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For Scott















DAY 1



COMMUNITY SERVICE


The community service I’d been court ordered to complete was held in one of the downstairs classrooms at the Chesterton Public Schools Central Office. Central Office, where my dad worked and where I’d spent many afternoons hanging out after school waiting for a ride home, would now be the place where I’d get a daily reminder that I’d massively messed up.


I walked the mile and a half from school, hoping the fresh October air would relax me, help shake out my nerves. It didn’t work. I still had no idea what to expect and could only imagine myself locked in a painted-cinder-block room in the basement, something that looked a lot like the juvenile detention center where I’d learned, back in September, that big trouble was headed my way.


Sixty hours. Sixty impossibly long hours of community service to pay for a crime that I hadn’t even known I was committing when I committed it.


Sixty hours of being in the same room with people who were real criminals, who’d probably done things like sell drugs to children on playgrounds or steal money from cash registers; nothing like I’d done. Real criminals who would most likely take one look at me and eat me alive.


I wasn’t sure if I had sixty hours in me.


But the court said I had to, so I walked to my fate, sucking in deep breaths until I was dizzy, and shaking my hands out until my fingertips tingled.


Mom had told me that morning to catch a ride home with Dad after community service, and I was nervous about that, too. Dad and I hadn’t been alone in a room together, much less in a car together, since the whole mess started. Dad wasn’t doing a lot of talking anymore, but he didn’t need to do a lot of talking for me to know what he currently thought of me. My face burned with embarrassment every time I had to pass through a room he was occupying.


When I got to Central Office, I snuck back behind the receptionist’s desk and into the inner offices where Dad and other personnel worked, wandering through just as I’d done a million times before. I could see Dad in his office, his face bathed by the blue glow of his computer screen, a phone planted against his ear. He was nodding and kept repeating, “Right, right,” but if he saw me he made no show of it. I thought about waiting around for him to get off the phone so I could wave to him or say hi or do something to try to break through the barrier that jutted between us, but decided it was probably best not to make a spectacle of myself, especially given why I was there. I made my way back out to the main foyer and headed downstairs.


All the lights had been turned off, so the corridor was dark, but a rectangle of fluorescent light spilled through an open doorway at the end of the hall. I could hear voices coming out of that doorway. Room 104—the room I was supposed to report to. I walked toward it, reminding myself that I had been equally nervous going back to school that morning and I had weathered the day just fine. I paused at the doorway, took another deep breath, and stepped inside.


“… him to get his ass out of bed or he’d be goin’ back to jail,” a skinny blond girl with a big, pregnant belly and feather earrings was saying. She was bent over a piece of paper, carefully coloring something with a marker and talking to a woman who was standing by her table. The woman was nodding as if to agree with the girl, but when the girl glanced at me, the woman turned in my direction.


She had on black pants and a black jacket with a white dress shirt underneath. Her hair was super-curly and stuck out around her head in pomade-laden chunks. Her lipstick was a deep, dark red and her lips full and pouty.


“Hello,” she said, all stiff and businesslike, walking toward me. “You must be Ashleigh Maynard.”


I nodded.


She held out her hand. “I’m Mrs. Mosely. I oversee the Teens Talking program. You’re here for community service hours, correct?”


I nodded again, putting my backpack down on a desk and digging through it until I found the piece of paper I was supposed to give her. She would have to sign it every day I worked, until I’d satisfied my hours, and then I was to turn it in to Tina, my lawyer, who would make sure it got filed with the court. The paper was all that stood between me and putting everything behind me. And I was more than ready to put everything behind me. Even if sixty hours seemed like such a long time. A lifetime.


The blond girl assessed me quickly, then went back to her coloring, shaking her head as if I’d done something despicable by walking into the room. I ignored her and turned my attention to Mrs. Mosely.


She took the paper and laid it on her desk, then turned and leaned back against the wooden desktop, crossing her arms over her chest.


“So you’re to create some literature about texting, is that correct?” she asked.


“Yeah.”


The blond girl made a low “oooh” sound, but Mrs. Mosely acted like she didn’t hear it. I whipped my head around to glare at the girl.


There were two knocks on the doorframe and a guy I recognized from school popped into the room. He was wearing black jeans, way too big for him, and a leather jacket. He had a pair of headphones hanging around his neck like DJs do, and was carrying a comb in one hand.


“Yo, Mrs. Mose,” he said. “What’s up?” He tossed a paper that looked like mine onto Mrs. Mosely’s desk as he walked by.


Another boy followed him in, very large, very quiet. He said nothing. Just headed over to a computer cubby in the back of the room. He dug some earbuds out of his pocket with his big, hammy hands and sat down.


“Hey, Darrell,” Mrs. Mosely said. Then louder, “Hey, Mack.” But the big kid in the back simply lifted his chin once in response, stuffing the earbuds into his ears and clicking the computer mouse diligently. Another girl walked in, her jeans so tight they cut into her belly, which wobbled behind an equally tight shirt with every step she took. She sat down next to the blonde.


“Hi, Mrs. Mosely,” she said. “Wait till you hear what my moms said this morning about that thing we were talking about yesterday.”


Mrs. Mosely held her finger up in a “wait” position, then turned back to me. “You’ll probably want to start on the computer,” she said. “Get some facts. Some statistics. Are you good at doing research?”


I nodded, thinking about how I used to be good at a lot of things. Before. Good at school. Good at cross-country. Good at making friends. Good to Kaleb.


Now what was I good at? Hiding from crowds? Ignoring catcalls? Staring down disgusting-minded jerks? Apologizing?


“Okay, excellent. Read news stories. Read blogs. Everything you can get your hands on. If a website exists that talks about it, I want you to know about that website and read it. That should take you at least a couple of weeks, okay? You will not be done researching in a day, so don’t try to convince me that you are. You need to be armed with information. By the end of this, you will be an expert. As you may or may not know, you’re going to be creating resources for schools. Posters, booklets, that kind of thing.”


Before being assigned to work for Teens Talking, I’d already been familiar with the program. I remembered getting Teens Talking stuff when I was in junior high. Pamphlets about drugs or gangs or bullying or reckless driving or weapons. I never really read them. Just saw them on the guidance office’s literature rack or received one in an assembly here or a seminar there. I’d always assumed they were written by people who worked in my dad’s office or by the school psychologist. I never knew it was offenders writing them. And I certainly never would have guessed that I would someday be one of those offenders.


Mrs. Mosely continued. “We need these resources to be factual and reliable, so accuracy is important. When you’re done gathering facts, you can start writing a rough draft. I’ll proofread it. And then when it’s all good to go, you can start creating the layout of your pamphlet or poster or PSA or whatever it is you decide to design. You can do some of the artwork yourself, like Kenzie is here, or you can design it all on the computer. After you’re done with that, we’ll look it all over to make sure it’s ready to print. By then you should have your hours. Okay?” She leaned over her desk and signed my paper, then handed it back to me.


“Okay,” I said, taking the paper, but my head was swimming and I wanted to go home. I could feel the girls’ eyes on me, and even though Darrell never gave me more than a passing glance, I was sure he knew what had happened with me, because he went to school at Chesterton High. He’d probably seen the picture that had landed me in community service, maybe even had it on his phone right now, and that made me really uncomfortable. I’d hoped to at least get away from the constant feeling of humiliation here.


Mrs. Mosely cut into my thoughts. “Everyone in this group is on a different timetable, so it’s not a race. Kenzie and Amber have both finished their research and writing and are down to creating artwork now. Darrell is in the writing stage. Mack is busy on the computer. And where’s Angel?” she asked the room at large.


“I heard she got arrested,” Amber said.


“Nah, man, she’s just skippin’ out,” Darrell said. “I saw her over at Manny’s house last night.”


“What were you doing over there?” Mrs. Mosely asked, looking stern. Darrell laughed like what she’d said was a big joke. He gazed back down at his paper, shaking his head.


“Yo, Mose, how you get the word ‘violence’ if there ain’t no ‘i’ in it?” he called out.


“It has an ‘i,’ stupid,” Kenzie said. She and Amber shared a giggle.


Mrs. Mosely pretended she hadn’t heard Kenzie’s comment, or their laughs, and walked over to Darrell’s desk. She pointed to the paper. “It has an ‘i.’ See? Right here before the ‘o.’ ”


I took that as my cue and went over to the bank of computers in the back corner. I sat at the one next to the big guy Mrs. Mosely had called Mack. His finger was clicking the mouse rapidly. I wanted to get done so I could go home and curl up under my blankets and sleep. Today had been so tiring, and tomorrow promised to be just as emotionally wrenching. Every day would be, until all this—the name-calling and teasing, the catching up on schoolwork I’d missed, the community service, the wondering if I was still friends with Vonnie, the worrying about the board meeting that could be the end of my dad’s career—blew over.


I logged on to the computer and got online, feeling a little more in my comfort zone than I’d expected. I’d done a ton of research papers for my AP English class, so in a way, community service didn’t seem all that different from school. The very thought brought tears to my eyes. I had gone from researching English papers to writing community service warning pamphlets alongside a guy who couldn’t spell “violence,” even though I was pretty sure violence was exactly why Darrell was in here.


Before I became the subject of all the gossip at Chesterton High School, there was a rumor that Darrell had beat up his stepdad pretty badly; the guy had supposedly spent a week in the hospital with his jaw wired shut and a collapsed lung, and Darrell was lucky that all he got was some time in juvie followed by community service. If his stepdad had died, it could have been a lot worse. But anything Darrell had done was nowhere near as juicy as what I had done.


I bit my lip and tried not to think about it as I typed in the words “sexting and teens” and hit “search.” Articles popped up, one after another, and I groaned inwardly.


Most of them were about me.















AUGUST







Message 1


OMG Ash what are you thinking?!








Vonnie’s annual end-of-summer parties were legendary. The kind people were still talking about in December. The kind where someone spends three hours on hands and knees in the grass looking for lost car keys, the diving board gets broken, and somehow—though nobody will admit to doing it—the pool water is pranked with a grocery bag full of blue Jell-O powder.


I never missed Vonnie’s parties. Even if she hadn’t been my best friend since sixth grade, I still wouldn’t have missed them. Her parties were where all the best stories were born, and where everybody who was anybody hung out.


But when I got there this year I wasn’t exactly in the partying mood, partly because Coach Igo had decided summer break was officially over for cross-country athletes and had practically killed us doing hill runs in what felt like an oven pushed up to a thousand degrees. But I had other reasons for not really feeling like partying.


“You’re late,” Rachel Wellby said as soon as I walked through the front door. Rachel was Vonnie’s friend from the volleyball team, and while I knew her from hanging out with Vonnie, there was something about Rachel I didn’t really like all that much. She had an underlying air of bitchy competitiveness, especially when it came to my relationship with Vonnie. I always felt like Rachel didn’t care for me, either, even though I never exactly knew why, and like she’d be thrilled if Vonnie decided to one day dump me. Honestly, I didn’t get why Vonnie was such good friends with her, but it didn’t matter. Vonnie was friends with a lot of people. I didn’t own her.


Rachel was swaying in front of me, her wet swimsuit dripping in the entryway, a chlorinated puddle forming on the very expensive-looking throw rug. I could practically hear Vonnie’s mom shouting all the way from their Cancún timeshare that the rug had been handwoven by an elderly craftsman they’d stumbled across in a little village in some foreign country I couldn’t pronounce and that he’d died exactly nineteen minutes after weaving it and she could never get her memories of that amazing trip replaced, so get your wet clothes off it. “We’re practically already sunburned,” Rachel slurred. “And you missed the pizza. I don’t think there’s any left.”


“Trust me, I know I’m late,” I mumbled. My skin felt so hot I thought if I looked down I might see steam rising from my legs. The scent of the pool on Rachel made me all the more antsy to get into the water. I kicked off my shoes and rooted around in my gym bag for my bikini. “And I’m already sunburned, thanks to Coach Igo’s love of torture.”


“Whoa, somebody’s crabby,” Rachel said, then singsonged, “Don’t worry. Kaleb will make you smile again.”


“I don’t think so,” I said. “He’s got a game.”


This was the real reason I was cranky. Not because of an exhausting run, but because instead of dancing or drinking or floating lazily on a raft with my boyfriend, I was going to be doing those things alone. And this definitely wasn’t the first time. It seemed like I’d been doing everything alone all summer.


Kaleb had been playing on a baseball team in a neighborhood league for something like twelve years. The guys on the team were like brothers. They did everything together. And this was their last summer on the field. Josh was going off to the marines in two weeks. Carlos was heading to some private college in Illinois. Daniel had started his new job a month earlier, and he never had time for anything anymore. And Jake, in a total surprise move, had shown up one day with a one-way ticket to Amsterdam and a plan to stay over there until he’d hooked up with enough sexy European girls to make him forget Katie, who’d broken up with him the last day of senior year.


I need to hang with my boys, Ash, Kaleb had told me when I suggested he blow them off for the most epic pool party of the summer. I only have a few more weeks with them.


But you only have a few more weeks with me, too, I’d argued.


No way. I have you forever.


Kaleb was exactly the kind of guy I’d want to have forever with. And I really wished I could believe him when he said stuff like that. I used to. At one time it really felt like forever might happen for us. But somehow we didn’t feel so foreverish anymore. We felt temporary and dramatic and like we were always away from each other.


What seemed like forever was how long he’d been choosing his “boys” over me. All summer I’d practically had to beg for alone time with him before he went to college. In a few days he would be living four hours away. I’d be stuck at Chesterton High to finish up what were likely going to be the slowest two years of my life, and he would be partying with God-knew-how-many girls. College girls. Girls who would be impressed by his athletic build and his academic scholarship. Girls who were more ready for forever than any high school junior could ever be.


I continued pawing through my gym bag, trying to shake my irritation and my crummy boyfriend situation so I could have fun like everyone else at the party. I glanced up at Rachel, but laughter in the kitchen had caught her attention and she’d already turned to follow it, giggling before she even knew what was so funny. Typical. I was surprised she’d stuck through a conversation with me as long as she had.


I located my swimsuit and trudged to the downstairs bathroom to change. I peeled off my smelly running clothes, threw on my suit, then made a beeline for the pool out back.


Vonnie was sprawled backward on a chaise lounge, her feet propped on the reclined back, her head lying where her feet should have been. One hand trailed off the edge of the lounge, her fingers delicately tracing the lip of a red plastic cup. Cheyenne and Annie sat on towels next to her. Cheyenne played with strands of Vonnie’s hair, braiding them into teeny wet braids that would probably take ages to undo later.


“You should take your sunglasses off,” I said, plopping onto the empty chaise next to Vonnie’s. “You’re going to get a tan line.”


She turned her head to look at me, and after a couple of seconds, registered who I was. “Ashleigh!” she squealed, sitting up and throwing her arms drunkenly around my neck. “You came!”


I laughed—as if I’d ever not come—hugged her, then was practically pulled onto the ground when she flopped back onto the chaise. “Sorry I’m late,” I said, trying to untangle myself from her hug. “Run went long. Igo about killed us today.” I picked up her drink and took a swig. It was warm, and the sweetness made my jaws ache.


She waved her hand in front of her nose. “Phew! So I smell!” She and the other girls burst into laughter; then she flipped over onto her stomach and called, “Stephen! Ashleigh needs the same treatment you gave me earlier!”


I had no idea what she was talking about, but after a second, Stephen Fillman and his friend Cody, both of whom had graduated last year with big-time football scholarships to state universities, pulled themselves out of the deep end and loped toward me, rivers of water coursing down their hairy legs and off their trunks and landing with loud splats on the concrete pool deck.


“No!” I squealed as Stephen bent over and wrapped my kicking feet into the crook of his arm. Cody came around the lounge and grabbed me by the waist. “Stop!” I yelled, gasping at how cold the water dripping off them felt on my skin. I playfully smacked at Cody’s hands. I dropped Vonnie’s cup on the pool deck, heard her curse and yell, “You owe me a drink, woman!,” but I honestly couldn’t even really register the words because the boys were carrying me and then swinging me in arcs over the deep end of the pool before letting go.


I free-fell into water so crisp and cold it startled me. I blew bubbles through my nose as soon as my head went under, letting the water caress my limbs and pull me down to the painted pool floor. My hair drifted around my face and I waved my arms, slow and dreamlike, then found the floor with my feet and pushed myself back up toward the sky, which looked impossibly blue filtered through the water.


I came up sputtering and laughing, feeling weightless, like any worries, any fears, anything heavy I might have been holding on to were sliding off me and collecting on the bottom of the pool like silt.


It was the last moment I would feel that way for a long time.















AUGUST







Message 7


have u seen the txt that’s been goin round by
chance? if not u better look.








As the sun started to go down, someone suggested a game of pool volleyball. I played on the boys’ team: a bunch of football players and runners, most of whom had been drinking pretty heavily for a while, versus a rotation of girls from our state-title-winning girls’ volleyball team. The guys needed me—the girls were killing us.


But we didn’t care. It was fun losing. Adam took a spike directly to the head, twice, and we all laughed while he made the culprit, Cheyenne, kiss it. I sat on Stephen’s shoulders to get the high shots. Vonnie had cranked up the stereo inside the house, setting the speakers in the open back door, and the game took on a rhythm that matched the music.


Everything felt different at this year’s party. We were all older now. We were upperclassmen. Masters of our own destinies. We could do this. We could handle whatever came our way.


But then Rachel’s new acrylic was ripped off. There was blood dripping from her finger into the water, which grossed Vonnie out and caused her to start gagging, and Rachel was making a huge wailing deal out of it. She staggered to the upstairs bathroom and the game broke up, everyone wrapping themselves in their towels or pillaging the kitchen cabinets for snacks or showing off on the diving board.


Cheyenne and Annie and a bunch of the guys tossed around a Frisbee that one of them found in the crawl space under the deck, and someone had lit the tiki torches that lined the patio. I found myself stretched out on the chaise next to Vonnie’s again. She still had her sunglasses on, though the sun had gone down. Her hand had knocked over the fresh drink she’d poured for herself and she hadn’t even noticed that the pink puddle was stretching toward the pool’s edge.


“I think Stephen’s into you,” she said after a while.


I took a sip of a drink Cody had poured me earlier and made a face. “What are you talking about? No he’s not.” My mouth felt numb and I found myself laughing at everything, which was so annoying and I knew it, but I couldn’t help it. This was the best I’d felt all day; maybe all summer. I wished Kaleb had come with me. It would’ve been nice to have a good time with him for once.


Vonnie sat up. “Yes he is. He was totally rubbing your legs during that game.”


“He was holding on to me. I would’ve fallen off,” I said. She leaned forward and slid her sunglasses down her nose, staring at me over the top of them cynically. We both cracked up. “Okay, maybe,” I said. “But I’m not interested. Remember Kaleb?”


Vonnie pulled off her glasses and rolled her eyes. “Who isn’t here, by the way. Just in case you didn’t notice.” Vonnie hadn’t had a boyfriend since Russell Hayes broke her heart last summer. She’d said she was swearing off teen romance and would wait for the real thing somewhere down the road when guys started maturing. In the meantime, her idea of a committed relationship was whatever relationship was available at the moment. Earlier I would have bet there was a good chance Vonnie was going to strike up a “relationship” with Stephen that night, so why she was grilling me about him when she knew I was dating Kaleb was beyond me.


“He had a baseball game.”


“Which is interesting, given he’s not actually on a baseball team.”


“Von, I told you, it’s an informal league. They’ve been playing forever. And everyone’s—”


“I know, I know.” She recited in a bored voice, “Everybody’s splitting up because half of them are going away and the other half are stuck at Chesterton and it’s going to be all sad and horrible because he won’t get to see them again for a really long time.” She turned toward me, her face serious. “But what about you, Buttercup?”


I smiled at the nickname Vonnie had been calling me ever since fourth grade, when we’d gone through a phase of being obsessed with the song “Build Me Up Buttercup.” “I’m here, aren’t I?” I took another swig and gazed at my pruny toes. The nail polish I’d put on the day before was all chipped and ugly, but I felt too floppy and relaxed to do anything about it.


“Of course you are. I didn’t mean that.” She leaned over to put her head on my shoulder, but the gap between our chairs was too wide, and her chair tipped sideways, spilling her onto the concrete. She laughed, her fingers digging into my arm. “I sat in my drink,” she giggled, feeling the puddle under her butt with her other hand.


“Ow, you’re shredding my arm, cat lady,” I said, barely feeling her grip and laughing too hard to care.


Rachel came out of the house, dressed in street clothes, her finger wrapped in a huge bandage. She righted Vonnie’s chaise and sat in it, leaving Vonnie on the ground between the two lounges. Rachel eyed us with a frown.


“She is messed up,” Rachel said, as if she hadn’t been equally messed up before the Great Nail Calamity.


“I am not,” Vonnie said, letting go of my arm and lying back on the concrete. She waved her hand at Rachel dismissively. “I’m concerned for my best friend. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t worry about my best friend?”


“Why, what’s up with you?” Rachel asked me.


“Nothing,” I said, exasperation creeping into my voice. “Everything is fine. She’s worrying for no reason.”


Vonnie held up one finger drunkenly. “Reason. She’s passing up the chance to be with Stephen because she’s in love with a guy who isn’t even here.”


“You and Stephen?” Rachel said, her eyes getting big.


“No!” I said. “There is no me and Stephen. I’m with Kaleb.”


“No you’re not,” Vonnie said. “You’re here, and Kaleb is with his baseball team. Because he doesn’t want to forget them.” I got what she was saying. I had thought the same thing many times over the past few months. It seemed like I was always alone, only seeing Kaleb from a lawn chair out in a field somewhere. I might get a wink from the dugout. I might get a little slap on the butt or quick hug after a game, while he was on his way to grab a burger with the team, never inviting me to go with him because it was “boys only.”


He was going to miss them. He wanted to rack up all the face time he could with them. But was he going to miss me? He didn’t seem the least bit concerned about that.


Vonnie was right. He was with them because he wanted to be. And I was here alone because of it. But I wasn’t ready to admit out loud that Vonnie had a point. Partly because she didn’t understand Kaleb the way I understood him. She didn’t know how special he made me feel when we were alone together and how it was worth it in those moments to have been on the sidelines for so long. But I also partly didn’t want to admit it out loud because Rachel was sitting right there and I didn’t want Rachel involved in my personal life.


“It’s not like that,” I mumbled, bending forward to pick at the remaining polish on my toes. My hair felt sticky in the folds of my neck, and the after-pool feeling was gross and I just wanted to take a shower and go to bed. Between the swimming and the alcohol and the day’s run, I was super-tired, and super-tired of talking about Kaleb. This conversation wasn’t helping my mood any. “He won’t forget me, either.”


The song on the radio changed and we all sang along for a moment, watching Stephen and Cody scale the gazebo roof, Adam videotaping them on his phone and Rich chucking pool toys at them to knock them off. Then Rachel said, “You should send him a picture of yourself. To take with him.”


“Trust me, he’s got like a zillion pictures of me.”


“No, I mean a… picture… of yourself,” she said, her voice going low and whispery.


Vonnie gasped, scandalized. “Dooo it,” she said.


It took a minute for me to understand what they were talking about. Why would they be so excited about me taking a picture of myself for my boyfriend to have at college?


Then it hit me.


Not just any picture.


“Naked?” I whispered.


They both nodded. “You totally should,” Rachel said. They looked at each other and laughed.


“Do it,” Vonnie repeated.


“Oh, okay,” I said sarcastically, then when they continued to grin at me like they were totally serious, added, “Uh-uh. No way. You two are crazy.”


“He’ll remember you for sure then,” Rachel said.


“He’s going to remember me anyway,” I said hotly. I could feel my face start to burn. “What is the deal with you guys? He’s playing baseball. It’s not like I need to be chained to him twenty-four seven.”


“Come on.” Rachel rolled her eyes at me as if I were acting like a difficult child. “It’ll be a going-away present. I’ll bet he’ll totally stare at it all the time. It’s not like anyone’s going to know.”


“And you look hot,” Vonnie added. “Hey, Stephen, wouldn’t Ashleigh look hot naked?” she yelled, then fell onto her back in wild laughter.


I squealed and turned away from the gazebo, avoiding Stephen’s reaction. “Shut up, Vonnie!” I said, but I couldn’t help laughing a little, too.


“What are you afraid of? That he won’t like it?” Rachel said over Vonnie’s laughter. “He’s a guy. Trust me, he wants to see you naked.”


Kaleb and I had gotten pretty close, but not yet that close. He’d seen me in a bikini plenty of times, but that was as naked as I’d ever been in front of him… or any other boy, for that matter. He’d never even pushed for it, but sometimes when we were making out, his hands would start roaming and I knew that if I’d offered to take off my clothes, he would’ve been really happy.


Now that I thought about it, maybe if I’d offered to take off my clothes every now and then I wouldn’t be taking a backseat to his boys all the time. Maybe it would be me he’d be worried about missing so much.


“You know, he’s going to be meeting tons of girls at college,” Rachel said. “And they probably won’t have any problem getting naked in front of him.”


“That’s right,” Vonnie added. “You should be proactive.” But she messed up the word and it came out more like prorackive.


“Thank you, guys,” I said. “That makes me feel tons better. Really.”


I didn’t need them to point out that he was going to be around college girls. I was already a little worried about what kind of girls he would meet at college. They’d be older than me, and probably willing to do things I wasn’t willing to do.


Maybe Rachel and Vonnie were right. Maybe it would be the going-away present he needed to get his mind off his boys and totally onto me. If I was going to compete with college girls, maybe I had to be willing to woman up a little. I couldn’t be a baby forever.


“What am I supposed to… how would I even…?” I laughed, covering my face with my hands. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this right now.”


“It’s not rocket science. Just get naked, take a picture with your cell phone, and text it to him,” Rachel said. “Totally easy.”


Vonnie put her hand on my arm. “Oh! And just be like, ‘See what you’re missing? There’s more where this came from.’ He’ll crap himself.”


The music thumped, louder and louder. Everyone had gotten out of the pool and was milling around the patio, the flicker of the tiki flames bouncing off their bare skin, which looked soft and warm and tan. In that moment, it felt like summer would never end.


My head buzzed with the noise and my stomach twisted up in butterflies. I felt wired, like every nerve ending in my body was zapping into place.


“You guys, I can’t,” I whispered, but inside I was starting to think I could.


“Why not? I totally would,” Rachel said, her voice dripping with derision, like I was the most infantile person she’d ever met. “My brother’s girlfriend does it all the time. And she’s in ninth grade.”


“It would be a great way for you to show him how much you love him,” Vonnie added sincerely. “Remind him you belong to him, you know?”


That was what I wanted. It was all I wanted, really. To let Kaleb know that while his boys were important, I was the real thing. I loved him. I was willing to give him something special. I didn’t want him to forget me.


The song switched, then played out and switched again. Cheyenne and Annie came over and squeezed next to Rachel on the chaise. Vonnie and the other girls talked about how much they hated their coach, and a couple of older kids started showing up as it got later, barging through the gate with towels slung over their shoulders as if they owned the place. The party raged on, bumping with music and splashing and whoops. But I wasn’t really there. I was in my own head, swimming in my thoughts, going round and round until I was dizzy and bold.


“I’m gonna do it,” I said at last, and Vonnie and Rachel stared at me with wide eyes.


“What?” Cheyenne asked. “What’s she gonna do?”


But I didn’t answer. I gulped down the last of my drink and stood up. I could hear Rachel whispering to the other girls as I strode into the house. I didn’t look back.















DAY 4



COMMUNITY SERVICE


We weren’t required to work silently in community service, but I did anyway. Darrell and Amber and Kenzie all knew each other and shared stories that were funny or interesting or exciting or terrible only to them. I couldn’t have added anything even if I’d wanted to.


Their conversations would go like this:


“Y’all hear Fat Benny got busted?”


“Who’s that?”


“You know, Sanchez’s stepbrother.”


“You mean Mike?”


“No, his other stepbrother. The one with the red hair who passed out that jank acid at Ace’s house that one time?”


“Oh, that guy. I thought he was dead.”


“No, you’re prolly thinking of Travis. Dude that crashed his motorcycle into the Big Burger.”


“Oh, yeah, I remember that. Went right through the window.”


On and on it would go, and I would try to follow the trail, finding myself sketching little family trees in my mind. And I’d think, Oh, I remember when that guy drove through the Big Burger window. It was on the news. It seemed surreal to me that I was hanging out with people who knew him personally, but I would never say anything because to me it was just another news story and to them it was something that had happened in their lives, and our experiences could never be the same.


Plus, I didn’t want to open up any discussion about what might have been on the news about the sexting scandal at Chesterton High. I had a feeling I didn’t want to know what they’d all seen about me.


So instead, I sat at my computer and did my research, trying to follow their conversations in fits and starts, and wondering what Mack was doing that required so much clicking and why he never got involved, either.


Mack had never spoken. At least not that I’d heard. I almost wondered if he could. What was weirder was that nobody really ever spoke to him, either. Not even Mrs. Mosely, other than to say hi when he walked in.


Mrs. Mosely spent most of her time bent over a book or would sometimes step out into the hallway to use her cell phone. Once, the front-desk receptionist came down and lingered outside our door until she got Mrs. Mosely’s attention, and then they hung out in the hallway and talked for a while.


But every now and then someone would say something that would interest even Mrs. Mosely, and I would see her glance up from her book, sitting very still, her eyes darting back and forth between Darrell, Kenzie, and Amber, who never seemed to even notice that there was anyone else in the room with them.


“My mom is getting divorced again,” Amber said as we settled into our work routines on my fourth day. “This is number five. I keep telling her to mess around with as many dudes as she wants, just stop marrying them, but she says she can’t help it if she falls in love.”


Kenzie leaned back in her chair and rubbed her belly. “Shit. Look what falling in love got me,” she said. “Got me fat.” And they both laughed.


There was silence for a few minutes, and then Darrell piped up from his computer. “You ever regret it? Sleeping with that Jonah guy, I mean?” Darrell was always doing that—asking people really awkward questions at really awkward times. Mrs. Mosely’s head popped up and she studied Kenzie. I stopped reading and turned my head slightly, too, watching them out of the corner of my eye.


“No. You regret beating the shit out of people?” Kenzie’s tone was hostile, but Darrell pressed his lips together, sheepish.


“Sometimes, yeah. Like when I see my mom cry, I do. I don’t mean to make nobody cry. I got a hot head is all.”


The room was silent and had an on-edge feel that couldn’t be ignored. I waited for Mrs. Mosely to say something, but she just kept staring over the top of her book.


Then, finally, Amber cut the silence. “We all’d rather be out there having a good time than doing this, right? I regret stuff, too. Lots of stuff. Especially stuff that got me here every day. Nothing wrong with regret.”


“Well, I don’t regret anything,” Kenzie said. “Life’s too short for that shit.” She pushed away from her desk and pulled herself to standing, her hand on the small of her back. “Mrs. Mosely, can I use the restroom, please? Baby’s sitting down low.”


Restroom breaks were supposed to be scheduled, and Mosely didn’t often veer from the schedule. But this time she nodded, and watched Kenzie saunter out of the classroom before finally looking back at her book.


“Everybody regrets some things,” Darrell muttered after Kenzie had left. “Wouldn’t be human not to.”


And that was the end of the conversation. But for some reason I couldn’t turn my eyes back to the article I’d been reading. I knew it was full of things I regretted. Things I regretted so much it hurt to even look at them, to remember them. I squeezed my eyes shut tight. I had so many regrets, I wasn’t even sure where they began. Was my biggest regret not having the guts to tell Rachel to take a hike? Was it falling in love with Kaleb? Or was it the simple motion of standing up, tossing a drink, and marching into Vonnie’s house that night at the pool party?


Or was it something else altogether? Something deeper, more ingrained in me?


I opened my eyes and glanced to my left. Mack had stopped clicking and was staring right at me. Even though his earbuds were in, I was sure he’d heard everything they’d all said. And for some reason, I had a feeling he knew why I was so silent. Our eyes locked for the briefest moment before he turned back to his computer.
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