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FOR K.A.
















Dear Student,





You know why I’m contacting you.


You decided to mar your last day of middle school with a reckless decision, one that ordinarily would land you in a day of in-school suspension. Perhaps you thought being a freshman and moving up to the high school would mean you’re exempt from that punishment. You are not.


However, you are hereby offered an opportunity to begin your next year on a better foot than you ended the last. I am willing to allow you to spend the last day of summer vacation at Northbrook Retirement Village for a day of service. You will be expected to care for the needs of residents as well as spend a significant portion of the day reflecting on your poor decisions and what you have learned by helping others in need. This will be demonstrated in the form of an essay to me, due at the end of the day.


This invitation will be extended to several other students who also behaved regretfully. It is my hope that each of you will spend this time not only gaining a greater understanding of your own autonomy but also reflecting on what might have led to—and prevented—the decisions of your classmates.




Enjoy your summer,
 Principal Hardy
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8:00 a.m.



JASON “The Nobody”


Jason sits on the grass lawn outside the Northbrook Retirement Village, curled over the sketchbook on his lap and putting off the inevitable as long as possible. A mud-colored Volvo pulls to a stop in front of him; all of the windows are down but even if they weren’t, he’d be able to hear the high-pitched squeals from inside.


“I can’t believe you couldn’t get me out of this!” a girl screeches. Jason doesn’t bother looking up. He’d know Lilith Bhat’s voice anywhere. It had always echoed through the halls of Northbrook Middle School.


“Lily, you need to be held accountable for your actions.” The woman in the driver’s seat sounds distracted. Jason peeks up; sure enough, he can see through the window that her mom’s thumbing through screens on her phone.


“Lilith. My name is Lilith. You gave it to me. Why can’t you use it?”


Her mom sighs, and Jason hears the car shift into park. “Your father gave you that name. I wanted to give you a traditional Indian name—Bharati, another name for Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom.”


“You’re an atheist,” Lilith snaps. Jason bends further over the sketchbook to hide his chuckle, while keeping his eyes on the car. “And, seriously? You would’ve named me Bharati? I’d be Bharati Bhat! That name is awful.”


“It’s your grandmother’s name.”


“Like I said. Even Dida wouldn’t want that for me.”


“You could use a little wisdom.”


Lilith crosses her arms and slams her back against the seat.


Her mother sighs again. “Stop being so dramatic.”


Lilith throws her arms in the air, then whips open the car door. “Don’t be dramatic?” She leans into her mother; she’s about as opposite of Lilith as a person can get, with a dark suit and her hair carefully combed back into a tight ponytail. “It’s like we’ve never met.”


Mrs. Bhat presses her thin lips into a pale line. She slowly closes her eyes. “Perhaps you could use this time to learn something.”


Lilith pauses before stepping out of the car. “I suppose I could.”


She stands outside of the car now, running her hands through her glossy black-brown hair to make sure it’s smooth. She tugs at her dress—it’s bright orange and snug across the top before flaring out. Some girls with Lilith’s soft shape hide under big sweaters or loose T-shirts. But the bright orange is meant to draw attention, Jason knows; everything Lilith does is to get attention. The orange complements her dark skin, and the retro style of the dress makes her look more like a 1950s-era teenager than a thirteen-year-old middle schooler in middle Missouri. “I could use this time to study the elderly, in case I’m ever cast in a time-traveling story. They’re back in vogue.”


Jason hears her mother sigh again, then the Volvo is pushed into drive. “That’s not what I meant. I’ll pick you up at four thirty, Lily.” She peels away from the curb, making the passenger side door slam shut as Lilith jumps out of the way.


“It’s Lilith!” she yells at the retreating car. Whipping around, she spots him. Her eyes widen like she’s never seen him before, even though they had four classes together last year. Jason feels her eyes drifting across him, taking in his shaggy hair and a beanie. “What are you looking at?”


Jason shrugs and smiles with just the right side of his mouth. His choppy, long hair hangs across his narrow eyes. He nibbles at a hangnail, and Lilith winces at his painted-black chewed-up fingernails.


“You have abysmal cuticle care.”


“I’ll work on that.”


Lilith crosses her arms and stomps toward the door. After shoving the sketchbook and charcoal pencil into his backpack, Jason trails silently behind her. He gives her a lot of space because drama might be contagious and he doesn’t want anything to do with it. He keeps his hands shoved in his pockets, his head bent low, and his posture as slouched as the canvas backpack slung over his shoulder.


“Hey, Picasso.” A girl with close-cropped pixie hair and eyes heavily lined with black makeup is perched on the cement ledge bordering the building’s porch.


“Rex.” Jason nods hello.


Rex tilts her head toward the doors closing behind Lilith. “Is there, like, a school meeting going on? First Drama Queen—”


“I think she wants to be called Lilith.”


“What? Anyway, inside I spotted the black kid with the”—Rex presses a finger into her cheek like a dimple and makes a sound—ding—like a crystal goblet being flicked—“with Principal Hardy, probably sweet-talking the nurses into a giving him a foot massage.”


Jason’s eyes crinkle. “Wes is here? He’s, like, class president. I wonder what he did wrong to serve time.”


“Serve time?”


“You know, suspension? I didn’t mean to offend, like if serving time is something you or your fam—”


“Your political correctness is annoying.” Rex crosses her arms and juts her pointy chin at Jason, who unconsciously takes a step back. “But what are you talking about?”


“Well, Principal Hardy thinks he’s sticking it to us, doesn’t he? Making us spend our last Saturday of summer vacation volunteering with old people since we screwed up the last day of school.”


Rex squints at him.


“That’s why you’re here, right?” Jason asks.


Both turn as a red convertible screeches to a stop in front of them. Without saying good-bye or looking back at the driver, a girl in running leggings and a zipped-up sweatshirt hops out. Jason’s spine seems to straighten on its own when he sees who it is—Ally. His backpack suddenly feels a lot heavier. He never would’ve risked bringing his sketchbook if he had known Ally was going to be here. The bag drops down his arm and he clutches it in his fist while thinking about the drawings of her midkick at the soccer net. At the finish line of the track. Pitching the softball. It’s not that he’s a stalker or anything, or even that he has a crush on the girl. Sports aren’t his thing. Girls, either, if he’s being honest. In fact, he and Ally have zilch in common.


It’s just her face is made for sketching—heart-shaped but with sharp, high cheekbones incredible for shading; thick dark eyelashes framing sea-glass green eyes; even darker eyebrows in fierce straight lines like two slashes across her delicate face; wild hair that moves even more than she does. Drawing her midmovement never truly captures her, so of course he can’t stop drawing her. It’s an artist thing, he tells himself.


“Great.” Rex groans. “Sports Barbie is here, too.”


As Ally trots from the car, she shoves her thick hair back to the top of her head, not bothering to pull the hair all the way through the ponytail holder. When she gets to the stairs, she twists her neck, and Rex and Jason both cringe at the popping sound. Her father yells from the car. “Don’t forget you’re missing practice for this today. You better figure out a way to get in some training!”


The girl scowls, but dutifully sprints up the stairs, still without looking back.


“Ally, right?” Jason says as she passes. Rex’s eyes widen. It’s not like him to offer up casual conversation.


But Ally barely nods. She shoves through the door and into the building.


“Ally, right?” Rex mocks.


“What?” Jason ducks his head, his hair covering his eyes but not the flush across his face.


“Dude. You can’t call me out on not knowing Wes’s name and then say, ‘Ally, right?’ as if everyone and their brother doesn’t know who Sports Barbie is. She’s, like, the most popular girl in school. Maybe in the county.”


“I’m working on my social skills.” He shrugs.


“You hate people. It’s the basis of our friendship.”


“We’re not friends,” Jason says. “I’m just the only person who isn’t scared of you.”


Rex’s eyebrow pops up.


“Okay,” he concedes, “I’m a little scared of you.”


The corner of Rex’s mouth tugs back in an almost-smile. “As you should be, Picasso.” The smile disappears altogether when they hear the booming voice of their school principal ordering Ally, Wes, and Lilith to take a seat in the lobby.


“Guess we better get this over with.” Rex groans. She elbows Jason in the ribs. “Maybe you can spend the day with Ally, working on your social skills.”


“Shut up.”


Principal Hardy is in the middle of the lobby, standing like always with his hands behind him as he gazes with narrowed eyes at Lilith, who’s applying a layer of lip gloss; Ally, who’s sitting on the edge of the couch with her arms crossed; and Wes, who’s grinning straight back into the principal’s face. Rex whistles as she saunters into the room. One of Hardy’s thick gray eyebrows nudges up when he spots her. He curls a finger, indicating her to move toward him.


Rex shoves a hand through her stubby bangs, makes a fist, and tugs, then trudges toward the principal. “What’s up?”


Hardy crosses his arms. “It’s a positive sign that you’re here.”


“Wait!” says Wes, the boy with the ding smile. “This was optional?” He salutes the rest of the students and moves toward the door.


“Sit down! No, mister. It’s not,” Mr. Hardy bellows, but keeps his eyes locked with Rex. Wes sits back down.


Rex stares at the principal, but doesn’t say anything. The longer the silence stretches, the deeper Hardy’s face flushes as he waits for Rex to crack and be the first to speak. Instead, she yawns, wide and deliberate. Hardy’s nostrils flare as if he’s keeping his own yawn inside.


The principal speaks softly, probably so only Rex can hear, but of course the other students lean in to eavesdrop. “This is a day where you can show me you have a place at our school.”


“Sorry, Teach,” Rex says. “We’re off to the high school this year. New principal.”


Hardy smirks. “Actually, you’re looking at the new high school principal. But that doesn’t mean this isn’t a chance for you to kick-off the new year with a clean slate.”


Rex slowly blinks.


“I’m going to come down hard on you this year, Rex. No more of your games. I won’t tolerate it, regardless of what you might be dealing with at… home.”


Rex’s eyes narrow. Her chin pops up. But she still doesn’t speak. The two of them glare for another long moment, while behind them the other students stare without breathing.


“My money’s on Rex,” Wes whispers. Jason backs away from the other boy.


Principal Hardy grinds his teeth. “Take a seat,” he finally snaps.


Rex backs up, eyes still on the principal, and sinks into the seat next to Lilith.


“You’re on my dress,” Lilith whines, pulling her skirt from under Rex’s legs.


“Whose is it, your mom’s?” Rex doesn’t budge.


“This is vintage,” Lilith says importantly. She yanks on the skirt, pulling it out from under Rex.


Rex hisses like a cat, making two bright red spots flare on Lilith’s cheeks and a laugh escape from Wes. Rex turns her glare on him, but he seems impervious, smiling even wider. Rex claps silently as Lilith, her skirt yanked free, makes a big production of grabbing her satchel—also vintage, plastic with giant peonies—before stomping over to the other vinyl couch in the lobby. She plops down next to Ally, who sighs out of her nose and angles away from all of them.


“Seriously,” Lilith whispers to Jason too loudly to actually be a whisper. Jason’s eyes widen at being directly addressed. “How can you be friends with her?” Ally turns their way, listening in. Jason’s hands fly up like he’s holding back Lilith’s words.


“I’m not!” Jason stumbles to his feet. His head whips between Lilith, Rex, and Ally. Rex stretches out her legs, crossing them at the ankles, and watches Jason squirm. “I mean, Rex, you’re not really friends with anyone, are you? I don’t mean that, either. I mean, you don’t like people. Right? It’s not that I don’t want to be—”


Wes takes a seat next to Rex, rubbing his hands together. “Oooh, this is getting good.” He nudges her. “You’re going to hurt him, aren’t you?”


But Jason’s off the hook as Rex turns on Wes, her lips curling back like she’s about to hiss again.


“Meow,” Wes whispers with another ding smile that only stretches when he realizes he’s thrown her. Rex is first to look away.


Three loud claps from Principal Hardy and four out of the five students turn toward him. Rex stays put, staring at a fish tank instead of the principal and the squat woman in scrubs next to him.


“Oh, hi there, Rex!” the woman says suddenly. Still, Rex doesn’t move. Jason’s head swivels between the two of them as if looking for the connection.


The woman bounces a little at them, a smile stretching across her face.


“This is Mrs. Mitchell, head of Northbrook Retirement Village,” Hardy says.


“Jeff and I go way back!” Mrs. Mitchell says with a laugh, not seeing Mr. Hardy’s wince.


“Oh, yeah?” Wes says.


“That’s right,” Mrs. Mitchell says. She clasps her hands behind her back and rocks back on her heels. “Jeff here thinks running a middle school is so hard.” She rolls her eyes as she drags out the last two words. “I said, ‘You should try a nursing home sometime if you think you’ve got it rough!’ And that’s how we got here, I guess.”


“That’s one way of looking at it,” Mr. Hardy says without a smile. “Mrs. Mitchell is my sister.”


“And we’re going to join forces today! Jeff and I have so many fun things planned for y’all!”


“You’re not Southern, Trish. We were raised in Pennsylvania. You can’t pull off a Southern accent. How many times do I have to tell you?”


Mrs. Mitchell’s smile stays plastered on her face. “Jeff,” she drawls to the kids, “might learn today how important it is to be warm and homey when prompting a change in behavior.”


Mr. Hardy shakes his head. “I think I’ll stick with my style.”


“Which is what?” Mrs. Mitchell asks.


Wes’s hand shoots in the air, but Mr. Hardy cuts him off. “Don’t answer that, Wes.” He clears his throat, then continues, “Mrs. Mitchell and I have worked to help coordinate today’s activities.”


“Activities?” Ally asks. “I thought we were helping to clean or something.”


“No, no,” Mrs. Mitchell says, her smile stretching even farther. “We have so many fun activities planned. I feel that contributing to society is what brings about change, not isolating people for wrongdoing. So we’ll be doing fun things—crafts, preparing meals, maybe even something artistic—I just can’t wait!” She claps like a walrus Jason once saw at a zoo.


“You’re going to love it here!” Mrs. Mitchell continues. “It’s so fun and so well run that you’ll never want to leave.”


Principal Hardy forces a crack-in-cement smile despite the audible groan from every student. “Mrs. Mitchell says she wouldn’t miss an opportunity to have you interact socially with residents.”


Jason’s eyes flick between Hardy and Rex, who stood up abruptly at Mrs. Mitchell’s words. Hardy shakes his head ever so slightly, eyes locked with Rex. She slumps back into the seat. No one but Jason seems to have noticed the exchange. Jason’s fingers drum on his backpack as he leans against an armchair, a safe place outside of the drama on the two couches.


“Our seniors love to talk with young people,” says Mrs. Mitchell, bouncing a little more. “First, I’ll pair you each with someone who could use a great listening ear.” She tugs on her ear and winks. Rex slams her head on the couch back.


“Interview them, ask questions, get to know them,” Principal Hardy instructs.


Lilith runs her hands over her dress so the pleats stay smooth. “That’s exactly what I was planning to do—approach this as research for future method acting.”


“Acting?” Mrs. Mitchell claps her hands together. “You’re an actress?”


Lilith nods and says, “I’ve been the lead in all the community and middle school productions.”


“I thought that new kid, the blonde, was going to be the lead last time?” Wes cuts in.


“That was a last-minute casting change,” Lilith says primly. That’s one way of putting it, Jason thinks but keeps his mouth shut. “The point is,” she continues, “yes. I am an actress.”


“Casting change?” Ally says. “I heard you went all Hulk backstage?”


“Oh,” says Mrs. Mitchell, saving Lilith from replying. “The residents here love performances!” More frantic bouncing, this time with claps. “You could put on a skit for them!”


“A what?” Ally and Rex say at the same time, then scowl at each other before turning to glare in different directions.


“A skit.” The smug smile stretching across Principal Hardy’s face is Grinch-like and slow. “I like the sound of that. I’m also going to need a full-page letter—front and back—from each of you outlining what you learned throughout the course of the day.”


“Yes!” Mrs. Mitchell cheers again. “At four o’clock, we have a half hour allotted for entertainment. Generally, we play bingo or charades, but I know the residents would much prefer watching an original skit!” She squeals. “Especially if it’s inspired by their own lives!” Clap, clap, clap. Bounce, bounce, bounce. “Oh, this is fabulous.”


“Fabulous,” Wes echoes, and the dimple disappears from his cheek as he shakes his head. All four turn Rex-like death glares on Lilith, who once again straightens her dress.


“Thanks a lot, Lily,” Ally hisses.


“It’s Lilith.”


“Okay,” Mrs. Mitchell says, “let’s meet our seniors! You can get to know them while helping to serve breakfast. If you’ll leave your bags here, I’ll have one of the aides put them in the meeting room where you’ll be having lunch.”


The kids slip their phones into their pockets and drop their bags in front of Mrs. Mitchell, all except for Jason. “I’ll hang on to mine,” he says.


Lilith grabs her satchel back, too.


Mrs. Mitchell claps and bounces again, then turns, making her way past the giant tank full of tropical fish and down a hallway. Principal Hardy sighs and swoops up his arms like a conductor. The students groan and follow her. That is, all except for Rex, whose eyes stay locked on the fish tank, where a fat purple fish glides backward and then rushes forward into its own reflection again and again. Jason pauses beside her.


Hardy clears his throat. Silently, Rex stands and trails behind the rest of the group toward the cafeteria.


“Don’t worry,” Hardy says as Rex passes. “We’re staying off the third floor.”


“As if I care,” Rex snaps, and barrels ahead, elbowing Jason to the side.


“What’s on the third floor?” Jason asks the principal.


But Principal Hardy just shakes his head. Under his breath, he says, “Don’t forget why you’re here, Jason.”













9:00 a.m.



LILITH “The Drama Queen”


Lilith scans the cafeteria. It’s a sea of gray. People with gray hair and pale skin shoveling gray lumps of oatmeal into their mouths. The residents sit around large round tables, talking to one another, or, in some cases, to their oatmeal. Everybody has a story, Lilith reminds herself over the thump of her heart that sounds a lot like a stopwatch. They all just look boring. Underneath, I’m sure they’re all very exciting people.


“Okay,” Mrs. Mitchell says with another bounce and clap. “Let’s partner up, shall we?” Mrs. Mitchell strides up to a tiny woman with wispy white hair on an otherwise mostly bald, wrinkled head. Lilith is reminded of a dandelion gone to puff atop a narrow yellowing stem. The woman’s mouth flops open and a noise like the snap of a lid on a Tupperware container leaks out.


Mrs. Mitchell glances at the clipboard in her hands. “All right, Ally.”


Lilith gives a quick prayer of thanks for alphabetical order as Mrs. Mitchell leans forward and wipes a little drool from the corner of the woman’s mouth with a paper napkin.


“Opal, this is Ally,” Mrs. Mitchell bellows. “She’s going to get to know you a bit.”


Ally swallows hard and takes a step back, right onto Jason’s foot. He grimaces but says, “It’s okay,” as if she had apologized. She ignores him, her eyes flicking from side to side. She then sidesteps into Lilith, who pushes her forward.


“Is there anyone else—?” Ally murmurs, but Mrs. Mitchell is now leaning toward Opal.


“Ally is going to help you with your breakfast today, Opal.” The old lady blinks wide blue eyes. Her mouth stretches into a toothless smile. “Oh, you forgot your teeth again today, didn’t you?” Mrs. Mitchell laughs and pulls out a chair for Ally.


Ally doesn’t budge.


“Go ahead,” says Mrs. Mitchell, pointing to the chair.


Ally stares at Opal and then down at the tray in front of the old woman, filled with small containers of applesauce and oatmeal. She glances at Opal’s curled, bony hands resting on her thin lap. Ally grips her stomach with one hand and takes another step back, shaking her head. This time Jason moves with her. “I’ll take Opal,” he whispers, and smiles at the old woman.


But Opal reaches out and grabs Ally’s hand. She tries to slip her hand out of the old woman’s knotty grasp while her eyes dart around the loud, bright cafeteria. Jason places his hand on her shoulder. Ally shudders, but finally sits in the plastic seat in front of Opal.


“That’s it,” Mrs. Mitchell says. “Just give her a few spoonfuls of food, okay?”


Jason takes the seat next to Ally without waiting for Mrs. Mitchell’s introduction. Across from him a man who looks to be in his nineties smiles and blinks his cloudy eyes.


“I’m Mike,” he says to Jason.


Great, Lilith thinks, no way could my person be worse than theirs.


Mrs. Mitchell nods and writes Mike next to Jason’s name. The old man nods. Jason nods. Both turn toward Opal and Ally.


“Come along, children.” Mrs. Mitchell beckons Wes, Rex, and Lilith toward the opposite end of the cafeteria. She stands in front of a frail-looking woman smiling blandly up at them. Her gray hair is in a knot at the back of her head. She’s knitting something with blue and orange yarn.


Wes and Rex take a tandem step backward just as Mrs. Mitchell turns, leaving Lilith front and center.


“Perfect! Lilith!” Mrs. Mitchell says. “Now, Agnes, this is Lilith. She’s going to ask you questions so she can write a skit about you!”


“About me?” Agnes chuckles. “Why, it’s going to be the most boring skit ever. I’ve called this little town home my whole life. All ninety-two years of it!”


“Oh,” says Lilith, “I’m sure you’ve done something interesting in nine decades.”


Agnes’s bottom lip pops out as she considers. “I made a quilt once.”


Lilith leans over to Mrs. Mitchell. “Are you sure there isn’t anyone else who might be a better fit for me?”


But Mrs. Mitchell just pulls out the chair and moves to another table, with Rex and Wes trailing behind.


“Now, I’ve saved the best for last. You two are in for a treat. Hubert and Grace have the most wonderful stories to share! They grew up together, but just got married two years ago—right here at Northbrook!”


“Hold up!” Lilith rushes forward and grabs Rex’s arm. She quickly drops it under Rex’s death glare and grabs Wes’s instead. Rex slumps into the seat in front of the old man.


Lilith hisses at Wes, “This is my old lady. You can have Agnes.”


Wes glances at Agnes, who’s clicking her knitting needles and humming, and then looks back at Grace, who’s adding another electric blue layer of nail polish to her fingernails, laughing raucously at something Hubert just whispered in her ear. His eyes slide to Rex, slouched across from the lovebirds. “Not a chance.”


“Oh, Lilith!” Agnes calls out. “They’re passing out oatmeal! I just love oatmeal. Oatmeal, oatmeal, oatmeal!”


Lilith scrunches shut her eyes and shudders. “I’m going to the bathroom first,” she calls out to Agnes. Under her breath, she adds, “To pray to Saraswati for wisdom on how to make a skit out of the world’s lamest old lady.”


As Lilith stomps away, Agnes says down to her knitting needles, “I lived on dry oatmeal for those three days I spent drifting in the middle of the Atlantic on a piece of plywood. Just me and Quaker Oats. Soaked the rest in the saltwater to make little balls”—she mimes rolling dough with her knotty hands—“that I’d throw at the sharks if they got too close.”


“What’s that, dear?” Mrs. Mitchell calls out as she waters the plants around the room.


“Oh, just how much I love oatmeal,” Agnes replies. “Oatmeal, oatmeal, oatmeal!”


Mrs. Mitchell smiles. “Sweet, simple Agnes.”













9:15 a.m.



WES “The Flirt”


Short of wearing a sandwich box sign that read BACK OFF, Rex gives off every indication she is not interested in getting to know anyone, most of all Wes. All of which makes her even more interesting to everyone.


Clearly Rex just doesn’t know him well enough yet. Wes sinks into the seat next to her, letting his legs spill out and arms fall at his sides. Rex narrows her eyes at the spot where his leg is barely an inch from hers. Slowly, he shifts his a little farther away.


“So, what did you two do to be sentenced to a day of shoveling creamed carrots into our old pie holes?” Grace asks. She waves her just-painted fingers in the air until Hubert nabs her hands and gently blows on them.


“Uh…” Wes’s ever-present smile slips a little at Grace’s question. He shakes his head to dislodge the memory of cruel laughter and his favorite teacher’s face crumpling. “It was a big misunderstanding.”


Rex snorts.


“What?” Maybe that’s why she acts like she hates him. Maybe she knows the truth about that day.


“Everyone always says it’s a misunderstanding,” Rex says in a bored voice. “Whatever you did, own it.”


“What’d you do?” Wes asks.


“Nothing.” Rex crosses her arms.


This time, Wes snorts.


“Whatever.”


“You had to do something. No one would be here if not.” Wes glances at Grace, ding smile back in place. “No offense.”


“None taken, dearie,” she says, giggling as Hubert kisses her fingertips.


Rex shudders.


Wes nudges her again. “Does the sight of true love bother you?”


“Of course not. There’s no such thing as true love.”


All three of them—Wes, Grace, and Hubert—stare at Rex with mouths agape.


Wes shakes his head. “You don’t believe in true love? Everyone believes in true love.”


“It’s what woke Snow White,” Grace adds.


“It’s what brought us together,” says Hubert, holding up Grace’s hand in his own. “It took us sixty-five years and the passing of both of our first spouses”—both he and Grace cross their hearts with their unclenched hands—“but true love brought us here.”


“Yes,” Grace says. “We spotted each other across the bingo room, and it was like being in high school all over again. Only this time, I asked him out right away.”


“Asked him out?” Wes cut in. “Where do you go out when you live here?”


“Oh, you know,” Hubert says, “to the porch.”


“And the swing,” Grace says in a singsongy voice.


Suddenly the two of them are cheek to cheek, swaying gently back and forth, back and forth, singing softly. “And we were a-swinging… a swinging.…”


Rex covers her eyes with her fists. When she looks up again, the old couple is still singing. Grumbling, she jumps to her feet and stomps toward the water fountain in the corner of the room.


When she turns around, of course Wes is right there, leaning against the wall. “What’s your problem with love?”


“Nothing. How could I have a problem with something that doesn’t exist?” Rex pushes by Wes, knocking his back against the wall.


He grabs her elbow to stop her. Quickly she whips around, jerking her elbow out of his hand and shoving him against the wall, intentionally this time.


“Don’t touch me!” she hisses, her face fierce and eyes wild. “Don’t you ever touch me!”


“Sorry! Sorry!” Wes holds up his hands. “I won’t touch you again. I swear!”


Rex shoves him again, knocking his shoulder blades against the cinder block, then backs away.


“What’s wrong with you?” Wes whispers as she stomps off. She grabs the chair she had been sitting in and drags it to the edge of the cafeteria table, facing toward the hall and away from Grace and Hubert.


Wes huffs out a deep breath and shakes his head but can’t lose the image of Rex’s face inches from his. She wasn’t just angry. She had looked panicked. Jason, the quiet kid, is watching him from behind his fringe of hair. Wes smirks and shrugs in a can-you-believe-that-girl? way. Jason doesn’t smile—just turns toward the old lady Ally is trying to feed. Ally’s hands are shaking so badly that the applesauce splashes from the spoon across the old lady’s cheek. Jason, Wes notices, is sitting on his hands.


Wes glances around to see if anyone else saw Rex’s freak-out. Lilith, her face red and nostrils flaring, is sitting across from a woman singing about oatmeal balls. Principal Hardy has his back to the room, yelling something into a cell phone, and Mrs. Mitchell is clapping for two men playing ping-pong in the far corner of the room. Wes’s eyes settle on Rex, or, more precisely, on the back of her head. Her short hair is a few different lengths, like she grabbed hunks of it and hacked at it with a pair of scissors. He realizes this is probably exactly what she had done and felt another surge of… something. Curiosity, maybe?


He moves back to the table. Hubert and Grace are snuggling and singing, and, for some reason, the sound now grates on Wes’s ears. He sits on a different chair; it’s close to Rex but still far enough away.


Rex is shooting death beams at a nurse in pink-and-blue teddy bear scrubs.


Finally, Wes stands and drags his seat next to hers.


“Are you freaking kidding me?” Rex groans.


“What’s your problem with Teddy Bear Nurse over there?” When Rex turns toward him, Wes holds up his hands in a pose of surrender. He breathes out as she slumps back in her seat.


“I hate her.” Rex tilts away from Wes toward the nurse.


“Why?”


“Why do you care?”


“I’m interested.”


“Don’t be.”


“Can’t help it,” Wes says.


“I don’t like you,” Rex replies.


“That’s okay. I like you.” And it’s not until he says it that Wes feels it for real. He does like her, even though she doesn’t like him back. Maybe it’s because she doesn’t like him back. Everyone likes him and so they aren’t as likable to him.


Rex whips around to him, two red splotches on her cheeks, and Wes realizes he’s startled the unshakeable Rex Gallagher.


Wes grins. Ding!


“You better not be messing with me.”


“I’m not. You’re interesting.”


Rex sighs as Teddy Bear Nurse disappears behind the kitchen’s swinging door. “It’s going to be a long day.”


“Plenty of time to get to know each other.” Ding!


“Stop doing that.”


“Doing what?”


“Smiling.”


Before he can answer, Mrs. Mitchell claps her hands and calls out, “Do any of you children need to use the little boys’ or little girls’ rooms?”


All five hands shoot into the air.


“All right,” she sing-songs as she leads them toward the exit. “Principal Hardy has had to leave for a spell.” Her voice lowers. “From what I gathered, two teachers started fighting over who gets Smart Boards in their classrooms and so he needs to mediate the argument over at the school.” Her mouth twitches as she delivers the news. She bounces a little and claps again. “So, let’s just go to the restrooms, and then we can work on those skits!”


A crash and subsequent yelling makes all of them whip around toward the ping-pong table. One of the players has his paddle up in the air like a sword, swinging it toward the other player, who takes aim and throws the white ball at the first player’s forehead.


“Miserable cheat!” the ball-thrower bellows.


“Aargh! No one calls me a cheat!” The other player launches after the first, who ducks behind the table.


“Oh dear,” Mrs. Mitchell says, and heads toward the old men. “Can you all follow the signs on the wall? The bathrooms are at the end of the next hallway. Let’s meet back here in, oh, ten minutes or so? I’ve got to deal with this.”


“Let’s go,” Lilith says, and strides out the door. “Agnes is making her way over here to bore me to death.”


Wes and Jason wince in unison as the paddle-hoisting ping-pong player kicks at the hiding ball-throwing player. The man drops the paddle and wobbles on one leg.


“Ha!” the hiding player taunts. “Kicked my artificial knee. Titanium! Hope you get a hematoma, you cheat!”


Agnes, now beside them, shakes her head. “They’re terrible fighters. When I got my first black belt, I fought three master belts at once. And not once did I kick anyone in the knee.”


“Your first black belt?” Wes asks.


Agnes bows. “One in tae kwon do, one in kung fu, and a third in judo. But kickboxing is my favorite. Favorite, favorite, favorite.”


Lilith pops her head back in the door. “Are you guys coming or not? Ally is running up and down stairs for some stupid reason, and Rex took off. She’s bailing on writing this skit, I just know it.”


“Where’s Ally?” Jason asks.


“At the stairs, but—”


“Thanks, see ya!” Jason darts past Lilith and Wes.


Agnes sings, “Favorite, favorite, favorite!” She exits through the door, as well, waving good-bye to Lilith.


Rolling her eyes, Lilith says, “Yes, Agnes, I know. Oatmeal’s your favorite.” To Wes, she says, “So, are you coming?”


But Wes has been scanning the cafeteria, looking for the nurse in teddy bear scrubs. “Which way did Rex go?”


Lilith points down the hall, and Wes takes off, ignoring Lilith’s, “What about the skit?”


Trotting down the hall, Wes finally spots Rex. She’s trailing Teddy Bear Nurse, who’s too focused on the iPad in her hands to notice, just like Rex is too focused on her to notice Wes. All of the nurses seem to use iPads instead of paper files, and Teddy Bear Nurse thumbs through the screen, her eyes on it instead of where she’s going. When she bumps into a wheelchair outside a patient’s room, Rex leans against the wall, cramming her hand against her mouth to keep from laughing. Wes grins and picks up his steps. The nurse glances at the doorway of the resident’s room, peers inside, and then continues down the hall. Rex ducks her head and turns her back on the nurse but doesn’t catch Wes trailing her. When Rex turns again, the nurse is striding into a room. Rex pauses to stare at the door—each patient has a printer paper–sized photograph of him- or herself taped to the door. Even from where he stands, Wes can make out the face. It’s the woman with fluffy white hair that Ally had been paired with in the cafeteria.


“Figures,” Rex mutters. “Someone too weak to defend herself.” She curls her hands into fists at her side.


Just as she begins to dart forward, Wes trots toward her. “Hey!”


Rex throws up her arms. She grabs his arm and yanks him into an open room as Teddy Bear Nurse glances back.


“You almost wrecked the whole thing!” Rex whisper-screams at Wes.


He knocks into a tray table, toppling the framed photos on top. “What whole thing?” he asks, picking up one of the displaced photos.




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Dedication



		August 23



		8:00 a.m.



		9:00 a.m.



		9:15 a.m.



		9:23 a.m.



		9:55 a.m.



		10:01 a.m.



		10:04 a.m.



		10:24 a.m.



		10:28 a.m.



		10:35 a.m.



		11:00 a.m.



		11:00 a.m.



		11:04 a.m.



		11:13 a.m.



		11:28 a.m.



		11:40 a.m.



		11:43 a.m.



		11:50 a.m.



		11:58 a.m.



		11:59 a.m.



		12:01 p.m.



		12:15 p.m.



		12:53 p.m.



		1:00 p.m.



		1:07 p.m.



		1:44 p.m.



		1:47 p.m.



		1:56 p.m.



		2:32 p.m.



		2:46 p.m.



		3:17 p.m.



		3:42 p.m.



		4:07 p.m.









		Acknowledgments



		Author’s Note



		Praise for Beth Vrabel











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/9780762490394.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE

ECKLESS
. CLUB

BBBBBBBBBB






