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Chapter 1
 “It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?” a young boy said. The moon seemed to be brighter than it ever had before. He was lying on the slanted roof of a house, looking up at the slightly cloudy sky. It got momentarily darker as the moon passed behind one. The young girl sitting next to him had her knees up to her chin. She stared off, apparently deep in thought.


“It really is, Lan.” She replied after a long silence. Her nose-length black hair waved as a slight breeze passed by.


Lan’s heart sank again. Why can’t I do it? I want to ask her out. The words keep catching in my throat. He thought to himself. 

She laid down next to him and looked up at the stars in the sky. Lan allowed himself to smile.

With barely a light near them, there was nothing to ruin the view. Hundreds upon thousands of luminous orbs were visible. Lan could even see the curve of the Earth’s atmosphere, far above them. Even more impressive was the sight of the Milky Way, looking almost like a ring of nebula around the planet.
We’re starting our freshman year soon. Do I want to wait until after we start high school? No way. I’ve been wanting to do it for a long time. It’s now or never. 
Lan looked over at her as she cupped her hands together. 
“What’ve you got there, Natalie?” He asked. She opened her hands. A lightning bug flashed a few times before flying away once again. 

“There’re a lot of them down there in the field.” She said in a soft voice as she nodded her head toward the corn field across the street. Lan sat up and looked. There was a flash nearly every other second.

“I prefer the stars. Night’s always been better for me.” Lan said, his brown hair moving as he talked.
“I know what you mean. It’s almost comforting.”

“I hate summer, though.” 

“You’ve told me like five times already. ‘It’s too humid’ or ‘I like it cooler.’ Stop being a baby.”

Lan looked over at her after the pause. He slowly moved his hand and put it on top of hers. Her hand closed around his. They looked over at each other. She was smiling, and he wasn’t surprised to find that he was, too. 
“This is different.” Lan said.
“Yeah.” She replied. 

A much older Lan sat up in his bed. He groggily rubbed his eyes, at least what could be thought to be his eyes; his hair was longer and covered his face to the tip of his nose. Can’t I have a normal dream? It’s been a long time since I have. Every time I sleep, it’s just memories. That one was from ten years ago. Before I ever…
 He slipped back into unconsciousness before he could finish the thought.
“I’m telling you, Metal Gear Solid is better in every way than Ocarina of Time. It can’t even compare.” Another Lan said while taking a book out of one of the many green lockers in the hallway. He was a few years older than the one from the last “dream.”  

“What? Ocarina is so much better! How can you even say that?” a student asked. His white hair was longer than average, nearly covering his ears.


“Don’t get me wrong, Ocarina’s good. But Metal Gear just has an amazing story.” Lan replied.


“Look at me, I’m Solid Snake! I don’t have any eyes! My graphics suck!”


“Mike, stealth is the way to go. I mean-“ he was cut off by the sound of the bell ringing that told them they had two minutes to get to their next class. He quickly grabbed a folder from his locker and slammed it shut. Mike pulled a CD out of a pocket in his jean jacket and pushed his glasses farther up on his nose. 


“This is a mix of the greatest jazz songs ever made. I graciously made you a copy so you could enjoy its magnificence. Now bow down and worship me.” Mike laughed and handed him the CD. By the time Lan looked back up, Mike was already waving, going to his next class.


Lan walked the opposite way and went up the stairs. He looked through the windows as he walked up to the next floor of Warsaw High School. His class was just at the top of the stairs. Most of the other students were already in their seats.

The Biology 2 room was nothing special when it came to looks. There were four rows of desks facing the blackboard, which still had notes scribbled on it from last period’s class. The windows overlooked one of the school’s many courtyards, and the teacher had pulled the blinds down a little to keep the sun from shining in their eyes. Lan sat down in his seat in the back of the second row. A few fresh drawings were on the desk, compliments of whoever had the seat before him. He had chosen the desk because it had a black science room table behind him that he could rest his head on.


“I asked you to do problems one through nine on page 357 yesterday. Please pass it to the front of your row.” One student raised his hand. The teacher looked at him and smiled. “Drew, I know. You didn’t do your assignment, but it wasn’t your fault.” 


Everyone else laughed as he passed their homework up. Lan saw a girl looking at him on the other side of the room. Haven’t seen her before. Must be new. She looked at him for another few seconds before she gave him a big smile and turned back around. Lan raised an eyebrow. Nice.

Soon afterwards, he fell asleep on his desk.  He woke up to the sound of the bell. The girl who had smiled at him had already left. Lan’s stomach sank. Just my luck.

He picked up his books and went back down to his locker. He entered  his combination and threw his stuff into it. He felt a tingling in his ear as the sound behind him temporarily dulled.


“Mike, you can stop trying to sneak up on me.” Lan said without turning around.


“How do you do that?” Mike asked. 


“I don’t know, I just do. My hearing’s always been good, you know that.” 

“Yeah, there’s never been much of getting away with anything around you.”


Lan shrugged. They both walked down the hallway, passing the main gym as they went to the cafeteria. The same girl Lan had seen in the classroom the period before walked in front of them, apparently going the same way.

“Who is that?” Mike whispered to Lan.


“I have no idea. She must be new. She was in my last class.”


“Yeah, she probably is. What I do know is she’s flippin’ cute.” Mike said.


She turned her head and smiled at them.


“Hey, Lan, you think she heard me?” Mike blatantly stated. She nodded in front of them and gave a small chuckle. By then, they were already to the cafeteria. Lan and Mike sat down because the line was too long, but she went and got in it.


Mike started talking about the unfair amount of homework his English teacher gave him. Lan halfway listened while still keeping an eye on the new girl. When he looked back at Mike, he had stopped talking and had pulled out a book on Greek mythology.

“You’ve got a new one, huh?” Lan asked.


“Of course. This is as good as it gets.” Mike replied as he licked his fingers to turn the page.


The young woman had now sat down, but at a table by herself. Lan sat up and started walking toward her. No better time to introduce myself.

He sat down at the table.


“Hi, I’m Lan. Why are you over here by yourself?”


She slowly looked up at him. Her long, red hair was outdone only by her green eyes. A small amount of freckles dotted her face.


“Hey. I’m Amy. I’m by myself because no one wants anything to do with the new girl. At least no one has yet.”


“How about you come over and sit with my friend and I over there?” Lan asked. 

“What? The table with the Nerd?” 


“Hey, we’re both Nerds. Come on over, and we can show you how much fun we can be. We can start spouting d20 terms from D&D or something.”


Amy smiled and picked up her books.


Two months of memories seemed to fast-forward in his mind.


Lan once again woke up and yawned. He glanced at his clock next to his bed. It read 3:20 am. Amy…why am I remembering all this now? First, one from ten years ago, and now one from eight? Makes me wish I was a normal person who didn’t remember their dreams. But, since when has anything been normal for me?

He once again fell asleep with the dim red glow of his alarm clock being the only light in the room.

The “dream” continued from where it had left off: Two months after he met Amy.


Lan was sitting at the top of the stairs that lead to the second floor of the gym. He leaned on the rail as he slowly closed his eyes.

“She really likes you, you know.” A voice said from beside him. Lan quickly opened his eyes.

“Hey, Natalie. How come you’re the only person who can ever sneak up on me?” Lan asked.


“I’m just a naturally quiet person.” She said. She was sitting next to him as she spoke.


“And who really likes me?” Lan asked, apparently just realizing what she had said.


“You talk about her all the time.” She said as she closed her eyes.


“Amy?” Lan asked, raising an eyebrow.


“You are a dense one, Lan Mikara. It took me telling you for you 
to figure it out? She’s dropped so many hints, it’s not even funny.”

“She has?” he laughed. “I really must be dense.”


“You want my opinion?” Natalie asked.


“When don’t I?”


“You like her, and now you know she likes you. Ask her out. She wants you to.”


“I may have to take your advice, then.” Lan said with a smile.


“She’s in the cafeteria eating lunch.”


Lan looked at her with an uncomfortable expression. 


“That must’ve been hard to tell me, considering…”


Natalie shrugged and smiled at him. 


“What’s past is past, Lan. Don’t worry about it.”


“I have her last period study hall. I’ll ask her then. I need a little time to think about what to say.” Lan said.


“It’s easy, all you say is-“ Lan narrowed his eyes into slits.


“Okay, okay. I’ll let you figure it out.” Natalie finished as she laughed.


“Hey, Natalie?”


“Yes?”


“Thanks.” 


She looked over at him with the one eye her long, black hair wasn’t covering.


“I never said the information was free.” She said with a smile.


“Oh? How’s that?” Lan asked.

“I know Mike likes me. I’ve been hinting around it for like three months. Think you can help me out a little?”

“That’d be an acceptable exchange.” Lan said.


“You’re a Nerd.”


“What? Just because of my exceptional vocabulary?” 


“Point in case.” Natalie said.


The next few periods were uneventful. Lan was surprised to see that Algebra 2 flew by, instead of taking the whole day. Class tends to take a while when I do nothing but stare at the same poster for the whole hour and fifteen minutes of class.

As the bell rang in his second to last class, Lan sat up in his seat and gathered his books together. He’d been wondering how to ask her out, and, now that he was about to do it, his heart was racing. I’ll see how this turns out, then.

He once again walked to the cafeteria. Amy was already sitting at their table. Fortunately, this study hall didn’t have too many people.

Lan snuck over to her seat. She had her back to him, and didn’t seem to hear him. He put his head over her shoulder and whispered into her ear.


“Hi.” He said as she let out a small yelp, nearly falling out of her chair.


“Lan, you scared me.” She said with a smile.


“That was my intention.” He said. Amy hit him with a rolled up notebook. Lan put his books on the table and sat down.

“How’s your day been?” He asked.


“Just another day at school. I fell down the stairs in gym.”


“Consider it an initiation rite. You can’t say you’re a member of Warsaw High School until you’ve fallen down a set of stairs at least once.”


“I was close to the bottom. Seth helped me up.” She said.


“He’s a cool guy.”


“Yeah, he is.” She said. There was a short pause. 


Lan looked at the clock. Class had started. He hadn’t even heard the bell ring, a strange occurrence for him. That doesn’t happen very often.

“Hey, Amy, I was wondering if you’d want to…um…go see a movie with me this weekend?” he said. He felt his face turning red.


Amy smiled. “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t a ‘just friends’ thing?”


“Because it’s not.” Lan said.


“Yeah, I’d like that.” Amy said.


“Glad that part’s over…” he said. Amy looked into his eyes and smiled.


Lan sat up in his bed again. The clock showed it had been nearly four hours since he had last awoke. What’s with all the stuff about old girlfriends? I mean, I broke up with Amy eight years ago. Out of sight, out of mind, right?.

He had almost three hours before he had to be to work, but as he stood up, he found he wasn’t even tired. He could easily run on four hours of sleep a night, but eight every once in a while didn’t hurt, either.


He started stretching, popping his joints in ways most would cringe at. I guess I’ll go to the gym for a while…that’ll get my blood flowing better than sitting here wishing I was doing something.


Lan walked over to his dresser and changed from his pajamas into a pair of athletic shorts and an A-shirt. That was before I ever found out. We went to the movies later that week. I asked her out the next day. That would put it about two-thirds of the way into our junior year. I was that young once?


Lan looked up from the floor. I can’t live in the past. What’s done is done.

Even though he could have gotten there so much faster, he walked to the gym. He couldn’t seem to get all of the thoughts out of his head.


As he walked through the door of the gym, a large, burly man saw Lan come in.


“Lan, you up for a round?” he asked, pointing towards a boxing ring in the middle of the room. Lan nodded and went over to his locker. He took off his shirt, put on his helmet, and strapped his gloves on. He got in before the other man, but it didn’t take long for him to get in, too. 

“None of your Kung-Fu stuff, Lan. Just straight boxing.” His toned body made him look feet taller than Lan. He worked out quite a bit, but didn’t even come close to matching the mass of the other man.


“It’s Aikido. Kung-Fu’s Chinese.” Lan replied


The big man stepped forward, lunging with a left jab. Lan moved his head to the side, dodging the blow. He brought his glove up into the larger man’s abdomen, but not with enough force to do much damage.

Before he new it, the big man had also taken a hit in his shoulder and the side of his head. The power of the hit and the blow to his head knocked him to the mat. After a few seconds of lying on his back, he broke out laughing. Lan tried to smile, but his mouth guard wouldn’t let him.


“How can you be so fast, man?” The big man asked, somewhat audible. Lan shifted his own mouth guard to the roof of his mouth.


“I train. And I’m just fast.” Lan said as he helped him up.

At the start of the second round, it was Lan who made the first move. He delivered a light hit. The big man jabbed with a hit that Lan could have easily avoided, but he moved just enough for the blow to hit his shoulder.


After the match Lan started exercising. Bench presses, squats, anything to get his mind off of Amy. Nothing seemed to work as another memory came to mind. 

Lan and Amy were walking to the public library in “downtown” Warsaw. It couldn’t really be called that, considering that the only differences between “downtown” and “not downtown” were about a story in height and a courthouse.


It was one of those lazy Saturdays where there was nothing to do except spend time with your friends. They had already gone through two conversation topics and had moved on to current gossip about friends.


“So, you just decided to play matchmaker?” Amy asked.


“Natalie asked me to tell Mike that she liked him. After that, he didn’t need much convincing. I thought about charging twenty bucks for my services, but I didn’t think either of them would go for it.” Lan said with a smile.


“She’s thankful. They’re doing really well.”


“I could still use the twenty bucks.” 


“Oh, give it up.” Amy laughed.


“I talk to Mike a lot. He tells me how it goes. He says it’s really good, too.” Lan felt a raindrop on his face. I hope we make it there before it gets bad.

No sooner had the thought gone through his mind, the rain started coming down in heavy sheets.  They ran to a nearby overhang; but by then, they were both soaked. Amy sat on a bench. 


Instead of sitting with Amy, Lan walked back into the rain and looked up, letting it run over his face. He closed his eyes and looked over at Amy.


“Come on out. It feels good.” Lan said.


“No…” Amy said with a concerned look on her face.


“Why not?”


“Because I…I chose a really bad day to wear a white shirt.” 


Lan took off his jean jacket and put it around Amy and sat down next to her. 


“Thanks, Lan.” She said with a smile on her face. She put her head on his shoulder. 


And there they sat, listening to the rain on the metal overhang above them. Time’s an interesting thing. Some things can pass so quickly, I wonder why I even bothered doing them in the first place. Others pass extremely slowly.

This is one of the slow ones, and I want it to last forever.


After nearly a lifetime, or so it seemed, of listening to the rain, it 
stopped. He had put his arms around her. She lifted her head up and looked at him. 


“That was nice.” She said. Lan looked back at her. Their eyes met, and they moved closer together.


And then they kissed, with a few scattered pings of water hitting the metal above them being the only sound. As they slowly moved their heads away, Lan looked at Amy. Has she always been this beautiful? 


He looked at the wet ground next to them. Probably shouldn’t keep that thought to myself.


“Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?” he asked.


“Nope.” Amy said, smiling. 

“Well, you’re extremely beautiful. Now I’m wondering how I got the courage to ask you out in the first place.”


“I’m glad you did.” She said, looking back at him. She put her hand on top of his.

And that was when Lan realized he’d been holding an eighty-pound weight up for over a minute. He flexed his arms a few times after quickly putting it back on its stand. His arms burned a lot, but nothing seemed damaged. Note to self: Past girlfriends and heavy weights don’t mix very well.

He finished his hour of work out time before going back to his apartment. As his shower warmed up, he put a breakfast burrito in the microwave so it would be ready when he was done. Lan got in the shower and let the water run through his hair. Strands of it clumped together in front of his face.

A few minutes later, he was drying himself off. He looked at his face in the mirror, two purple eyes staring back at him. He picked up his comb and ran it through his hair, once again covering his eyes.

Chapter 2

“Lan, the pinball machine’s broken again!” A young woman said as Lan walked in the door to the arcade.


“The same one? I can only jury-rig this thing for so long, you know. We’re going to have to get a pro to do it sooner or later.’ He replied, shaking his head. The only thing I’ve seemed to do since I’ve worked here is fix this pinball machine, and I’ve here for three years.

Lan went in the back, looking for the tool kit. It wasn’t in its normal spot. He looked around the room, moving things and looking under them.

“Ashley, where’s the tool chest?” He yelled.

I brought it up here already.” She replied. He walked back to the front. She was smiling at him, holding up the tools.


“Thanks.” He said as he took them from her. Her bright smile almost made him smile back, but he had too much on his mind to respond. As he walked to the pinball machine, he saw her staring at him. She had shoulder-length black hair and was quite attractive. Why am I noticing now how good she looks? He looked through the front window. Probably because I’ve been too busy staring out that window while I work here. Or, maybe, it’s because I’m thinking about… 

The thought stopped in his head as he froze in front of the pinball machine. He already spotted the problem.


“Uh…Ashley? You didn’t plug it in.” He said with a sigh.


“You can’t be serious.” She said as she started to walk over. She laughed as she saw the plug on the floor.


“Six months, and I still forget to plug things in. Leave it to me.” She said as she reached down and plugged it in the wall. The lights came on, along with the sound effects.

“Don’t worry, we all make mistakes. That’s nothing. One night, I left everything turned on. Ran the electric bill through the roof. The owner came this close to not paying me that week.” 

Lan stood back up and offered her his hand. She took it and he helped her stand back up. 


The arcade didn’t open for another half hour. Lan spent the whole time wiping off screens and buttons on the arcade games.

As soon as he unlocked the front door, a few hardcore Dance Dance Revolution fans stepped through. Nearly every day, the same group of people came and played DDR for an hour, sometimes longer. Never been much a player myself. Don’t like the music.

They walked to the counter and got twenty dollars worth of tokens, handing him four five-dollar bills. He assumed each of them pitched in a five so they could all play for a while. Lan went behind the counter and sat down next to Ashley. He looked over at her. She was staring out the same window he did.  He leaned over and put his face in front of hers. She shook her head and smiled.

“Sorry, I tend to do that a lot when I’m thinking.” She said. The music from all the games was blaringly loud.


“I do the same thing. Same window. What’re you thinking about?” Lan asked, trying not to be rude, but inserting his typical stoicism.


“My boyfriend broke up with me last night. I’m just going over everything.” She said.


“I didn’t even know you had been dating someone.” Lan said, raising a non-visible eyebrow.


“It’s what you get for being such a quiet guy.”


Lan looked back out the window. “I haven’t always been the type who keeps to himself. But things change.” 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen your eyes.” She said, moving a little closer. She almost moved the hair from in front of his face, but he backed away. A sad look came over her.

“I don’t like anyone looking at them. I call it an irrational fear.”


“Well…maybe some other time.” She said as she ran a finger down his arm. Lan looked down at his arm. It’d been a long time since anyone had touched him in anywhere close to an intimate way. Just another thing to add to the soup that is my thoughts. Man, I should’ve had more for breakfast.

The arcade started getting busier after the schools got out. Ashley had to try to fix a shooting game that had shorted out. As she bent over, the young high school students started commenting about her figure. They carried on their conversation, talking as if she wasn’t even there. Lan sighed and walked over to them, standing between the two boys and Ashley. He was at least a foot taller than them.

“Unless you guys have nothing better to do than get a cheap thrill by staring at her ass, go away. Leave her alone. She’s trying to fix the game for you.” Lan said in an intimidating voice. The two growled something and walked away to play another game. Ashley stood back up.


“Thanks. I get sick of getting flirted with while I’m here. Actually, that wasn’t even flirting; that was just being visually fondled.” She said with a laugh. 

“No problem. I don’t want you to have to go through that kind of stuff. I got sick of hearing it all through high school and college.” He said. 


“Oh, so my butt’s not good enough for you?” She said, adding a flirty smile. Lan laughed and sat back down behind the counter.


They were able to take a lunch break around two o’clock. It wasn’t much, they just sat behind the counter and ate instead of sitting there dealing with customers. Lan always went to pick-up food from Sun’s place. Sun owned a Japanese take-out that Lan had been introduced to. Every day he got the same thing: Four pieces of sushi and a bowl of plain rice. They didn’t remember to charge him half of the time. 


“Ashley, you want anything from Sun’s?” Lan yelled. She was in the back room getting a new roll of tickets for one of the coin drop games.


“No, I brought my lunch today. Thanks, though.” She replied.


“Alright. I’ll be back, then.” He walked out of the door. The restaurant was many blocks away. A long walk for most, but not for Lan.


He returned with a bag of food and sat down at the counter. He emptied the contents onto the table behind the register and ate two pieces of sushi, the correct way: in one bite. He quickly ate his serving of plain rice and then finished off the last of the sushi, all the while thinking.

He spent the rest of the day receiving tickets and exchanging them for points or prizes. Ashley looked at him a few times, but otherwise left him alone. The only other thing that stood out was a boy trading in ten-thousand tickets for a lava lamp and a CD player. Doesn’t he realize it would be cheaper just to buy them at the store than trying to get tickets at an arcade? He looked at the boy and smiled. Who am I kidding? I would’ve done the same thing at his age.

Part of him was starting to regret not flirting with Ashley more. There was a definite attraction there, but he didn’t know what to do about it yet. He was still wondering why he was thinking about Amy, too. Is it bad that I’m worrying more about why I’m thinking about her than actually thinking about if I still care for her? Denial is the easiest way of solving plenty of problems.


He had arguments with himself like this all the time, but it was the first time in a long while it had been about a girl. It had been even longer since it had been about more than one. At least I’ve got time to think about it.


Ashley locked the door of the arcade as she and Lan walked through it. They weren’t open as late on weekdays, because most of their business came on the weekends. Lan gave the door a pull to make sure it was completely closed; it had a nasty habit of not shutting all the way.


Lan started to walk the opposite direction when he heard Ashley say something from behind him. He stopped and turned around.

“Hey, Lan? Um…would you want to…get some coffee or something with me?” Ashley asked. She obviously had some trouble asking. Lan was silent for a few seconds.


“Yeah, alright. I could go for something like that right now.”


“I know a nice place a few blocks away. Do you want to follow me there? Or I could give you a ride there and come back here.” She asked.


“Um, about that…I don’t have a car.”


She eyed him suspiciously. “Where do you live?”


“About two miles away from here.”


“And you walk?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“Every day?”


“Yes.”


“You’re an odd one, Lan. So do you want to ride with me? I could take you back to your place afterwards.”


“That’d be appreciated.” 


They both walked over to her car and got in. She keyed the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot.

“What kind of music do you listen to?” She asked.


“I can guarantee that it’s not what you have here.”


“Oh, really?” She asked, trying to sound offended and cute at the same time. “What would that be, then? Heavy metal? Punk?”

“You got the Punk part right. But, considering I have Sex Pistols, The Ramones, and The Stooges patches on my jacket, It’s not surprising you figured that out.” 


“Is that all you listen to?” She asked, embarrassed.


“Jazz, Swing, and Classical.” He replied.


“That really doesn’t seem to fit you.” 


“I’m not easy to read.”


“Well, it looks like I have some things to learn.” She said as she pulled up to a red light. She turned her head to look at him. He was looking out the passenger-side window.

Lan stared out the window, thinking. Now she asks me to do something with her? I’m not one to assume things. Never have been. But after thinking about her, I’m kind of hoping that she’s just not being nice. 

Then there’s Amy…that’s what’s dominating right now. I can’t concentrate on anything else. Hopefully I’ll figure it out soon. 

“Ashley, why did you ask me to come with you?” Lan asked. He raised an eyebrow, even though she couldn’t see it. He scratched his brown soul patch on his chin.


Her answer wasn’t immediate. “I want to get some coffee with the guy I work with.”


At least her answer was delayed. I’ll play along.

“Okay.” He said.


“Is something wrong, Lan?” She asked.


“I don’t want to bother you with it. I don’t even know why I’m thinking about it in the first place.” He continued looking out the window.


“You can ‘bother’ me any time you want. What’s on your mind?”


“It’s nothing.”


She dropped the subject.


They pulled up in front of Lan’s apartment building after a semi-awkward drink. He found out that the café they went to was one of Chicago’s more expensive ones. Good thing I don’t like coffee.

“Thanks for the ride.” Lan said. He turned his head to look at her.


“Yup. We should do it again sometime.” 


Lan didn’t reply. He opened the door and started to get out.


“What, you’re not going to invite me in?” She asked with a forced smile.

“No.” The expression on the visible half of his face didn’t change.


“I’m kidding. I’m not that kind of girl.” She added, smiling for real this time.


“I know.” He got out and closed the door.

Chapter 3

Lan exhaled the breath he’d been holding for the last handful of seconds. He was lying on his couch, staring at the ceiling.

And there he sat for nearly an hour. His cell phone began to ring in his pocket with the “beep beep” of the codec from Metal Gear Solid. He resisted the temptation to answer it while crouched on one knee.


“Hello?” Lan said as he answered the phone.


“Hey, man. It’s Mike.”


“Mike! What’s up?” Lan said as a smile came across his face. 


HARDCORE REWRITE: TALKING ABOUT THE WEDDING DATE, “READY TO BE THE BEST MAN”, ETC.

Change to clearing up details, already knew about

“I proposed to Natalie tonight.”


“Took you long enough. What’d she say?” Lan asked.


“She said yes. She said yes!” Mike started laughing.


“Sounds like you just realized what happened.”


“I think that’s it. It just sank in.”


“When’re you getting married?” Lan asked.


“We didn’t talk about it yet. But I’d say within the next few months. And I was wondering…” 


“About?” Lan said.


“You want to be my best man?”


“Seriously?”



“Of course.” Mike said.


“Can I wear my jacket?” Lan asked.


“No.” Mike laughed.


“Just checking. Yeah, I’ll do it.”


“Thanks, man.” 


“What else would I say?” Lan said.


“I do have a piece of information. Something you may like.”


“Yeah? What’s that?” 


“Amy’s going to be there.” Mike said. Lan didn’t reply.


“You still there?” Mike asked. 


“It’s interesting you brought that up, especially today.”


“Why? What happened?” 


“Oh, I dreamed about her last night. It’s been nearly the only thing on my mind all day. I don’t know why. I haven’t thought about her for a long time. It’s a weird coincidence.” Lan said. Mike cleared his throat.


“’In my experience, there’s no such thing as coincidence; only the Force.” Mike said. He broke out laughing.

“I’m serious, man.” Lan said.


“Just like old times. Aren’t we getting a little old for drama?”


“Drama?” Lan asked, a spark of anger flashing. That’s exactly what this is. Mike, you’re as logical as always.

“Yeah, I think we are. It’s not as bad as I’m making it sound. It’s just something that’s been bothering me.” Lan said.


“I know what you mean. But I’ve got to go. I’m really tired.” 


“Alright. Talk to you later.” Lan said.


Mike’s right. I’m not in high school any more. Why’s it matter? I haven’t seen her in seven years. There’s other people. Other women.


He felt as if a weight had been lifted off of his chest. Some things aren’t worth thinking about. He instinctively put his hands where his jacket pockets would be. His hands slipped forward.


I left my jacket in her backseat. Smart. He looked at his clock. 8:26. I wonder what sensei’s doing. He shook his head. No, I won’t bother him tonight.

He sat up from his couch and turned on his CD player. The sweet sounds of Swing filled the room. Lan sat back down and leaned his head back. He let his mind concentrate on nothing but the music.


It was the way he thought best, with the sound of Glenn Miller and big band pulsing through his head. I was a jerk to Ashley today. I  have to apologize. I hope she’s working tomorrow. It’s been a long time since… He sighed. I’ll worry about it later.

He glanced at his clock. It read 10:20. It’s been two hours already? I’m freaking hungry.


Everything seemed so surreal. The walls were the oddest shade of green, but the room was not symmetrical. Walls seemed to point in random angles, yet there still looked like there was some kind of pattern. He couldn’t figure it out. The man looked down at his bare feet. As he looked back up, a table had appeared in what could be assumed to be the middle of the room.

A cold wind rushed past him, and he turned around to see where it came from. A bookcase generated in front of him. He walked up to it and picked up the only book that didn’t have a white binding. It was the same color as the walls. He grabbed one of the other books and tried to open it, but nothing happened. Upon a closer look, there were no single pages, just a cover and a solid block where pages should be.

He once again picked up the green book and opened it. The man shuffled through the pages, only to find them all blank. He ran through it one more time. Something was written on one of the final pages. He was able to read it, but could not comprehend.

He shut the book and put it back down. He walked to the table behind him and put a hand on it. It was extremely smooth, and it changed colors depending on how he looked at it, almost like oil. A piece of paper sat on its edge. He stepped over and looked at it. The same message that was in the green book was written on the sheet.

Lan slowly opened his eyes. He had fallen asleep on his couch. He looked around the room and saw that the light switch was off, yet he could see everything perfectly. A little over seven years previously, Lan’s eyes slowly turned purple and he had developed near-perfect night vision. It was just another strange thing.

He got up and looked at his clock: It was two fifty-seven in the morning. Time to roam.


Lan pulled a black outfit from his pillow case. He started putting on the skin-tight costume. It was black over nearly the whole surface, except for what looked like dark grey pieces of body armor on his shoulders and hips.


He had gotten all of it on, except for is mask. Lan shook the hair away from his eyes They glowed slightly in the dark room. Another reason I don’t want anyone seeing my eyes.


He slipped the mask over his head, his eyes no longer visible. The only distinguishable features on the mask were a pair of lenses over his eyes and a grey triangle on his forehead. Another piece of the costume was a black and grey belt with multiple pouches on it. One could think it held weapons of some kind, but all he carried in it was an .mp3 player and headphones for the slow nights.


The last thing he put on was a pair of grey bracers that covered the outside of his forearms. He tightened the straps and looked himself over. Everything’s in place. He disappeared as the window suddenly opened. A breeze blew through the now empty room.

Chapter 4
Dusk sat upon his favorite spot, a tall office building in downtown Chicago. He let his legs dangle over the edge. It was an older building, made of brick. It wasn’t anywhere near as tall as other structures around, but he liked it the most. The lights of the city were so bright that only one or two stars were visible in the night sky.


Fortunate for him, not too bright. He was still able to gaze at the city as much as he wanted. On the exceptionally bright days, he had to wear sunglasses to shield his eyes. I guess there’s a disadvantage to everything, including night vision.


He hadn’t been doing the super hero thing for too long, only two or so years. No one really knew about him, probably because the few people he’d saved seemed scared of him in their own right. They apparently didn’t tell anyone about him.


More than likely, it didn’t help that no one ever saw him. Between   sneaking around and running extremely fast, there wasn’t much of a chance for most to see him. A blessing and a curse.


Not that I want to be famous, I just want a little recognition. A “Masked Man Saves Couple” headline in the newspaper isn’t too much to ask, is it?


He continued to sit on the building for a long while. Another slow night. Big surprise.


Lan had come to Chicago after graduating from college, some five years before. He got his job at the arcade and tried to live a normal life, but he couldn’t let the powers he had been given go to waste.


He had seen an advertisement in the paper soon after moving for a man giving martial arts lessons. What struck him as odd was that he actually interviewed applicants, almost as if they were taking a job. He figured it was his chance to make a difference. The man’s name was Akira Yanamoto.


Lan once again flashed back into memory.


Lan walked up to the door of the cozy little suburban house that was apparently the lodging of Akira Yanamoto. He knocked, and after a few seconds, the door slowly opened. 


“Are you Lan Mikara?” The older man asked in a moderately accented voice. His goatee was speckled with black and white bristles and came down a few inches over his chin. It surprised Lan that he was exactly what he expected him to look like.


“Yes, that’d be me.” Lan said, still standing on the porch. A light covering of snow was building on his shoulders.


“Well, please, come in.  Can I get you some tea?” 


“I’ve never really had it that much, but, yes. I’ll take some, especially in this weather.” Lan said, taking off his jacket and shaking the snow off over his door mat.


“I’ll be right back, then.” Akira said as he went into what looked like the kitchen.


Lan looked around the living room. It looks like my grandma’s house, only Japanese. 


Oriental-style paintings dotted the walls, along with calligraphy that he couldn’t understand. Many of the paintings looked like they were of battles, with Samurai fighting each other. A lone Katana sat mounted on the wall farthest from him, its handle covered in black cloth. Lan stepped closer to one of the Japanese words and examined it.

“It says ‘Train and all will become available to you.’” A voice said from behind him. Lan jumped.


“How did you…sorry, it’s just that no one’s snuck up on me in a long time.” Lan said. Akira handed him his tea.


“Please, have a seat.” He said, motioning toward a couch. They both sat down.


“What can I expect from your lessons, Mr. Yanamoto?” 


“Please call me Akira or sensei. I don’t need to sound any older than I already feel.” He said with a smile. 


“I’ll go with Akira. You may not want to train me, after all.” Lan said.


“I have a feeling you will do just fine, Lan Mikara. I did notice that you have a Japanese last name, yet you don’t look like it.”


“Well, actually, my great-grandfather was a Japanese immigrant. He and his wife weren’t able to have children, so they adopted my grandfather, who had my dad, who had me. So I’m a white guy with a Japanese background, but I’m not Japanese.” Lan said.


“I see. To answer your question, I train in Aikido, a grappling style of martial arts. It’s a defensive style; you use your opponent’s momentum and their own moves to thrown them down where you can use another style to attack, or just to gain an advantage. For offense, I train in Kung Fu. I’m sure you know about that.”

“Aikido, huh? Sounds interesting. Kung Fu just seems kind of anticlimactic, though.” 


“Blame your movies for that. It is a powerful art and is worth learning. They work especially well when used together. How is your tea?” Akira asked.


“Pretty good, actually.” Lan replied.


Dusk shook his head, coming out of the memory. A gunshot had broken the silence that had allowed him to think. It had come from fairly nearby.


Dusk flung himself over the fire escape, grabbed a bar, and flipped onto the stairs, already running down them. Once he was only two stories above the ground, he jumped over the rail and landed softly on the ground. Just another one of the things Master Yanamoto had taught him.


Dusk ran toward the direction of the gunshot, getting there in an incredibly short amount of time. 


He saw a gruff, unshaven man trying to take a young couple’s wallet and purse. He waved around a Beretta 92, yelling at them. Fortunately, he had only fired into the air.


He’s not trying to draw attention to himself. Idiot. 


Dusk appeared in between the would-be robber and the couple.


“What’re you supposed to be?” The robber said.


“A guy in a mask and a skintight costume. How about you?” He said sarcastically.


“Don’t move and I don’t shoot.”


“Do you think you can pull the trigger?” Dusk said. He wasn’t trying to negotiate with him. The question had no feeling to it.


“Yeah, I think I can.” The mugger replied. The sound of a 9mm handgun discharge rang out.


Dusk deflected the bullet with an armored bracer, grabbed the man’s wrist, and spun him around, all before the slide of the handgun had loaded the next round into the chamber of the weapon. He picked it up and field-stripped it, removing the clip and taking off the slide. He threw the pieces away from each other.


Dusk threw the man to the ground, grabbed both of his wrists, and held him down. 


“Don’t struggle and I don’t break your wrists. Got it?” Dusk said. He looked back and spoke to the couple.


“Get out of here. I got it covered.”


“Th-Thanks.” The male said. Dusk couldn’t tell who they were more afraid of: Him or the robber. I’m getting sick of people being afraid of me. I just want to help.


The couple quickly scurried away. He returned his attention to the man he was holding down. He’d already stopped squirming. The more he’d moved, the more pressure was applied to his already straining wrists.


“What are you?” The robber asked.


“I ask myself that every day.” Dusk replied. He hit one of the many pressure points he knew, and the man fell unconscious. 


One of the many disadvantages to wearing skin-tight black spandex is that I can’t really waltz into a police station, say “Here’s a criminal, you’re welcome.” I can only tie them up as best I can and leave them.


He took the clip of the Beretta and ejected all the rounds into his hand. He put them into one of his belt pouches. He also took the slide and brought it with him. He put it in the drain of a building, blocks away.


Nothing else happened the rest of the night. Everything seemed to be unusually quiet. He went home to get a few hours of sleep for the next day.


“You left this in my car last night.” Ashley said to Lan as she walked in the door. She was holding up a brown suede jacket.


“Yeah, I realized that when I got into my apartment.” He said. She threw him the jacket.


“Thanks, I felt kind of naked without it.” He added with a smile. Ashley looked around the room. Lan saw her bite her lip.


“Do you have a girlfriend?” She asked. Lan raised an eyebrow.


“No. I’ve been a free man for a long time.” He said, trying to keep his tone neutral. “By the way, I’m sorry about last night. I was a jerk to you.”


“No you weren’t. You were just quiet, nothing wrong with that.” She said, giving him a reassuring smile.


“I’m not that quiet.”


“It’s okay. But now you have to answer all my questions. How long have you been single for?” Ashley asked. Lan started calculating in his head.


“It’s been about seven and a half years now. I think. Time has always been a little weird with me.” He said.


“Time’s weird with everyone.”


“True.” Lan said. “I’m still sorry about last night.”


“You’re not going to give up, are you? It’s alright.” It was quiet for a moment, save for the occasional standard arcade sounds. 


“You want to go to dinner with me tonight?” Lan asked. Ashley looked at him and smiled. 

“Yeah, I’d really like that. It was also really random.” She said with a laugh.

“It wasn’t random to me.”


“Where do you want to go?” 


“I haven’t gotten that far with my plan yet.” He replied. They both laughed.


That went better than I thought it was going to. Lan thought as he and Ashley walked out of the door to TGI Fridays. I hope she doesn’t think I’m cheap because I got water. I just drink so much when I’m at restaurants.


“You were torturing that waiter, you know.” She said.

“What do you mean?”


“He could barely keep up with how fast you were drinking. He was bringing you two glasses at a time after a while.”


“Yeah, his tip showed it, too.” Lan said.


They had talked about where they’d grown up. Lan told her he’d spent his whole life in Warsaw. She had moved around a few times. 


“I wish I could have gotten a martini or something in there, and then you could have driven back, but, no. You don’t have a license.” She nudged him in the side and laughed.


“Sorry.” He said.


“I’m kidding. You need to lighten up a little bit. Or a lot bit. You could have gotten one. You wouldn’t have been driving, anyway.”


“I don’t drink stuff like that.”


“At all?” She asked.


“At all.”


They walked over to her car and got in.


“So, what now?” She asked.


“Want to come over to my place and watch a movie?”


“You’re inviting me in this time? This date’s going pretty well.”

“You’re actually considering this a date?”


“What else would it be?” She asked.


“I could just be eating dinner and watching a movie with the girl I work with.” Lan said. 


“Sounds like what I said last night.” Ashley smiled and moved her hair behind her ear.


“I think you’ll like the movie we’re going to watch.”


“Where were we? You were telling me about Amy. What happened with you two?” She asked. Lan took a moment to reply.


“Nothing happened; we just graduated and realized that we didn’t want to go any further in the relationship. She ended up going to California for college. I stayed In Warsaw and went to Ivy Tech.”


“What’d you major in?” Ashley asked.


“There aren’t really majors. I just got an associate’s degree in philosophy.”


“Philosophy?” She raised a black eyebrow.

“Yes, philosophy. Something wrong with that?”

“I was thinking that it doesn’t really fit you, but it does. So, nevermind.” 


Lan pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. Ashley looked over and smiled.


“You’re freaking weird.” She said with a laugh. Lan smiled and closed the watch.


“I’m not even going to bother asking what this time.” He said.

“Are you going to let me see your eyes tonight?”


An empty feeling came over Lan’s stomach. He didn’t know what to say. 


“That depends on how the night goes.” Lan said as he attempted to smile. At least she can only see the bottom half of my face. 

He looked at her and figured she liked the answer, judging by her smile.


He started messing with his soul patch as he waited to get home.
Chapter 5
“I’m going to have to say, this is a lot cleaner than I thought it was going to be.” Ashley said as she looked around the room.


“Make yourself at home. Do you want anything to drink?” Lan asked.


“Got any soda?”


“You mean pop?” He replied with a grin.


“No, I mean soda, Mr. I-grew-up-in-Indiana.” She laughed as he handed her a can of Jones soda.

“I’ve got a movie you’ve got to watch.” Lan said.


“What’s it called?” 


“’2001: A Space Odyssey.’”


“Never heard of it.” Ashley said. Lan sighed and covered his face with his hand.


“It came out in 1968. It was the science fiction movie for a long time. If Star Wars hadn’t come out, it would be the movie we would have seen as kids and would be showing our kids.” He explained.


“Our kids? Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you?” Ashley said with a huge grin.

“Not our kids. You know what I mean.” He replied.


“I know, I’m just giving you a hard time.” 


Lan put the disk in and started the movie as they both sat down to watch.


Two and a half hours later, it was all over.


“What did I just see?” Ashley asked. She had an extremely confused look on her face.


“I’m not saying anything. Now you have something to think about.” He replied.


“Wow.” She sank further back into the couch. “What time is it?”


“About eight-thirty. In a hurry?” Lan replied.

“No, I was just wondering.” There was a silence.


“So, what now?” Lan asked.


“I don’t know. Do you have any more movies, or do you just watch 2001 and the breathing over and over again every night?” 


“Lan walked over to the TV stand and pulled out a drawer. Movies were lined up inside.


“’V for Vendetta’ is amazing, and ‘A Scanner Darkly’ is really good, too. I doubt you want to watch Star Trek.”


“You’re a Trekker?” Ashley asked.


“Trekkie.” Lan corrected.


“Oh, sorry.” 


“A slight one, yes.”


“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me. I haven’t seen ‘A Scanner  Darkly.’ Let’s watch that.” She said.


“Aw, I kind of wanted to watch V. ‘Remember, remember, the fifth of November, the gunpowder treason and plot…’” 


Lan pulled out the disk and put it in the DVD player. It started up before he could hit play. The end credits were rolling.


“Freaking playback.” Lan said as he pushed the menu button on his remote.


“The whole movie’s ruined for me.” She said with a laugh. Lan glared at her.


Ashley seemed to be engrossed by the movie as soon as it started.


Lan once again went back to memory.


It was Lan’s senior year, and it was so much different from his junior year. It wasn’t because of ‘senioritis’, or because of prom, or even because it was his last year of high school.

Over the summer, he had developed…powers. He could run extremely fast, faster than any other person he’d ever seen. He could see at night as if the sun had just barely set; almost complete darkness looked like dusk. His night vision only seemed to be getting better, too.

The thing that bothered him more than actually having the powers was that he didn’t even know how or when it had happened. He hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary over the summer. He’d slept, played games, and saw Amy. Wash, rinse, repeat.


It had changed his life. It made him wonder why it had happened. Even more, he wondered why it was him. It had made him question his faith, and his friendships had faltered; he just couldn’t relate to them anymore. Only Mike had completely stuck with him.


Amy didn’t understand why he had changed. He, of course, hadn’t told her about his abilities. He hadn’t told anyone. To everyone else, he’d just become uncaring. It was definitely hurting Amy. He could feel their relationship straining, and he believed there was nothing he could do about it. He felt almost as if he couldn’t trust anyone, get close to them.


Lan sat in government class, thinking as his teacher wrote notes on the overhead.


Why me? It was the one question that had so troubled him over the last seven months. How could something like this even happen? A surge of anger flashed through him. It’s ruining me…it’s ruining my life. Everyone would think I was a freak…Amy would think I was a freak.


“Lan? Lan! Are you with us?” The teacher was staring at him, giving him a questioning look. Most of the class had joined in looking at him.


“Sorry.” Lan said quietly as he picked up his pencil and pretended to take notes.


He didn’t have a reason, but ever since he had found out about his abilities, he hadn’t cut his hair. It had grown down nearly to his shoulders.


Lan faked paying attention to the teacher’s lecture. He had only one thing on his mind. I have to stop hurting Amy like this. I’ve lost so many friends…I don’t want to lose Amy, but… He looked around the classroom. I’d rather do it now than have it be three times as bad later in the year. At least this way, there’s some chance we can still be friends. He let out a quiet sigh. But she’s still probably going to hate me.


The bell rang, and Lan once again walked to his next class, repeating the same schedule.


Lan had come to a realization.

Very little had changed in the last eight years. He still hadn’t been able to get close to anyone, except for Master Yanamoto.  He had kept the belief that no one understood him and what he had gone through.


But he didn’t get that feeling from Ashley.


He felt like he had before that summer. He felt like he could be completely open with her if he wanted to. He’d stopped being completely outward with his sorrow long ago, but it was always there, clawing at him; a monster feeling like it would burst out of his chest and be there for all to see.


Except, with Ashley, there wasn’t an expanse in the pit of his stomach; almost like a great weight had been lifted from him, but even more like it hadn’t ever been there in the first place.


He felt…normal.


Lan looked over at her and smiled, and she returned it, looking where his eyes should be. He could tell what she was thinking. He picked up the remote and paused the movie.

“Here, I want to show you something.” He said as he moved a little closer to her. He closed his eyes and shook the hair out of his face. He lifted his head and looked at her. Surprise washed over her features.


“They’re purple!” She squealed, a huge smile on her face. She looked even closer at him. He had middle-shade purple irises, not light and not dark. Small black lines radiated out from his pupils. 

“This is the first time I’ve let anyone see them in a really long time.”


“I’m glad you showed me.” She said. She put her head on his shoulder, and Lan unpaused the movie.


Interesting.
Chapter 6
“Gaven! Gaven, wake up!” cried a feminine voice. A small shape stirred under the sheets in the dark room.

“What’s wrong?” A child said. He sat up, rubbing his eyes.


“The raiders. They’ve come again.” 


He was completely awake now. The woman handed him a dagger.


“We’ve got to hide.” The woman said.


“It doesn’t matter where we go. They’ll find us.”


The raiders had come several times already, and had killed anyone who got in their way. They struck quickly and without warning, pillaging everything they got their hands on. The hooded men wielded cruel-looking scimitars. They could detect life even if they couldn’t see it.

And they were coming this way.


Gaven and the woman ran out of the room. His yellow, pupilless eyes could barely see in the dark. Their red sun hadn’t yet sunk below the horizon.

The door leading outside fell to the ground with a crash just as they reached it. A loud screech rang through the air. The raider drew his sword and impaled the woman, feeling absolutely no remorse.


“Mother!” Gaven cried as he drew his dagger. She was the last thing he had left in this world.


He had nothing else to lose.


The raider swung his scimitar again and again, but Gaven parried every blow with a speed and strength he didn’t even know he had.


He flung himself onto his opponent, knocking him to the ground. He stabbed more times than he could remember, feeling the blade pierce soft flesh. The creature had stopped moving long before Gaven finished attacking.

Gaven stood up and looked at his mother. He knew she was already dead, nothing but a statistic in this crusade. He himself was covered in a layer of thick blood.


He walked outside and saw his village. The raiders had begun to set fire to the houses they had finished searching. Many of them saw Gaven as they walked by, but they appeared to treat him with a newfound respect.

They honor me because I killed one of their own?


“Gaven.” Another voice said, a slight mechanical tone to it.


“Yes…what do you want?” Gaven asked as he squinted his yellow eyes. 

“Come with me, I’ll keep you safe.”


He opened his eyelids, the same yellow, pupilless eyes behind them.


The man had his hood up. He wore a grey robe with a long, white scarf around his neck that reached nearly to his knees when he stood up. He seemed to be unnaturally thin, but that hid his true strength, and that was just how he liked it.

The lighting in the room was worse than dim; the only source of illumination was a single candle next to the bed he was sitting on.


Blades of every kind adorned the walls of the room. Some were even on tables, and still others were on the very bed he had just been sleeping in.


The figure stood up and took a claymore from the wall, tying its straps to his blue belt. A pair of vertical blue lines went down the front of his robe.


He picked up a metal mask, completely featureless, save a pair of goggles so that he could see.


The sleeves of his robe were rolled up to reveal arms bandaged from the fingertips up. He hadn’t been injured; he wore them to tighten his muscles so he could strike even harder.


Time to add another to my collection.

He put the mask on and pulled his hood farther over his head. Shadow enveloped the mask. The goggles glowed a deep yellow.

I have not dreamt in so long, they have been only memories. Fortunately, I will never run out. I have over a thousand years with which to ponder.

He put a hand in his hood and disappeared in a flash of blue-white light.
Chapter 7
“It’ll just take a second. I have to grab a book from my locker.” A young man said. He was dressed in a heavy leather jacket that was covered in studs and band paraphernalia. His blue liberty spikes drew even more attention to him, along with the piercings in his lip and eyebrow. 


“Yeah? Well, hurry up. I’m not waiting forever to give you a ride home, Chris.” Lan said. His hair was down past his shoulders, tied in a low ponytail. He hadn’t cut it in nearly a year.


Lan waited around the corner for a few seconds before he realized that he never heard Chris’s locker open. He walked over to him with his hands in his jacket pockets.


“What’re you doing?” Lan asked. He saw the answer before Chris ever had to say anything. 


Chris stood by his locker looking at all the sticky notes that had been put on it. Some were insulting his blue liberty spikes, others said that they didn’t like his plaid pants. Some even questioned his sexuality.


“Is music really worth this?” Chris asked, not even looking at Lan. He continued. “Yeah, it is. I’m me. They don’t like me because I’m different? I’ve only been at this school for a week, and I’ve already been insulted more than I ever have been before. But I have been insulted before. Shouldn’t I be used to this? What’s so different about this time?”


Chris glanced at the metal studs running up the sleeve of his jacket. He looked over at the group of guys a few lockers over. One girl was among them. They all started laughing as soon as he turned towards them.


“So, you all think it’s funny, huh?” he said. None of them even made eye contact with him. He quickly stepped towards them. I’ll hang back and see how this turns out. No need to get involved unless I have to. Lan thought.


Chris stood there staring at the group. They were the standard set of preps; the type of people who didn’t get along with anyone but the friends they already had. The girl of the group, clothed in a dress code-violating skirt and top, finally spoke up.


“What’s a ‘Sex Pistol’ anyway?” she asked with a laugh.


“Why do you care?” Chris said. Once again, none of them answered.


“What’s your problem? What’d I ever do to you? I’ve never even met you before, yet you put a bunch of shit on my locker making fun of who I am.”


“Who you are? Why would you walk around in that?” One of the group motioned at his jacket. “You’re wearing a forty-pound leather jacket. It’s eighty degrees outside.”


“And?”


“Is that all you can say for yourself?”


“No, I just don’t see the need to defend myself to you.” He turned around to walk away. One of them grabbed his shoulder and whipped him back around. 


“Hey, gay wad. We’re not done talking to you.”


Lan saw Chris’ fist ball up into a fist. Come on, man. Don’t do anything stupid.


Chris swung at the person closest to him. A hand closed around his fist and stopped it in mid-swing. He looked at the person who had stopped his attack.


“Lan? What’re you doing?”


“Chris, don’t bother with these guys. They’re not worth your time, or the trouble you were about to get yourself into.” Lan kept his normal stoic facial expression on.


“’Not worth your time?’ Where’d you even come from?” one of the group said in an angry tone.

“Do I look like I want to bother with you?” Lan said. He looked over at Chris and motioned his head toward another hallway. “Walk.”


They both left the near-fight and went down the hallway. School had ended recently, and most people had gone home.


“Why’d you do that?” Chris said.


“Because you’re my friend, and I don’t want you to get in trouble. No one should get made fun of just because they’re not wearing brand-name jeans.” Lan’s brown ponytail swayed as they walked. 


“This is my last year. In three weeks, I’m gone. But you still have a year left. I just want you to ignore anyone who does something like that. Know that I know how you feel: I’ve been almost completely alone for the last year. If Mike and a few others hadn’t been here, I’d probably have just killed myself by now. Make some friends. There’re plenty of people who’d want to get to know you just for the music you listen to.” Lan said.

“Thanks.” Chris said, not entirely sure what to make of the message.


“What were you thinking, anyway? Getting in a fight isn’t a way of proving your point; it’s nothing but a quick route to expulsion.” Lan said.


“I don’t know...I just felt angrier than I have before. It affected me a lot more than usual. Maybe it was all the years of tormenting; maybe I just wanted to beat someone up.”


“Just watch your back and keep listening to whatever music you want. When it comes to yourself, be however you want to be if it makes you happy, even if it isn’t right in someone else’s eyes.”


The rest of the trip, right up to Chris’s front driveway, was carried out in complete silence. The ring of a telephone was the only sound.

Lan sat up in his bed, waking up from yet another one of his “dreams”. His cell phone had woken him from his sleep. The number was from an area code he didn’t recognize. Doesn’t look like a telemarketer… especially not at one o’clock in the morning. He hit a button and put the phone to his ear. 

“Hello, this is Lan Mikara.” He said, trying not to sound groggy.


“Did I wake you up? I’m sorry.” The voice on the other end of the line said. Well, that worked well. It doesn’t sound like Ashley or Natalie.


“Who is this?” Lan asked.


“I guess you wouldn’t recognize my voice after so long. It’s Amy.” 


Lan’s stomach fell into the floor below him, or so it seemed. This is really crappy timing. 

“What’s up, stranger? Why’re you calling so late?” Lan asked. He was surprised he finished the sentence without straining his voice.


“So late? Oh…wait. You’re three hours ahead there, aren’t you? It’s ten here, which means it’s one there…do you want me to call you back in the morning?” Amy asked. Her voiced hadn’t changed much in pitch. He could still tell it was her, just with a slightly different accent.


“Nah, I’m up, anyway.” Lan said. His heart was pumping like he’d just run halfway across the country.


“How’re you doing?” She asked. She sounds just as awkward as me. What if…no. Don’t even start thinking like that. Eight years. That’s it. She couldn’t.


“I’m doing pretty well. How about you?” 


“I’m good, too.” She replied. Great, it sounds like we’re in third grade and we just met at a birthday party. 


“Let’s just get past the whole awkward silence thing before it even starts. Better for both of us.” He said.


“Good old Lan. You haven’t changed. I was calling to ask if you wanted to hang out after I get off of my flight in Fort Wayne. I’d like to see you again. We could catch up. Grab some coffee, talk about our lives.”

“I don’t like coffee.” Lan said.


“Oh, you don’t, do you? Sorry, it’s been a long time.” Amy said.

“Yeah, sounds good. When’s your flight come…crap.” Lan said.


“What?” 


“I don’t have a way to get there.”

“What? Why not?” she asked.


“I don’t have a car.”

“You don’t? Why not?”


“I don’t need one. Too much to worry about.” Lan said.


“So you can’t get there?”


“Mike could give me a ride.”


“You live three hours away from him.”

“I’ll figure something out. I always do.” 


“If it’s going to be too much trouble, you don’t have to do it. It’s not that big of a deal. I’ll see you at the wedding.”

“Amy, you’ve never been any good at lying.” Lan said. He heard her sigh on the other end of the phone.


“You can still read me eight years later. What happened between us?” she asked. Another question I don’t want to answer right now.

“Let’s save all that for when we actually see each other. No point in picking you up and having nothing to talk about.” 


“Why do you have to make so much sense?” Amy asked. He could tell she wanted to talk about it, but he really wanted to avoid the subject.

“Because I’m a logical person.” Lan didn’t think it was funny, but he heard Amy laughing.


“It’s good to hear your voice again.” Amy said. Lan didn’t know how to reply. Do I tell her what’s happened? Of course not. It’s not information you just share. Do I tell her about Ashley? About how I’ve been alone for seven years? Nah. 

“What’re you looking at right now?” Lan asked.


“Huh? What’re you talking about?”


“What are you looking at while you’re talking to me?” 

“Right now, it’s a picture of me and a few of my friends on the beach hanging out. Why?” Amy said, sounding genuinely confused.


“I was just wondering. It’s weird thinking about what you’re doing three-thousand miles away while I’m talking to you on the phone.”


“You’re an odd one, Lan Mikara.” Amy said with a laugh. You have no idea, Amy. Why now? I’ve gotten over you. Apparently not, or I wouldn’t be feeling this way.


“I’m going to let you go back to bed. You’ve got my number in your recent calls, so just call me back whenever you get up. I’m not doing anything tomorrow. We can flesh out the details then.”


“Today.” Lan said.


“What about today?” 


“We can talk today. It’s one A.M., remember? It’s already tomorrow for me.” 


“Just had to make me feel bad didn’t you?”


“One more time, yeah.” Lan said.


“Talk to you later.”


“Yup.” Lan said as he pressed the button to end the call.


He forced himself not to think about it as he fell asleep to the irritating tick of his clock on the wall. Note to self: Kill the clock tomorrow…


The first thing Lan did after waking up was to grab the clock from his wall. He walked out of his apartment and ran to the nearest subdivision and put the clock in the first mailbox he could find. So they’ll think it’s a bomb, at least it’s not driving me insane.


Lan pulled out his cell phone and tried to call Amy back. Are you kidding me? I ran so far that I’m out of service range? Lan sighed as he began to head back home.


He went up to the roof of his apartment building at sat on the same ledge he always sat, the same spot he always had. Know what? I’m going to be different today. 

He stood up and sat on the opposite side of the building. Yay, more concrete. 

Lan sat there for a long time, not thinking about anything in particular. His mind eventually got to Amy, of course.


It’s weird thinking about what someone else is doing on the other end of the phone. What’re they really thinking? What’s going through their mind? Their own deep, dark secrets? I’ve got more than my fair share of skeletons in my closet. They’re almost spilling out right onto the bedroom floor.


What was Amy thinking about? From what she asked…me. What’s going on? Right as I feel happy. What’ll happen when I see her? It was so long ago ,but it still feels like it was just yesterday. 

What about what Mike said? Aren’t I too old for drama? Yes, I am. This must be more than drama. I still care for her. I still remember that day, the day that I tried to explain everything to her. Was it the first day of the rest of my life or the end?

Lan closed his eyes and remembered.


Two weeks before graduation, and little else had changed. It was the same as the previous week, and the week before. The only difference was the date on the calendar. 


He still wondered. Wondered why things couldn’t go back to how they were before. Why he had to be different. More than anything else, he wondered, no, feared what was next. He knew what he had to do. He had to stop dragging Amy down. That was the short-term. He had no idea what the long-term was. 

All those things he thought as he sat in a chair watching Amy, Mike, and Natalie swim. Mike’s parents had just bought a pool the last summer, and Mike wanted himself and all of his friends to get their use out of it before some of them moved out.

Amy was wearing a blue one-piece swimsuit that made her look even better than normal. Her arms and legs were covered in freckles that had appeared as she got more and more tanned. 


It infuriated Lan more than anything else.


I have a girl that’s more beautiful than I could have ever imagined, and I can’t be with her anymore. An argument appeared. Why can’t you? Just because one thing changes, you can’t have a normal life? What’s wrong with you? Lan’s eyes moved just slightly. Normal? This isn’t a normal change. A normal change is puberty, or dying your hair. This is unnatural. I can’t have a regular life anymore, like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly. Except my change wasn’t wonderful or beautiful. I can’t go back. 

Lan kept staring at the ripples in the water that formed after one of his friends jumped into the water. They had all stopped bothering him about why he had become so quiet; everyone except for Natalie. She kept on him, wondering what was wrong, why he had changed. The only thing he’d told her was that nothing was the same anymore. She’d given him a questioning look and moved on.

Mike, being the good friend he was, stayed with Lan the whole time, not questioning a thing. He’d even begun to grow his own hair out a few months ago, once he realized Lan was. His white hair was now nearly to his shoulders. It looked even longer now, since it was wet. He and Natalie had been getting along really well. At least they’re happy.

Natalie lifted herself out of the pool and sat on the edge, splashing the water with her feet. Her hair was all the way to the small of her back. Lan had seen her cut it twice all of high school. She looked over at him and smiled.

“Come on in, Lan. You’re allowed to have fun, especially with your friends.” Natalie said, motioning to the pool. Lan continued to sit, barely acknowledging her.


She looked at him with a sad look in her eyes and sat up, walking to the pool chair next to Lan.  She was wearing a green and black two-piece swimsuit. She was even paler than Mike, who looked like he had been raised in a glass jar. Lan noted the difference between Natalie and Amy: Natalie was nowhere near as self-conscious, so she wore a two-piece. She knew she was attractive. Amy was even better looking, but worried about how she looked; hence, one-piece.

“Will you walk with me?” Natalie asked. I guess I have nothing better to do.


“Yeah, sure.” Lan said as he sat up from the chair and walked down the stairs from the above-ground pool. Natalie soon followed after putting a baggy shirt on. 

They walked around to the sidewalk in front of the house before she started talking. 

“Lan, what’s wrong? What happened to you?” Natalie asked. He just shrugged.


“You used to be really cool, you know that? I knew you pretty well since we dated for six months, but now you’re like a completely different person, and not in the ‘I-just-quit-smoking’ kind of way.” She said.

“Things…things’ve changed. Everything’s changed.” Lan said, all the while looking at the cracks in the sidewalk.


“What do you mean? What’s changed?” 


“You wouldn’t understand. I don’t understand.” Lan said.

Natalie stopped walking, soon followed by Lan. After a second, Natalie shoved him, pushing him into the lawn next to him.


“How am I supposed to understand if you don’t talk to me? Quit acting so pathetic!” she said.


Lan leaned up and continued to sit on the lawn, listening. 


“Lan… please. Talk to me. I’m here. You know I’m a good listener.” 


He sat up and looked at her. Should I tell her? I need to tell someone. He pondered for a moment. I can’t. What would she think? I know that she’s good at keeping secrets, but what if this one’s just too hard to hold back? I can’t risk it. It would tear at her just as bad as it is with me. I don’t want her to go through anything bad, even if it only makes me worse.

“After all we’ve been through together… I can’t tell you. I don’t need it torturing two people.” Lan said, showing emotion in his voice for the first time in months.


“After all we’ve been through…” Natalie said. She leaned forward and kissed him, just like she had when they’d been dating. Lan stood in the same spot and didn’t move. What the…?


Natalie looked immediately embarrassed. She covered her lips and looked down at the ground.


“I never told you this, but, after we broke up, I never was completely over you. There was always something in the back of my mind still wondering ‘what if?’” she said, still a little flushed. She continued “I shouldn’t have done that. We’re both dating other people, it was wrong, I-“


“Natalie, don’t worry about it. I know how you feel.” Lan said. It’s weird that I feel a little more normal after something completely not normal happens. 


She smiled, more than he thought he deserved. 


Lan moved forward and hugged her, embracing one small piece of normal life. Friendship, love, laughter... where would I be without them? He laid his head on her shoulder. Right back where I was before this happened.

He smiled one last time before it was all gone.

They turned around from where they were standing and went back to Mike’s house. Natalie looked awkward the whole way. Lan didn’t say another word.


He sat back down in the same chair. Mike and Amy didn’t even seem to notice they had left. Amy soon stepped out of the water using the steps on the opposite side of the pool. She walked over and sat in the same chair as Lan, resting her head on his bare stomach. 

“Lan? Do you want to go swimming with me?” Amy asked, batting her eyelids and sounding as cute as she could. Lan looked at her, at her beautiful green eyes, at her freckles, at her brilliant red hair. He once again hated himself.


“No thanks. I’ll just keep sitting here. Go, have fun with Natalie.” Lan replied. She sat up and jumped back in the pool, splashing him with water. 


A few hours later, and Lan was walking Amy home. She had put on a baggy over shirt and had a towel around her head to dry her hair. They arrived at her house after she had finished telling him a story from were she had previously lived.

This is where I do it, huh? This is where I break up with the most wonderful and beautiful girl I could have ever asked for. I have to stop hurting her. I have to put an end to this. She deserves to be with someone who deserves to be with her, not some freak who doesn’t know why he is.


“Amy, we’ve got to talk.” Lan said. He wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to keep his stoic tone.

“Is this the part were you break up with me?” She asked. Lan was obviously surprised.


“How did you-“ 


“How did I know? You just started a conversation with ‘We’ve got to talk.’ I’ve been expecting this for a while.” Amy said.


“I can’t keep hurting you like this.” Lan said. He could feel himself beginning to cry. Why am I suddenly feeling this now? Because I’m doing this for her sake. Just because it’s best for her definitely doesn’t mean it’s best for me. In this case, it’s not even close. I feel comforted when I’m around her, but she’s a lot more important than I am. Her well-being is more important.

“Lan…” She opened her arms and Lan fell into them, not an entirely conscious decision. He just wanted to be held by her.


He dug his head into her shoulder and began to sob. 


“Date other people, Amy. You don’t want any part of this. I don’t want you to worry. You deserve to be with someone who treats you a whole lot better than I have been.” 

“Why have you been doing that, anyway?” Amy asked. Lan saw tears swelling in her eyes.


“A lot of changes, all at once. I can’t deal with it.” 


“I’m here for you. You know that. Is breaking up with me better for me or better for you? Ask yourself that.”


“I have been. Many times, all the time. It would be better for me if I was able to stay with you. You may be the only thing keeping me sane. But you need to be able to be with someone who can keep you happy in the long run. That’s not me.” Lan said, a little more audible than he thought it would be.


Tears were streaming down Amy’s face. “Do you think it’s really the best for me?”


“Yes. If it weren’t, you wouldn’t be crying.” Lan said.


“These aren’t for me; They’re for you. I can see how broken inside you are. I’ve seen it for the last few months. This is the most you’ve talked to me about it.” She sniffed a few times and tried to regain her composure. “Is there any chance of us getting back together later?”

“There may be, even I don’t know. But, for right now…” Lan couldn’t finish the sentence.


“I think you are the best man for me. You say I need someone who can keep me happy? That’s what you’re trying to do, make me happy again. Don’t consider this a break up; it’s a time for you to find yourself. I’ll always be here.” Amy said as she gave Lan a hug.

I would’ve thought that went really well, but my headache says otherwise.

Lan shook his head and looked around, trying to remember where he was. He was on the opposite side of the building from where he normally sat, staring at the skyscrapers of downtown Chicago.


Well, Amy, it took me over seven years to “find myself”, and now I feel lost again. It looks like the chances were against us for getting back together; we never did. You were there, up until you moved back to California for college. Things worked out, though. You’ve probably had a multitude of boyfriends since then. Who knows, maybe you’re even engaged. We didn’t get to talk about it last night.

Lan took his cell phone out of his pocket and flipped it open, pulling the antennae out with his mouth. He looked at his last received call and was able to find Amy’s number. He couldn’t identify the feeling in his stomach when he called her back.


The phone rang four times before she picked up.


“This is Amy.” She said. I just heard her voice last night, but it still makes me feel really weird.


“Hey. It’s Lan. You up?” he asked.


“For about ten minutes, yes. If I don’t answer, I probably fell back asleep.” 

“Hopefully I don’t bore you that much.” Lan said.

“You never have.” She said.


“When does your flight come in?” 


“10:00 am on September the 2nd. Are you going to meet me there?” Amy said. Lan could detect a hint of excitement in her voice. 

“A week and a half away…I think I’ll be there, if only for old time’s sake.” 


“I can’t wait to see you! It’s been too long.” She said.


“It has been.” 

“I’m sorry, I actually have to go. I’ve got to be to work in an hour and a half.” 


“An hour and a half? Why do you need to get off, then?” Lan asked.

“Because I’m a girl and I take a long time to get ready.”


“Fair enough.” 


“Call you later, okay?” she asked.


“Yeah. I’ll be here.” 


“Bye.” 


“Later.” Lan said as he closed his phone and slipped it back into his pocket.


So, now I have to wait a week and a half at least to do anything with Ashley. I don’t want to date her for a week and then see Amy again and be like “Oh, I’m sorry, I saw my old girlfriend and I think I want to be with her again.” Lan shook his head. If that even happens. I’m getting ahead of myself. We may see each other and be all awkward and never say more than a sentence the whole time. I’ll just have to wait it out. Two girls to worry about? Who would’ve thought?
Chapter 8

Lan sat on his couch, staring through the lace curtains covering the window. He saw the police car pull up to the front of his house. The officer opened the door and stepped out. He removed his sunglasses for a moment and squeezed the bridge of his nose. Lan knew what was coming. The hospital had already called.

The officer opened the gate to the white picket fence in the front yard and walked to the door. He knocked twice. Lan took a moment to stand up and answer it.


The police officer stood there, a solemn expression on his face. He finally spoke up.


“Hello, son. I’m Officer Russell. Do you mind if I come in?” 


“No. Go ahead.” Lan said, motioning broadly towards the adjacent living room. The officer sat down on the same couch Lan had just been sitting in. 


“Lan, your father-“ Officer Russell began to say.


“I already know. The hospital called and told me already.” Lan said.


“By the time the ambulance arrived, there was nothing we could do. He died in transit. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” Lan said, keeping his stoic tone. He hadn’t felt anything, even when he had received the call telling him his father had died in a car accident. What am I supposed to be thinking?

“Do you want a ride to the hospital? I can take you there.” 


“Not really.” Lan replied. A puzzled look came over the officer’s face.


“You don’t want to see your father?”

“I don’t know what I want right now. This just figures.” Lan said.


“What figures?” Officer Russell asked.


“Nothing.” Lan said. What figures? That yet another horrible thing has happened. I’m slowly losing my ability to feel anything.

“I’m sure your mother would like to see you right now.” 
Lan thought for a moment before responding.


“Alright.” 

Officer Russell escorted Lan to the car and opened the door for him. Neither said a word the whole trip. They turned from the highway onto an adjacent road, then into the hospital parking lot. 

“Come on, I’ll take you there.” Officer Russell said as he got out of the car and opened the door for Lan. The officer walked into the building, soon followed by Lan.

The lobby of the emergency room was full of people waiting to hear if their loved ones were alright. It was a decent sized hospital; nowhere near as big as some in Indianapolis, but, for a small town like Warsaw, it was more than enough for their needs.

The officer stopped in front of room 114 on the right side of the main hallway. Lan stepped through the door. His mother was standing over the bed, a few tears falling down her face. Her eyes were red and puffy; she’d been crying for a long while. 

She stepped over and hugged Lan as soon as she saw him. She started to comfort him, but soon stopped; her own sorrow prevented her from saying any more. She sat down in a chair and held the hand of the covered form lying still on the bed. Lan was immediately overwhelmed with emotions; sorrow, grief, confusion, all in one. He felt himself begin to fall backwards.

He wondered why he hadn’t hit the floor. He looked up to see Mike straining to keep him held up.  


“You’re a lot heavier than you’d think.” Mike said, his face beginning to flush. He regained his balance and stood back up.


Mike, Amy, and Natalie all stood at the door of the room, looking at Lan. Their faces all conveyed the same message: grief for their friend, for the situation he was in. I’m glad they’re here for me, but this is just one more thing on top of a lot of bad things. I don’t think I can take much more.

His friends got him to move after he had sat in the chair staring at the bed for a few minutes. They took him to a slightly-used lobby a few hallways over.

“How’re you holding up, Lan?” Mike asked, his blue eyes showing just how much he cared about his best friend. 

“No worse than anything else.” Lan replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Natalie asked. She had her hair in a ponytail, a style Lan wasn’t used to seeing on her.


“It doesn’t mean anything.” Lan replied in a low voice. I don’t think anything does anymore.


Tears began to well in his eyes. Sadness is something I haven’t felt in a long time; it’s been replaced by anger. So why do I feel sad now?


Lan sat down and gazed at the floor. Amy stepped over and sat on the couch next to him.


“I’m so sorry, Lan.” She said. The strain in her voice warned of impending tears. 


“You didn’t do anything. It’s not your fault.” Lan replied. His hair dangled down in front of his face, hiding any emotion he could have been showing. At least they can’t see how I’m feeling.

Mike sat down on the table in front of Lan. Natalie joined him, leaning against his side. 

“I’ve gotta go to the bathroom.” Lan said as he stood up and walked out of the room. The restroom was only a few doors down. Lan walked to one of the urinals as he heard the door open behind him. When he was done, he turned around, only to see Mike now sitting on the counter next to the sink. 


He really doesn’t stand unless it’s completely necessary.

“You’re getting way too hard to read, man. I can’t tell what’s going on in that head of yours anymore.” Mike said.


“This head of mine doesn’t know what’s going on, either. There’s just so much happening… and none of it’s good.” 


“What has been happening? You just suddenly changed. I love you, man, but you’re like a completely different person.” Mike paused and shook his head. “I’m sorry. Now isn’t the time for this.”


“It’s okay. You’re right, I am a different person.” Lan said. And I don’t think I’ll ever be how I was before again.


“You going to be alright?” Mike asked.


“We’ll find out. Don’t get your hopes up.” 


Mike got off of the counter and gave his friend a hug. 


“You need a haircut.” Lan said. Mike raised an eyebrow and laughed.


Lan slid into the bar where Ashley had asked to meet. It wasn’t his normal locale; there was only one bar that he usually went to, and that was only to play pool. He felt out of place, even though he knew he wasn’t.

He walked over to the old, dusty jukebox and put fifty cents into the machine. He began to shuffle through the tracks of old music. He found a few Ramones songs on the last page and selected one. A few people looked over at him, obviously annoyed at the change in their regular background music. Another advantage to covering my eyes; if there’s nothing to return their stares, then why stare? 


The others’ eyes quickly drifted back to their drinks or conversations. Lan stepped over to the bar and sat on a tall stool. The bartender walked over to Lan after juggling a few bottles for two women at the other end of the counter. 

“What can I get you, sir? You look like you’re in the mood for something a little harder than beer tonight.” The man’s immaculately trimmed facial hair reminded Lan of his own scruffiness. I forgot to shave this morning.

“Water.” Lan replied, barely looking at the man. 


“I’m sorry, sir, we only serve paying customers.”


“Bottled water, then. I’m here to meet someone, not to drink.”


The bartender leaned over and opened a refrigerator under the counter and handed Lan his water, walking away immediately afterwards. Lan continued sitting, waiting for Ashley. He’s probably not going to come over here again. At least I’ve got the Ramones to keep me company.

He looked around the room, trying to get a feel for his surroundings. He saw the women at the other end of the counter already looking at him. They were dressed for a night on the town; both were rather attractive and wore clothes that said they knew it. The brunette whispered to the blonde, giggling as she spoke. She got off of her stool and walked towards Lan, her wavy yellow hair swaying the whole way. I hate my life. 

Lan opened his bottle of water and braced himself.


“Hey. I’m Sammy. How’re you?” 


“I’m fine.” Lan replied. Sammy sat on the stool next to him. Lan quietly sighed to himself.


“I haven’t seen you here before. What’s your name?” Sammy asked, smiling wildly.


“It’s Lan. I’m here to meet someone.” 


“Girlfriend?”


“No.” Lan replied. Sammy began to smile even more. She looked down at Lan’s hand that was resting on his knee. Her smile slowly drained away. 


“You’re married, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Sammy said, blushing. She began to sit up.


“No I’m not.” Lan said.


“Why’re you wearing a ring, then?” She asked, sounding slightly offended. 


“It’s on the other hand.” Lan said, holding up his right hand.


“Still, why?” She asked. 


“It was my dad’s. I started wearing it as a reminder after he died.” 


“Oh… I’m so sorry.” She said with a sullen tone.


“It’s fine, don’t worry. You’re definitely not the first person to think I’m married, either; a lot of people think that my right is my left when they’re facing me. Everyone’s a little dyslexic.” Lan said, showing slightly more emotion than usual. 

“Who’re you meeting?” Sammy asked.


“One of my friends.” Lan said.


“A girl?” 


“Yes.” 


“I’ll leave you alone, then.” Sammy said as began to walk away. After three steps, she turned around and began to shuffle through her purse. She found a pen and grabbed a napkin off of the bar. She scribbled something on it and handed it to Lan.


He looked at the folded piece of paper in his hand and opened it.


“Is this real?” Lan asked. He couldn’t help but smile.


“I only give fake phone numbers when someone actually asks for it. I want you to have it.” Sammy replied. 


“So yes?” Lan said.


“Yes.” Sammy replied with a giggle. She walked back to her friend and started talking to her. Probably explaining what just happened.


“Who was that?” A voice asked behind him. I must be distracted; someone just snuck up on me.


“An awkward situation.” Lan said, turning his stool around.


“Uh huh. What’d she hand you?” Ashley asked, giving an exaggerated jealous look. At least she’s kidding. I think. 


“Been standing there that long, huh? It’s her phone number.” Lan said as he slipped the napkin into the inside pocket of his jacket. Ashley began to object.


“I’ll throw it out later. I don’t want to hurt her feelings.” Lan said.


“If you were anyone else, I’d call you a liar.” 


“You’ve only been talking to me for like a week. Do you really think you know me that well?” Lan asked. 


“I think so. It’s not like I just met you. I have noticed that you’ve been acting a little differently, though.” Ashley said. Her normally straight hair was much wavier.


“Why’d you do your hair differently?” Lan asked.

“I figured I’d try to look more attractive tonight. Don’t know what guys I might meet.”


“Oh.” Lan said. Is she joking? I can’t tell.


Ashley hit him gently in the shoulder and laughed.


“I did it for you!” She said.


“Really? Why?” Lan asked.


“I’m not going to tell you.” Ashley replied, sticking out her tongue.


“Fine, be that way.” Lan said with a snicker. It’s weird. I feel like I’m in a normal situation, yet it feels completely not normal. Is this how I’ll be for the rest of my life?


Ashley smiled at Lan. She was all laughs and giggles. I want to be normal. Is that too much to ask?


Lan mentally shook it off. I don’t want to get depressed while I’m with her. I’ll worry about it later. 

The bartender once again walked over, this time speaking to Ashley.

“Can I get you something, ma’am?” 


“I’d like a frozen margarita, please I’ll be right back. I’ll drink it when I get back.” She replied as she sat up from her stool and walked away.


“If she goes over this, tell me. The rest is for you.” Lan said, handing the bartender fifty dollars. He smiled and took the money, nodding an affirmative. 


Lan sat back and hoped he’d enjoy the night.
Chapter 9

There’s only three days left until I see Amy again. It’s been so long.

Lan lifted up his arms and put his hands under his head, continuing to lie on his bed. He was staring at a small black mark on his otherwise white ceiling. 


How am I even going to get there? Lan had a mix CD playing. The track playing was a Glenn Miller song. He tried to remember the last time he had seen Amy, the end of the summer in 1998. The memory just wouldn’t come to mind.


I dream memories when I don’t want them, but when I want to actually think about one, I can’t focus?


Lan sighed and shifted on his bed.


There’ve been so many times I’ve wished things could be different. I know that changing one thing that’s happened could change my entire life. In this situation, I don’t think it would be a bad thing. If I was able to stop myself from getting these powers, I would. But I don’t know when or how it happened, and I doubt I’m ever going to find out.

Lan shook his head, trying to get back on subject. 


How am I going to get from here to Fort Wayne?


Lan smiled as he finally got any idea. 


Three days, one five-thousand dollar down payment, and two hundred and fifty miles later, Lan arrived at the Fort Wayne International Airport. The quiet roar of his new motorcycle echoed through the parking garage, a sound he knew he would grow to like.


Luckily, he was able to find a parking spot on the second level after a few minutes of searching. Lan stepped off of his motorcycle and a look it. The black bike was one meant for speed, with all smooth angles and looks. Never been one for choppers.


He turned on the alarm and put his helmet under his arms. He pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket. It’s a good thing I remembered to bring this, or I wouldn’t know where to pick up Amy at. 


He looked at a nearby sign and began walking to his destination. Cars passed under him as he journeyed over a walkway that was above the street below. Baggage check, baggage claim, baggage weighing. Sometimes I wonder what’s more important: The people or what they bring. 


Constantly he saw people waiting for their loved ones: Fathers seeing daughters and new babies, brothers meeting each other for the first time in who-knows-how-many years, families greeting aunts and nieces. All around him was love and the occasional annoyance at a late flight. He tried not to think about it. Now’s not the time to envy normal. Not Now. Not today.


Lan found where Amy’s flight was arriving. The board told that her plane was on time and would land in twenty minutes. He sat down and became nothing more than a thought for the next person who walked by. They would pass by, make eye contact, and both they and Lan would forget about each other in a matter of seconds, going back to their own thoughts.

It’s just like on a highway, looking at the person speeding past you at  ten miles over the speed limit. It’s weird trying to think about what kind of life they’ve lead. Have they loved? Did they go to their senior prom? Stuff like that. Everyone has lead a life of their own. And then when I try to think about everyone on the road at that moment, it blows my mind.


Lan laughed to himself. Can’t tell I was a philosophy student. 

He slid his hands into the pockets of his brown jacket and began to wait, just another person in a crowd. 

Ten minutes later, something came to his mind. I should probably get something for her. It’s been too long since I’ve bought a gift for anyone. 

He sat up and grabbed his helmet from a young boy he’d let wear it and smiled at the mother. A gift shop wasn’t too far away, around a corner and on the right.


As soon as he walked in, he realized everything cost about twice as much as it should be. A T-Shirt with nothing but “Fort Wayne, IN” imprinted on the front was twenty-two dollars. Welcome to the Fort Wayne International Airport. Population: Two dollar pop and four-dollar coffee. 


He bought a small stuffed bear and a bag of chocolate-covered cashews. Amy’s favorite thing…well, ever. At least they were.


Her flight read as landed. It would take a few minutes to unload the plane. Lan mentally started preparing himself.

Why do I feel like this? I haven’t seen her in eight years. What happens to Ashley if something happens with me and Amy? Do I even want something to happen? Am I able to feel anything?

Amy was one of the last people to walk through the doors. She began to look around, trying to find Lan.


I wonder if she’ll even recognize me. I don’t exactly look the same.


She was wearing a light blue top with jeans. Her long, red hair was in a ponytail, reaching halfway down her back.

I really wish she didn’t look so good. It just brings back memories.


Lan had already stood up and begun to walk over to Amy when she finally spotted him. A huge smile came over her face as she sprinted towards him.

Still runs like a girl. 


He smiled right before she hugged him, an embrace he hadn’t felt in far too long. Lan put his arms around her and laughed, Amy’s bright green eyes staring back at him.


“It’s so good to see you!” she squealed.


“It’s good to see you, too.” Lan said.


“What’s with the hair?”


“What about it?” Lan asked. He let his head rest on her shoulder. She smells really good. It’s going to be an interesting few days.


“Why’s it covering your face? I can’t see your eyes.”


“I like it like this. And look at yours.” Lan said, flipping her ponytail with his finger. He continued, “You really let it grow out.”


“Yeah. Oh, wait!” She said as she took the elastic holding her hair up off. Her hair fell down, draping over her shoulders and going nearly to the small of her back. She shook her head, her hair flailing everywhere.


“I only had it up for the flight.” She pulled a brush out of her purse and began to run it through her hair.


“It looks really good on you, Amy.” He said. It’s weird to be talking to her in person after so long.


“You like it?” She asked, spinning around and jokingly modeling for him.


“Yeah. It smells really good, too.” Lan said. Amy smiled and hugged him again.


“It was really hard to pack light enough to put all my stuff on a motorcycle, you know.” She said, backing away and putting her hands on her hips.


“Hey, did you want a ride or not? You could’ve brought as much as you wanted, you would have just had to walk to Warsaw.” Lan said with a smile. He slid his own hands back into his jacket pockets.


“You should be glad that Natalie has all of the other stuff I would’ve normally brought along.”


“You should be glad you have a ride to get to Natalie.” Lan said, laughing. He pulled the bag of chocolate-covered cashews out of his pocket and gave them to Amy.


“I thought you might be hungry.” He said.


“Thank you!” She said, soon followed by another hug.


“You’re welcome.” And you still smell really freaking good.


“Where’re you parked at?” Amy asked.


“Follow me. I’ll be your guide.” Lan said, motioning behind him.


“Alright.” She said as put her arm through the one that Lan had in his pocket. They picked up her luggage as they walked to the parking garage.

During the whole trip to Warsaw, Amy had her arms wrapped tightly around Lan as they sped along on the motorcycle. Lan couldn’t help but smile. 


“You thirsty?” Lan asked As they pulled up to the Boathouse restaurant in Winona Lake.


Sometimes I wonder why Winona Lake isn’t part of Warsaw. They’re connected to each other, anyway.


“Yes. Why’re we here?” Amy asked, realizing where they were.


“The gift shop sells Jones soda. At least they used to. I haven’t gotten my berry lemonade fix today.” Lan replied, stepping off the bike and helping Amy down.


“It’s weird being here. There’re so many memories.”


“Tell me about it.” Lan replied, holding the door open for her. 


The gift shop was a warm, cozy little place that sold things from old-fashioned candy to statues. Lan had gone there mainly for their supply of Jones soda. Up until a year or two before, they had been one of the few places he knew of that sold it. 


Lan walked over to the fifties style cooler and slid the lid open. He reached his arm in and looked through the ice.


“You want root beer, berry lemonade, or cream soda?” Lan asked, holding one of each up.


“Uh…root beer, I guess.” Amy replied, shuffling through a few paintings. Lan carried six bottles of Jones over to the register. The attendant looked at him and smiled.


“Haven’t seen you in a while.” She said as she started to scan his drinks.


“Yeah, it been about a year and half since I was here last.” He replied.


“What brings you back, then?” 


“Best friend’s getting married.”


“Well, good for you. Who’s your friend?”


“Mike Townsend.” Lan replied.


“Oh, I know him. He does the same thing you just did. He just cleaned me out of green apple yesterday morning.”


“I’ll be stealing a few of those when I head over.” Lan said. He handed her the money for the drinks.


“Have a good day.”


“See you around.” Lan said as he picked the bag of sodas up. Amy followed him as he left the store. He handed her a bottle of root beer and put the rest in one of his motorcycle’s compartments. Lan began to walk to one of the shops. Amy quickly chased after him, not noticing he’d left at first. 

The closest store was a workshop. A few men were making items out of blown glass, allowing the growing crowd to watch in the open-aired shop. 

“This place wasn’t here before.” Amy said, trying to set a better view.


“It’d just opened last time I was here. Have you visited since you moved to California?” Lan asked.


“No. This is my first time back. Sad, huh?”


“Considering you were two-thousand miles away, I think it’s allowed.” 


“I really should have come back. I’ve wanted to see you more than once.” Amy said with a smile.


“Same here. I had been thinking about you for a few days before you called.” Lan replied.

These are feelings best left alone. I’m falling for her all over again. 


 “Why were you thinking about me?” Amy asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I dreamed about you.” He replied. Crap, I shouldn’t have said that.


“Really? That’s weird, because I dreamed about you around the same time. That’s one of the reasons I called you.” Amy said.


“Ah.” Lan replied.


“That, and I needed a ride.” She said, nudging Lan in the side playfully. 


The crowd had begun to walk away. The workers had gone back inside. Amy opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but quickly turned her head way.


“What?” Lan asked.


“ Oh. It’s nothing.”


“Uh huh. You can tell me.” Lan said, placing his hand on her shoulder.


“I will.” Amy said. She turned around and started to walk back to his motorcycle. She stopped and motioned for Lan to follow.


She has an awkward way of standing. It’s kinda like she knows she’s beautiful, but doesn’t know how to act about it.


Lan mentally shook it off as he caught up.


It’s going to be an interesting few days. 


They passed the Winona Lake Grace Brethren church on the way to Mike’s house. Lan stopped the bike to look at it. 


“Brings back some memories, huh?” Amy asked. 


“Yeah, like skipping church almost every Sunday with you and Mike.” Lan replied.


“I’d completely forgotten about that.” Amy said with a laugh.


“I remember it every once in a while. We did that, what? Like three-quarters of the time we lived here?” Lan asked.


“Sounds about right. Where’s Mike live, anyway?” 

“Right behind the church. We’re almost there.” He said.


Sure enough, Mike’s house was straight ahead, barely a block away. They both stepped off of the motorcycle as they pulled up in front of the tiny building.


“This is a house?” Amy asked.


“Yup. It’s barely bigger than most apartments. I really wonder why someone built it in the first place.”


Lan knocked on the door. A few seconds later, the door opened, Natalie standing behind it. 


“Lan! Amy! It’s so good to see you!” She exclaimed as she gave both of them a hug.


“Natalie. Can’t breathe.” Lan said, the words being squeezed out of him.


“Amy, your hair! It’s beautiful!” Natalie said. Amy took an exaggerated bow.


“Lan…your hair.” Natalie said.


“You went from ‘Eee!’ to ‘Eh’.” Lan said with a smile.


“It’s weird. I can’t see your eyes.” Natalie said. Lan shrugged in reply. 


“Where’s Mike?” Lan asked.


“He’s here.” Natalie said.


“Yeah! No-scope! Take that, eLit3 sNip3r 128!” A muffled voice yelled.


“Nevermind. There he is.” Lan laughed.


“Come on in. Dinner’s almost ready.” Natalie said.


“You guys didn’t have to do that.” Amy said, taking her jacket off.

“And you don’t have to be so nice.” Natalie said, smiling.


Lan walked over to the couch that Mike was on and sat down next to him. He began to watch as Mike played his game. A moment later, they both cringed at the same time. 


“Man, you took that one in the face.” Lan said.


“Game Over.” The game’s announcer said, his voice coming through the TV’s speakers.


“At least I got the last kill.” Mike said, sinking further back into the couch. He quickly sat up, shaking his head.


“Oh! Amy! Lan!” He said as he ran over, giving Amy a big hug.


“Nice to see you, too, Mike.” Amy said with a laugh.


Lan sat up from the couch and walked over to Mike, motioning with his arms.


“Come on, give me some man-love.” Lan said. Mike walked over and hugged him.


“It’s so good to see you guys!” Mike said, looking around and scratching his head. “Sorry about that, double EXP weekend, Team Snipers…I couldn’t resist.”


“Same old Mike.” Lan said.


“What’s for dinner?” Amy asked. Natalie laughed.


“Already thinking about food, huh?” She asked.


“I haven’t had like anything to eat in like six hours, except for some candy!” Amy replied.


“Here, let me give you the tour.” Natalie said, her shoulder length black hair swaying as she turned. 

“This is the living room, the kitchen, the bedroom, and the bathroom!” She said, pointing at the only three rooms in the house.
“That was painless.” Lan said. Natalie seems so different. She really looks happy. Granted, it’s been a while since I’ve seen her, but, still…it’s just crazy how people can change.

“Here, sit down.” Natalie said, motioning to the couch that Mike had just been on. Lan and Amy both sat down. Natalie pulled up a chair from the dining room table, and Mike sat down on Lan’s lap.
Lan stared at Mike with non-visible eyes. Natalie sighed.

“Mike…” She said.

“What? I like it here.” Mike said. Natalie just looked at him.


“Fine, ruin all my fun…” Mike said, standing up and grabbing a chair.


Fun time: awkward silence.


Everyone sat in the living room, looking around. Might as well be me.

“Natalie, where’re you working at now?” Lan asked.


“I’m a server down at The Boathouse.” She replied.


“She makes two-fourteen an hour and still brings home more than me almost every week.” Mike said with a smile.


“Where do you work, Mike?” Amy asked.

“I work for one of the orthopedic companies. I’m the one who sends fake body parts to all those nice hospitals.” He replied.


“What about you, Amy?” Natalie asked.


“I’m a tech at an immediate care center.”


“What’s a tech?” Mike asked.


“Someone who does everything a nurse does, but gets paid a lot less. I’m working on becoming a nurse, though.” She replied.


“What do you do, Lan?” Amy asked. Great…I always enjoy this part.


“I work at an arcade.” Lan replied.


“Oh, are you a manager?” Amy asked.


“No.” He replied. Makes me seem like I’m doing so well in life. But, whatever. These are my friends, it’s not like they’re going to judge.


“That’s cool. Must be fun.” Amy said.


“Yeah. Not quite as much as you’d think, but that’s how every job is.” Lan replied.


A timer began to ring. Natalie sat up and opened the oven door, using a towel to take a tray out of it. 


“Yes! Pizza!” Amy said, rubbing her hands together.

“You really are hungry, aren’t you?” Lan said.


“Yup.” Amy said. She narrowed her eyes, looking Lan over.


“You know, it’s kinda hard to tell what you’re feeling when we can’t see your face.” Amy said.


“Yes.” Lan replied. You know why you can’t see my face? Because I have fucking purple eyes. 


“Okay, then.” Amy said, looking a little confused.


“Food’s ready, guys.” Natalie said.

I hate everything that I’ve become. I hate that my closest friends can’t even see my face. 


Lan pulled a chair up to the table and sighed. 


“It’s so weird being back.” Amy said as they walked along the Village at Winona, a small collection of shops and stores near the lake.

“Thing’s have really cleaned up around hear since you’ve left. Not that it was the ghetto or anything, but it’s changed for the better recently.” Mike replied.

“Is the water in Winona Lake still disgusting?” Amy asked.


“You mean near the diving spot? Yes, the bottom’s still covered in seaweed and mussels. We swim at Center Lake now.” Natalie said with a laugh.


“You guys up for some ice cream?” Mike asked as they walked past the local creamery. 


“Of course.” Amy replied.


They walked through the door into the cozy ice cream shop. Old pictures of the lake adorned the walls, along with plenty of boating paraphernalia. 


“How you folks doing today?” The attendant behind the counter asked.


They all placed their orders and walked back out the door, bringing their ice cream with them.


“Lan, remember all the times we used to come down here during the summer when we had nothing else to do?” Amy asked, smiling a big smile.


“Yeah, I was just thinking about it.” Lan said. You’re the only thing I’m thinking about, kid.


“Hey, Amy! Let’s check out this place.” Natalie said, dragging Amy into a small shop.


“We’ll be around.” Mike said with a laugh. He and Lan walked over to a nearby bench and sat down. A few teenagers walked by, looking to be enjoying their evening.

“So, having trouble being around her again?” Mike asked. His white hair was spiked in the front, and the glasses he wore reminded Lan a little too much of John Lennon. 


“That obvious, huh? It’s like the last seven years didn’t even happen. I’m right back to when I broke up with her.” Lan replied.


“Natalie and I have had our offs and ons. We’ve broken up a few times, but we’ve always known we were the ones for each other.” Mike said.


“You’re not helping.” Lan said.


“I just feel like Amy was the one for you. This is your second chance.” 


“Mike, I haven’t thought about her for years. I haven’t thought about anyone for years.” 


“So you haven’t dated anyone since high school?” Mike asked, raising an eyebrow.

Lan leaned back in the bench and stared up at the sky, watching the clouds above him slowly make their trek across the heavens.


“I’ve tried. Nothing ever worked out.” Lan said after a moment of silence. Mike scratched his scraggly chin beard.


“Here come the women.” Mike said, a expressing a false look of doom. Lan couldn’t help but laugh.


“Lan, you suck.” Amy said as she walked towards the two.


“What’d I do?” 


“I can’t buy anything, because it won’t fit on your motorcycle.” Amy said with a pout.


“Oh no, I’m saving you money.” Lan laughed, soon joined by everyone else. Amy walked up behind Lan and wrapped her arms around his stomach. She whispered into his ear.


“You’ll just have to make it up to me.” She said with a flirty tone as she released her grip and began to walk away. Lan sighed.


Oh crap. 

Amy and Natalie began to walk ahead of the two men, talking and giggling as they crossed the bridge spanning the canal.


“What was that about?” Mike asked.


“She said I’ll have to make it up to her.’” Lan replied. He walked along at a slow pace, trying to take it all in.


“She’s really not going to make this easy on you, is she?” Mike said with a laugh. He continued, “Look on the bright side; at least you’ve got a hot redhead coming on to you.”

“Hey, Natalie’s not too bad herself man.” Lan said, giving his friend a nudge in the side.


“Oh, I know. I like the ladies with the really dark hair.” Mike replied.


MORE.

“Pink, man? Really?” Lan said, holding up the vest that went with his tuxedo.


“Technically, it’s peach. But it does look exceedingly pink” Mike said with a laugh.


“I’m going to get you back for this.” Lan said.


“Yeah, when you get married? In ten or so years?” Mike said, brushing his teeth at the same time.


“Ouch.” One of the other groomsmen said. Lan shrugged.


“Your not trimming the mutton chops, Mike? Natalie cool with that?” Lan asked.


“She wanted me to keep them. Fine with me. Got rid of my chin beard, though. What she doesn’t want me wearing is these.” Mike said, pointing down at his torn-up pair of grey and black checkered Vans. 


“Hey, Mike.” Lan said, motioning towards his own feet.


“You can’t wear Chucks! Only one man gets the unique shoes. Me. You know, the one getting married.”


“You going to stop me?” Lan asked, tying the laces on his shoes.


“Yeah.” Mike paused. “No…”


“You’d be Aikidoed all over the floor if you got anywhere near my shoes.”


“Is ‘Aikidoed” even a word?” Mike asked.


“Is now.”


Mike stood by the window, staring out it.


“You alright, man?” Lan asked.


“It’s just weird that she’s going to be Natalie Townsend soon. We’re going to be married!”


“You two’ve been dating for, what? Eight, nine years? It’s not going to be that much of a change.”


“We’ll be living together. That’s a change.”


“She basically lives with you now.” Lan said.


“No she doesn’t.”

“Do you have tampons under your bathroom sink?”


“Yes. Crap…” Mike replied. The room burst into laughter.


A few hours later, the ceremony had begun. Everyone had gathered in the sanctuary. Lan walked in, Natalie’s Maid of Honor beside him.


I wish we’d rehearsed more. Where’m I going?


He saw Amy as he strolled down aisle and flashed her a smile. She was wearing a stylish black dress, her bright red hair all done up. He sighed to himself. 

Why’s she have to be leaving?

He assumed his place on the stage and began to remember the last time he had been in the church.

“Lan, where’re you going?” Natalie asked as Lan walked away from his circle of friends. He didn’t answer.
I don’t know who I am anymore.

He went up the stairs leading out of the church’s basement. He fought the urge to just run, to get away from everything. He walked into the sanctuary where his father’s funeral had just been held. He grabbed an acoustic guitar from the stage and took it to a small room used for Sunday school. He closed the door and sat down on the table, staring out of the window, the guitar on his lap.

Lan began to play the first song that came to mind, ‘Disarm’ by The Smashing Pumpkins. He got ten seconds into playing before he broke down into tears.
“There’s still some human left in you, huh?” Mike asked, his voice coming from behind Lan. He quickly wiped his tears and turned around.

“How did you-“

“Find you? We used to always skip church together here, remember?” Mike replied. Amy, Natalie, Mike, and Chris had all entered the room.
I really must be messed up; I didn’t hear anyone come in.

“Is there anything we can do for you?” Amy asked.

“Can you take back everything that’s happened?” Lan replied.

I don’t even know if I mean what happened with my dad.

He laid down on the table ad began to stare at the ceiling. Chris walked over and looked Lan eye-to-eye.

“We’re all here. Nothing’s changed, man.” He said.

“I know, but there’s nothing any of you can do. Nothing can change what’s happened. I just want things to be how they were, before-“ Lan stopped short.

I feel like telling them everything, telling them why I’ve been acting how I have. But it’s my secret. Even if they could accept it, there’ll always be something in the back of their minds. They’ll never see me the same way.

Lan sat up from the table and looked back out the window. I’ll never be normal again.

“I don’t look at the world the same way anymore. There’s always a downside to everything. I’ve been pushing you guys away for the last year. I just feel like I always want to be by myself.” Lan said.
“What happened?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know. I wish I did.” Lan replied. I don’t want to lie to them, but what else can I do?

He turned around, his moment of sadness over. He had once again assumed his stoic expression.

“I’ve only told Chris this, but if it hadn’t been for you guys, I know I would’ve killed myself by now. You’re the most important thing that I have.” Lan said. Amy began to reply, but the words didn’t come. She moved forward and hugged him.

“I love you.” She said.

“We all do.” Natalie said, her first words since she had entered the room.

“I love you all, too. I wish things could go back to how they were before all of this.” He looked down at Amy, at the form wrapped around him.

“Amy, I know I messed things up between us.” Lan said. Another mistake. Another regret.
Before he knew it, all of his friends were holding him.
“We’re in this for the long haul, buddy, whether you like it or not.” Mike said.

“Can I take this tie off yet?” Chris asked. Natalie elbowed him in the stomach.

“What? I hate these things.”
“Do you have the ring?” the preacher asked, jarring Lan out of memory.

“Yes.” Mike replied as he looked over at Lan. Lan reached into his pocket and handed the ring to Mike.

He was too preoccupied to pay attention to the rest of the ceremony. Before he knew it, Mike and Natalie were already walking off the stage, husband and wife. His eyes immediately drifted over to Amy.

Now I have to figure out what to do. I’ve got Ashley back home, but I still have every bit of feeling for Amy I used to have. And then some.

Their eyes met and she smiled. He linked arms with Natalie’s Maid of Honor and walked out of the sanctuary. He turned around and waited for Amy to come out.
He felt someone creeping up behind him. He quickly snapped around, saw it was Amy, and gave her a hug that lifted her off the ground.

“Oh…hi!” she said, slightly startled.

“Don’t try sneaking up on me. Doesn’t work.” Lan said with a laugh.

“Let’s head down to the reception. I’m starving.”

“You’re always hungry.” Lan replied. Amy put her hand in his as they walked down the stairs to the church’s basement where the reception was being held.

“You know, you could really give a guy the wrong idea.” Lan said. She leaned over and whispered into his ear. 

“I want you to get the wrong idea.” She replied as she let go of his hand and ran over to Natalie, giving her a big hug.

Lan looked around the room. People were conversing at tables, standing up, in line. Happiness was everywhere.

But I’m not very happy. I don’t know what to do.

Mike walked over and put his arm over Lan’s shoulder.

“You look excited.” Mike said as he took a sip of punch.

“Woohoo.” Lan replied with an exceptional sense of being under-enthused.

“What’s bothering you?”

“She leaves tomorrow, man.” Lan replied.

“Yup. She doesn’t want to, though.”

“Really? How do you know?”

“My spy network. Amy told Natalie, Natalie told me. She wants to stay.” Mike said.
“But, she can’t. Plane tickets are bought.”

“I know. I’ll be back.” Mike said as he stepped over and shook someone’s hand. Lan laughed lightly to himself.

Wrong day to try and have a long conversation.

Amy walked over with a plate of food, grabbed Lan’s hand, dragged him over to a table and started eating. Lan grabbed some kind of pastry and popped it into his mouth.

“That was a beautiful ceremony.” Amy said.

“Sure was.” Lan replied.

“You look like something’s bothering you. Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“Don’t believe you.” Amy said, looking at him with her bright, green eyes.

“Don’t do that!” Lan said, laughing.

“Do what?”


“Look at me like that.”

“I’ll look at you any way I want, thank you.” She said. She stuck her tongue out at him.
“It’s been really great spending time with you, Amy.” Lan said. He reached out and held her hand. She looked down and smiled.

“Come with me.” Amy said as she got up from the table. Lan followed her up the stairs to the same small room all his friends had found him in after his father’s funeral.

“Alright, what’re we up here for?” Lan asked.

“I wanted to talk to you. Alone.” She replied. She paced around the room for a moment before joining Lan in sitting on the table.

“What would you say if I told you I’ve never stopped loving you?” Amy asked, looking at him with a cute half-smile.

Woah.

Lan took a second to begin speaking. \

“I’d say ‘I’m flattered.’”

“Not ‘I feel the same way,’ or anything like that?” Amy asked.\

“Truth is, I haven’t thought about anyone like that since we broke up.” Lan said. Amy smiled.

“That means I have no one to be jealous of.” She leaned over and began to kiss him with a passion he hadn’t felt in years. He found himself kissing back just as much.

Not how I expected this to go. I mean- Wow, her tongue’s soft…

As things became more heated, Amy put her hands around her back and began unzipping her dress. Lan grabbed her hand and stopped her.

“What’s wrong?” Amy asked, panting slightly.

“Three things: First, the door’s open. Second, we’re in a church. I’m not religious, and that still makes me feel a little wrong. Last, and most importantly, this isn’t how I want this to be. We’re not even dating…”

“Hadn’t thought of the church thing…yeah…I feel kind of icky now…” Amy said with a laugh. She continued, “There’s more I wanted to talk to you about.”

Uh oh.

“What’s that?” Lan asked.

“Things are going better than I’d even hoped with us. I wanted to see how we got along before I made my decision. I’m moving back to Warsaw, Lan.”

Oh crap.
“And…if things work out with us…I could even move up to Chicago with you. I’ve missed you so much.”

Thinkfastthinkfastthinkfast.

“I want that. I really do.” Lan replied. He gave her a long embrace.

Fuck it. I’m done running. Hiding. This is what I want.

Amy put her head on his shoulder and began giggling. Lan smiled.

“Something funny?” He asked.

“That went way differently than I expected it to.” She replied.

“Awwwwwwwwwwwwwww.” A voice said from the doorway. Mike stood there, smiling and golf clapping. Lan pulled his pocket watch and threw it at him. Mike caught it and began to walk out of the room.

“Yoink.” He said. Lan and Amy looked at each other and broke out laughing.

“I mean, it’s not like he wouldn’t have found out in five minutes, anyway. But…” Lan said.

“Maybe not five minutes…” Amy said as she started kissing him again.

“So, how was she?” Mike asked sarcastically.

“Douchebag. It would have taken way longer than that.” Lan replied.

“Not what I’ve heard…” Mike retorted. Lan punched him in the arm.

“Owie….”

Lan untied his tie and let it hang around the back of his neck. Mike had already done the same.

“I can’t believe you almost had sex at my wedding.” Mike said with a broad smile.”

“Wedding reception.” Lan corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“Touché.” Mike said.

“And it might not have led to that.”

“Oh, no, she was only about to take off her dress because it was hot in there. Did you at least get to see anything?”

“No.” Lan replied. Mike glared at him.

“Fine, I got to see a little bit of side-boob.” Lan said with a laugh.

“Wasn’t a total waste, then.” Mike laughed and took a bite out of a corn dog. Lan did a double-take.

“What?” Mike asked.

“Corn dogs? At your wedding?”

“I special requested them…”

Lan grinned and went over to see Natalie. She was walking around barefoot.

“I hate heels.” She said, giving him a hug.

“You look beautiful.” Lan said.

“Thank you. So, I heard about you and Amy.”

“Figured.” Lan said.

“I can’t believe you guys almost had sex at my-“ Lan interrupted her.

“Already went over this with Mike. Old news. Move along. Where is she?” 

“Ran to the bathroom. She’s all smiles and giggles when she talks about you.” Natalie said.

“I’d be that way if I giggled.”

“Or smiled.” 

“I am smiling.” Lan said.

“No you’re not.” 

“On the inside…” 

“You two are great for each other. Not to mention she’s gorgeous.” Natalie said.

“No freaking kidding.” Lan said.

“Now that’s a smile.”

Mike walked over and grabbed both of their arms.

“Picture time.” He said.

Great…

Mike and Natalie ran to their car as bird seed rained down on them. “Just Married” was written on the back window in three different languages, along with several random doodles. They waved and Mike blew one kiss at Lan before they got in the car and drove off. Lan caught the kiss and threw it back like a baseball.

“I almost wish it would crack their windshield. Make it that much creepier.” Lan said.

“It’s amazing how gay he can act without actually being gay.” Amy replied.
“So, what now?” 

“We’re dressed up. Could go anywhere. Tokens n’ Tickets?” Amy said. Lan laughed.

“I only work at an arcade, but okay. I could go for that right now.”

A short motorcycle ride and they arrived at the arcade.

“For future reference, dresses and motorcycles don’t mix well.” Amy said.

“We still have to ride back.” Lan said with a smile.

“Damn it. I’m going to get you back for this.” Amy said.

“You’ve been saying that this whole time. Good luck.” Lan said as he dodged her punch from behind. He turned around and wrapped his arms around her.

“I told you. Good luck.” He said as he kissed her on the cheek. They walked through the door. Beeps, whistles, and rings filled their ears. Lan got some tokens out of a machine and gave a handful of them to Amy.

“And I’m supposed to put these where?” She asked.

“Do you really want me to answer that question?” Lan asked. Amy thought for a second and then began to glare at him.

“Just you wait, mister…” She said. Lan took the tokens back and put them in his pocket. Amy ran over and started to play a puzzle game. Lan parked himself in front of an old fighting game and began playing.
Okay, so…she’s moving back. Pretty sure I’m in love. Obviously know she is. How does this work out?

Lan looked down at his hand. Its blurred form was pressing buttons faster than the game could read. 

Wow, I really should not think about this kind of stuff and do any kind of activity at the same time.
Lan and Amy returned to Mike’s tiny house right as the sun was setting. She walked in, took off her heels, and plopped herself down on the couch.

“Whoever invented heels should be shot.” Amy said

“I think they’re already dead, Amy.” Lan said, shuffling through the fridge.

“Shoot them anyway.”

“Ouch.” Lan said with a laugh. Amy picked up the remote and began to shuffle through channels.
“What do you watch, Lan?” Amy asked.

“I don’t watch TV. Surprise me.”

She stopped on a cooking show and walked up behind Lan, wrapping her arms around his waist and laying her head on his back.

“You little cuddle bug.” Lan said.

“There are worse things.” She replied. She grabbed his hand and pulled him over to the couch. Lan quickly grabbed a bottle of green apple Jones before they sat down. She leaned over and rested her head where Lan’s arm met his torso.

“I’m going to get out of this dress” Amy asked as she sat up, unzipped the back of her dress, and walked to the bedroom. She let the dress slip off of her, standing in front of Lan in nothing but her underwear for a quick second before she shut the door.

“You suck, Amy.” Lan said, throwing a pen at the door.

“Getting ahead of yourself there, aren’t you?” Her muffled voice came through the door.

“I’m not talking to you anymore, pervert.” 

“You don’t have to talk with what I have planned.” Amy said. Lan laughed to himself.

Well, isn’t she pushy?

The door opened to Amy in a pair of jeans and a low-cut blue shirt. She skipped over to Lan and sat down lightly in his lap, smiling brightly. 

“So, there some guy back in California I need to be worried about?” Lan asked.

“Nope. Been single for a while.”

“Narrows the competition down a little bit.” 

“There isn’t a competition. You already won.” Amy said, kissing him.

“Budt wudt abot-“ Lan tried to say. Amy continued kissing him, not letting him talk. He sighed and started kissing back again.
She laid back on his arm and (Eh, continue later)
Chapter 10
