There were a couple of girls already claiming space by the sinks once
we crossed the threshold. I only caught the tail end of their discussion,
comething about a boy who either forgot the significance of the date or was
just the best boyfriend ever for surprising one of them with a billion roses.
But once the gitls glimpsed us through the mirrors, it was silently agreed
upon chat none of us wanted to breathe the same air, and so they sashayed
out on high heels without glancing in our direction.

[ found a suitable place to stand that would keep my shoes dry and
leaned my back against the wall as Akilah ripped off half a roll of toilet
paper from one of the stalls and watched herself in the mirror dabbing at
her heavily painted eyes. Smudges of mascara and eyeliner came away with
her tears, but she seemed okay with this so long as it wasn’t smeared across
her cheeks.

“It’s just hard you know?” she said berween sniffs. “Especially with
today and being in the same classes as him and everything. And he’s really
nice, so I don’t wanna like, ignore him or anything. It’s just painful, you
know?”

I nodded...I was already nodding. I glanced at my reflection over her
shoulder to make sure I had the best pitying face I could muster. It wasn't
that T didn’t care that she was still mortified after her boyfriend of about
two months had suddenly broken up with her what was now three months
ago. Emotions were squishy; fragile things; I knew that. So I continued to
nod and lend her my ear, the way I did every other day for every other girl
friend who had problems like this...and all of them had problems like this.

“Have you talked to him?” I asked.

“Yeah, and we're still friends and all. It’s just hard because like, I love
him you know? I mean, I really thought he was the one.”

I furrowed my brow with sympathy while inside my lungs deflated
with an exasperated sigh—although, I wasn’t sure if it was a sigh for her or
for myself. It came attached to a sudden wave of bitterness as I got lost in
the thought of my walk to the band room only moments before.

I'd been strolling alongside my best friend, chatting casually while
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floor, which also served a dual purpose in keeping my eyes off of Coll
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I'd stopped when my eyes fell upon th(::: wilting carnation lying op g
dusty tiles of the main hall. I bent to pick it up with a poignant sensatiop
of sadness for the discarded flower, and yet I could feel myself smiling. |
turned to Collin who'd hardly slowed his pace to wait for me and held ¢y,
the carnation.

“Can you hold this for a sec?”

He took it without question and waited with it pinched between hjs
fingers for all of one second before I held out my hand, palm up.

“Okay, now give it back.”

He obeyed, and I forced a heap of brightness into my smile. “Aw, thank
you!” I exclaimed, now gazing at the lost little flower with affection. “No
one’s ever given me flowers before!”

He gave a half-hearted little chuckle, almost as if he felt he had to, and
said nothing. I had waited until he turned down a separate hallway to get
to his next class before I'd let my phony smile fall to the floor.

“Do you actually know what love is?” I said to Akilah now. When I

looked up to her, she was still rambling on about Arthur and everything

that sucked about not being with him, and I realized I hadn’t actually
spoken the words out loud.
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ter hair She hadnt taken- }:er. eyes o’ff of t%le mirror yet. “I just really want
him back you know, bl.lt it’s like, he’s not.mtereftcd. But he’s so sweet and
we get along and we still talk and everything...

] tuned out again. Not on purpose. I knew what she was saying; it was
the same stuff she'd been repeating for the last few months. The first week
1d full-heartedly put all effort into trying to comfort her. The second week
I still offered what advice I could. After the first month, I fell into my
outine of nodding and asking her the same questions while I let my eyes
drift around the bathroom.

I glanced at my reflection again. Despite being about two years older, I
was a good head shorter than Akilah. My skin wasn’t as dark as hers, which
made the irritated red bumps and blotches on my face stand out more.
My hair was doing that annoying thing it did when frizzy curlicues pulled
away from my ponytail and refused to stay down. She was a lot slimmer
than I was, and I was aware of that every waking moment that I stood or
cat next to her. She was a beautiful girl; she was a young girl; she was a nice
girl, a cool girl, a fun girl. And yet, it would take her that much longer to
understand that the stomach-turning giddiness shed still had after dating
Arthur for two months wasn’t actually love. But who was I to suggest that?
Werent we both standing in the girls’ bathroom:?

I again looked away from my reflection to Akilah who was now leaning
with her back against the sink. I wanted to smile sympathetically, but I'm
sure it didn’t come out right. I could’ve whined too, offered her solace with
my opinion that Valentine’s Day was stupid, said something like, “Boys
just don’t understand; they go to the bathroom alone.”

Instead, I crossed the space between us with open arms. She fit herself
shamelessly in my embrace and held me in return. 1 patted her back with
a tender hand and said nothing because 1 knew there was nothing she
could’ve said to me either.

She sighed. “You're a good friend.”

I smiled, though I wasn’t so sure if I should. “You are, too...It1l all

work out. It is only high school. We've got better things to look forward
to")



