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CHAPTER
ONE


If I had to describe my best friend, Bethany, in one word, it would be persistent. Or maybe unrelenting. Or, if I were writing her into a poem, I might use importunate, because words like importunate impressed Mrs. Moody, and when I used them she told me I was a born poet, which was kind of cool.

Doesn’t matter; all of those words mean the same thing—determined—and Bethany was nothing if not determined.

It was one of the things I liked best about her. She always had a clear sense of where her life was going, or, more accurately, where she was steering it. For all the ways we were totally alike, that was one of the ways we were different, and it was part of why I liked hanging out with her. I think I kind of hoped her importunateness might rub off on me and someday I’d find myself behind the steering wheel of my own life, certain where I was going to end up.

Sometimes Bethany’s persistence could be a little hard to ignore. It didn’t matter that we were just recovering from lunch rush and that I was busy wiping a mountain of trays taller than myself, or that my manager, Georgia, was standing right next to me. Bethany marched into The Bread Bowl in her untied high-tops, her giganto-purse bouncing against her hip, and sat down at the dirtiest table in the dining room.

“Psst!” she hissed, pulling a handful of papers out of her purse and waving them at me. I ignored her, keeping my eyes glued on the tray I was holding. So she did it again. “Psst!” And then she cleared her throat elaborately.

“I think someone sprang a leak over there,” Georgia said, pulling a wad of twenties out of the cash register drawer and then shutting it with her hip. “Or a lung, from the sound of it.” Bethany’s persistence was no stranger to Georgia, either. Georgia liked Bethany and often joked that Bethany would for sure be the first female president.

I stacked the tray I’d been wiping and dropped the wet rag on the counter. “I think I’ve got a table to clean,” I said.

“Looks like it,” Georgia mumbled. She headed toward the office, turning all of the twenties so they were facing the same direction. “And with her spitting all over it like that, it’s getting dirtier every minute.” Then she added over her shoulder, “And get that customer a drink. Might help her with that throat problem.”

“You’re all about the humanitarianism, Gee,” I responded, grabbing an empty cup on my way.

Cleaning the dining room was probably my least favorite duty at The Bread Bowl. People could leave some really disgusting trash behind. Sometimes, though, if Bethany happened to be hanging out at The Bread Bowl, having cleanup detail wasn’t so bad. That way she and I could talk while I picked up shredded pieces of napkin and half-eaten sandwiches, trying to look a lot busier than I actually was.

“Look at this,” Bethany said as soon as I plunked a Diet Dr Pepper in front of her and got to work on her table. She bumped my leg lightly with her knee. “Hot tub!”

I straightened and grabbed the stapled stack of papers out of her hand and scanned the top one, which included a grainy photo of a twelve-person Jacuzzi.

“Oh, man,” I said, reading down the list of amenities: hot tub, indoor pool, fitness room with cardio machines. It sounded like bliss. Expensive bliss. “This is amazing. No way we can afford it. You think we can actually afford it?”

I flipped the page over and started to read about nearby attractions. Across the room, Georgia cleared her throat. I glanced up. She was stacking take-out menus next to the register. She shifted her eyes meaningfully to Dave, the owner of The Bread Bowl, or Granite-Ass, as he was not-so-lovingly called by some of the line cooks. For some reason Dave had been hanging around lately, which put a real damper on everyone’s mood, not to mention my ability to drool over hot tubs and hotel fitness rooms with Bethany.

I thrust the papers back at her and resumed picking up crumpled sandwich wrappers and stuffing them into a cup.

“Oh, and look!” Bethany was saying, totally ignoring both my question and Georgia’s not-so-subtle warning. “It has a huge fireplace in the lobby. I bet you could get hot cocoa and sit there celebrity-watching all day long. Just think, we could end up making out in the snow with a star.” She gasped, slapping my shoulder with the papers. A handful of napkins fluttered out of the cup and back onto the table. “We could end up in a tabloid!” She held her hands up in the air as if she was envisioning a title. “Who Are the Mystery Beauties on the Slopes Breaking Boy Band Hearts?”

I giggled. “More like, ‘Who Are the Mystery Klutzes Who Broke Boy Band Legs by Falling into Them on a Ski Slope?’ ”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind breaking a leg if it meant a hottie broke my fall.”

“Uh-uh, I get dibs on the broken hottie,” I said.

“No way, I thought of it first.”

Georgia cleared her throat again. Now she was starting to sound like Bethany. Dave had moved into the dining room and was standing with his hands on his hips, assessing it slowly with his eyes. The last thing I needed was to get on Dave’s bad list. I most liked Dave when he pretended I didn’t exist, which was 99 percent of the time. He reminded me of my dad that way. I was used to being ignored by the men in my life. “Listen, can we talk about broken boy bands and tabloids later? I’ve gotta clean this up.”

Bethany sighed. “Work, work, work.”

“Yep. And if I get fired, you’ll be ordering cocoa for one, one, one.”

Bethany eyed Dave and gave a frustrated grunt. “Sure. Okay. Call me, though. I want to see what you think about restaurants. Zack and I’ve been researching.”

Zack. Our other best friend. If I could describe him in one word, it would be… well, you just can’t sum up Zack in one word. He was like an overprotective big brother, pervy uncle, and annoying little cousin all in one. He was a traveling comedy show. A musical genius. An amazing friend. If I was being completely honest, Zack was probably the only reason Bethany and I weren’t relegated to “too nerdy to notice” status at school. The enviro-nut and the poet—invisible and invisible. But it was impossible not to notice Zack. Everybody adored him. However, we adored him best, and we adored him first, so we were okay by association.

If I were to write Zack into a poem, I’d definitely use the word sanguine.

Bethany stood up and tossed her empty cup in the trash before coming back for her things. I knew she was going to go home, flop on the couch with her laptop, and scan every restaurant listing in the state of Colorado until I called. It’s all she’d done since we came up with the idea for this trip.

“Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot. Guess what idea Zack had?”

“I can only imagine,” I said, patting the last of the trash into the cup and straightening the salt and pepper shakers. Bethany picked a piece of lint off the bottom of her shirt.

“Tattoos,” she said.

“Tattoos?” I repeated.

She nodded, biting her lower lip as she smiled. “Yeah, he thinks we should get matching tatts while we’re there. Like a mountain or… or I don’t know… something sexy.”

“You do know what Zack’s interpretation of ‘sexy’ is, don’t you?” I imagined us all leaving Colorado with half-dressed, big-boobed women in stilettos permanently emblazoned on our bodies.

I picked up the cup and headed for the farthest trash bin—the one by the front door—nonchalantly tugging Bethany’s shirtsleeve so she’d follow me.

“Well, yeah, but…” She paused as I leaned over to throw away the trash. “I don’t know. It could be fun.”

“And painful,” I reminded her. “And permanent.”

“And fun,” she repeated.

Dave’s voice cut through the restaurant. He was griping at someone in the kitchen, which reminded me that I needed to get back to work before he turned on me, too.

“I’ll call you,” I said. “We can talk later.”

Bethany dug out her car keys. “You better,” she said, pushing through the glass doors.

Pressing my fingers lightly against the necklace under my shirt, I scurried back behind the counter and resumed wiping trays, daydreaming a little about Colorado.

Bethany and Zack and I had been planning this trip since we were eight years old, back when Zack’s mom still called us the Terrible Three. It started out as my idea—go to the place my mom was headed when she died and see if I could figure out what was there that was so important to her that she would leave her family the way she did.

But it wasn’t long before Bethany and Zack wanted in on the plan. Partly because they were my best friends and they knew how important it was to me. But mainly they wanted in because the trip sounded fun. And glamorous, like something people do in a movie. Best-friend cross-country mystery-solving road trip. Does it get more feature-film than that?

We decided that the trip was going to be our graduation gift to ourselves, and ever since the last day of junior year, Bethany had been practically obsessed with planning it. She talked about it constantly and even instituted a standing Vacay Day, where we’d get together to go over details every Saturday (Bethany’s idea). Rotating between our houses (my idea). Complete with pizza and video games and lots of crude jokes featuring female body parts (Zack’s idea). We’d been meeting all summer, and so far all we’d managed to accomplish was inhaling about fifteen large pepperoni pizzas and beating level nine of some zombie video game Zack had gotten for his birthday.

Truth be told, I didn’t care about hot tubs and ski gear and restaurants. All I cared about was Mom and what happened to her. Which Dad didn’t seem to care about at all. When I told him after our first Vacay Day meeting that I was going to Colorado after graduation, he made a noncommittal noise but didn’t even look up from the newspaper he was reading at the breakfast table.

“I’m going because of Mom,” I said, standing in the kitchen doorway, staring at his back, as usual.

“What’s your mother got to do with it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s part of why I want to go.” I took two steps into the room and then stopped and crossed my arms over my chest. The room always felt lonely when Dad was in it. Lonely and chilly. “I want to know why she was leaving. What was so great about Colorado?”

He stood abruptly, closing the paper with one hand and picking up his coffee mug with the other. “You want to go, that’s fine with me. But we don’t have the money for it. With your sister’s college tuition and no second income…” he said, setting his cup in the sink. But he never finished, and before I could ask another question, he was out the door.

Ever since my mom died, it seemed as if my dad always talked in open-ended sentences like that—especially when she was the subject. “You know what your mom would’ve said…” or “Your mom would’ve thought your behavior right now…” or “If only your mom were here…” He always looked so sad and meek when he said it.

It was the Big Mystery of my life. My mom. My dad. What happened between them and why we didn’t talk about it. Sometimes it seemed as if I was the only one in the house who even cared.

The only time I’d ever heard Dad say anything real about our mom was when I was eight. He drank a six-pack at a block party, and then he came home and sat at the kitchen table, with a shoe box of old photos in front of him. That night he said our mom was “crazier than goosehouse shit,” whatever that meant.

My baby sister, Celia, and I had giggled nervously when he said that, not sure if it was some sort of joke, imagining our mom as a white and goopy puddle, stuck to someone’s windshield or a fence post, eyes rolling around insanely. Neither of us remembered our mom. We were really little when she left.

But Shannin, our older sister, was there when Mom left, and she didn’t laugh.

Dad had gotten up, taken the shoe box, and tossed it into the garbage, muttering something about being an old fool. After he left the mudroom, though, I crept in and pulled the shoe box out, took it up to my bedroom, and hid it under the bed. I didn’t know why, but saving that box just felt like something I had to do.

Later that same night, when we were alone, Shannin took us into her bedroom and told us the Real Story. How she’d awakened one night to the phone ringing. How she’d crept out of her room and into the hallway to look around the corner, crouched against the wall with the skirt of her nightgown pulled over her legs. And then how the phone rang again and how Dad’s voice sounded really upset when he answered it.

“She’s gone off the deep end this time, Jules,” Dad had said. “I don’t know. I don’t know where she’s gone.”

Shannin told us about how, just as Dad hung up the phone, the front door banged open and Mom barged through it, saying something about going to Colorado—to the mountains. Dad had pulled on her elbows, saying she was drunk, and begged her to stay, to “see someone,” and Mom argued that she was already “seeing someone,” just not how he meant it.

And then later, after Mom had left and Dad had disappeared into the kitchen and the smell of coffee started to fill the air, Shannin had gone back to bed. And in the morning Shannin found out that while she slept, the police had come to the door and told Dad that Mom had wrapped her car around a light pole and died. Just like that.

“Knocked her brains out onto the road,” Shannin whispered as Celia and I sat cross-legged on her bed, clutching each other’s hands and shivering. “That’s what Dad told Aunt Jules at the funeral. Mom’s brains were knocked out onto Forty-first Street, and they had to shut it down until they could get a hose and wash it off. And Aunt Jules patted Dad’s shoulder and said she knew he loved Mom a lot and that he should never have had to hear something like that, and Dad cried and said, ‘I know, and now I can’t forget it.’ ”

After Shannin told us the story, I went back to my room and locked the door. I pulled out the box of photos of Mom and Dad and dumped them onto my bed, flipping through them carefully and secretively, as if I were doing something wrong just by looking at them.

I stared at those pictures for hours. I’d look at Mom, so happy and thin and glowing, and would imagine her being drunk and crazy like Shannin said. It didn’t seem to fit.

There were dozens of them. A photo of high school graduation. Two of a birthday party. One of their wedding day.

I had my favorites. Ones I’d look at over and over again.

A photo of them at a party. Dad sitting in a folding chair, Mom in his lap. Her hair was very short, and she was wearing a vest over a button-down shirt. His hands were looped across her belly and clasped together. She had her hands resting on his and a big smile on her face.

Another one, of the two of them sitting in a mossy space between two trees. Each of them was barefoot and cross-legged, facing each other with their knees touching. Their faces were shadows. They looked like they were telling secrets.

And another one, Dad and Mom standing in Grandma Belle’s kitchen, wrapped in a kiss. Dad had Mom in a deep dip toward the floor. Her arms were hanging limply at her sides. The back of the photo read: First day back. Reunited!

One after another, the photos telling a story. Only it was a story with no ending because Mom left and Dad never told us why, and the ending we knew just didn’t make sense when I looked at the photos.

The Mom in the photos looked so gentle. The Mom who left us must have been a whole different person.

When I was little, I’d ask Dad about it. Why was she going to Colorado? We didn’t know anyone out there. We’d never even been there. But Dad would just mumble that Mom “wasn’t in her right mind and didn’t know where she was going.” Once he said something about Mom being “too trusting for her own damn good.” But something in his eyes when he said it told me he wasn’t telling the whole story. There was something more to Colorado for Mom. There was something important there. I wanted to shout at him, You heard about her brains on the road, Dad, and you said you couldn’t forget it, but you have! You have forgotten it!

Eventually Shannin told me to stop asking about it because it upset Dad too much to think about Mom. So I did. But I couldn’t forget the story. It haunted me. Literally.

That year, I had nightmares. Always, they were the same. Dad screaming into a pillow, Mom standing at the top of a mountain cackling, her face soft and sweet, her hair billowing out behind her. In the dream, she dangled me over the jagged mountain edge.

“This mountain is mine,” she said, puffs of smoke billowing out of her mouth. “I don’t want you here. I don’t want you at all, Alexandra.”

She laughed as I kicked and thrashed and begged to be let go.

“Oh, Alexandra,” she jeered. “Stop making such a fuss. Just think, they’ll have to shut down traffic while they find a hose to wash your brains off the street. Isn’t that exciting?”

And always, just as she opened her hand and let me fall, I woke up.

It got so bad I refused to go to bed at night. Dad eventually took me to a therapist, who said some stuff I didn’t understand about “closure” and “healing” and suggested that Dad give me something of my mother’s to help me feel closer to her.

Dad came into my room that night clutching a folded yellow envelope.

He cleared his throat. “Alex, honey, I know you’re having a hard time being without your, um…” His eyes filled up and he swallowed. Then he pushed the envelope into my hands. “This was your mother’s. I bought it for her on our honeymoon…. It was in her purse the day she, um…”

I held the envelope in both hands, looking up at him as he swallowed and swallowed, unable to finish any sentence, it seemed, that had anything to do with my mother. He nodded at me, and I opened the envelope. Inside was a necklace—a thin leather strap with a small hoop on the end of it, a web of flossy clear thread strung inside the circle. Tiny beads dotted the delicate web; two white feathers, so small they might have come from a hummingbird’s tail, dangled from the bottom of it. I gently prodded the beads with my finger.

“That’s called a dream catcher,” he said. “It’s supposed to keep nightmares away.”

He pulled the necklace out of the envelope, held it in midair to straighten it, and then carefully slipped it around my neck. It smelled oddly familiar to me—perfumey and alive, almost like a memory—and instinctively my fingers drifted to it.

Right then, at eight years old, I knew. Just as I knew I’d never take the dream catcher necklace off, I knew that someday I’d get to Colorado, where Mom had been going.

The therapist was wrong. The necklace didn’t give me closure. Instead, not knowing anything more than this about my mom made me feel like a piece of me was missing, and I almost felt as though, just like Dad, I could break if I didn’t fill in that piece. That there would always be a hole in my heart where Mom should have been, and if I didn’t fill it in, I could end up empty and dull, like him. That I might forget hearing about her brains on the street, just as he had.

The next day as Zack and Bethany and I played on the woodpile behind Bethany’s house, I showed them the necklace and told them the whole story. My mom wasn’t just gone, and my dad wasn’t just quiet. I told them about the photos and about Mom going crazy and dying on her way to the mountains and about my plan to go where she was going. And just like that, the trip planning officially began.

I needed to know that she was going toward something, not away from us. Not away from me. She loved me. I needed to know that she loved me.

Whenever Aunt Jules or Bethany’s mom or someone else tried to tell me that my mom was an angel watching down on me from heaven, I never could envision it.

To me, my mom was in the mountains, waiting for me to arrive.



CHAPTER
TWO


“Really, if you’re not gonna be some stick-up-the-butt English teacher, who gives a crap about direct objects, anyway?” Zack said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. His toothpick—Zack’s new signature look was a toothpick—rolled from one edge of his mouth to the other.

I picked up his pencil and held it out to him. “You should, that’s who; because if you don’t pass this class, you don’t graduate.” It was only the second week of our senior year, and already Zack’s teachers were worried about his ability to stop goofing off long enough to earn the credits he needed to graduate.

Zack shrugged. “And your point is?”

I gave him a look. “I thought the point was pretty self-explanatory.” He rolled his eyes at me. The toothpick, which had made its way to the middle of his lips, was bumping up and down as if he was flicking the other end of it with his tongue. I sighed and put down the pencil. “Fine. Whatever. Just don’t come crying to me when your mom takes away the crapmobile again. And don’t expect me to give you a ride anywhere, either.”

Zack raised an eyebrow. “So that’s how it is now? Been covering your ass since forever. Saved you more times than I can count. And you just leave me hanging out to dry. Hurts, my friend. Hurts.”

I grinned. “Yeah, pretty much. I’m doing you a favor. Someday you’ll thank me.”

“Now you sound like my mom. What’s next? You telling me this’ll hurt you more than it’ll hurt me?”

“Trust me, helping you can be pretty painful sometimes.” I cleared my throat and began writing in Zack’s notebook, which was spread out on the desk between us. “Okay, seriously. We’ve gotta get to work. Here, look at this sentence. What’s the direct object?”

Zack uncrossed his arms. He leaned forward over the paper and studied the sentence I’d written. “God, you’re a pain in the ass,” he muttered around his toothpick. “Good thing you put out. That?”

I smacked his arm. “Close, but no. And you wish I put out, you perv. Okay, remember, to find the direct object, you…”

“Alex?” Mrs. Moody, the tutor lab sponsor, called from the doorway, interrupting us. She waved me over.

“I’ll be right back,” I said. “Why don’t you write five random sentences, and when I get back we’ll find the direct objects together.”

“Can I use any words I want?” he said, arching his eyebrows at me deviously.

“Yes, such as ‘fail,’ ‘forever a senior,’ ‘degenerate,’ ‘grounded for life’? Go ahead.”

He made a face at me and picked up his pencil. I pushed my chair out and headed to the door, where Mrs. Moody was still standing, half-in, half-out, talking to Amanda, one of the other tutors. Mrs. Moody was pointing over her shoulder with her thumb at Zack, and Amanda was nodding. I waited, half-wondering if I’d done something wrong. Maybe she’d heard Zack and me bantering and was firing me, which would totally suck because, without the tutoring lab seventh period, I’d probably get stuck in ceramics or some other art class, in which I would, without a doubt, be a complete failure. Plus, I liked tutoring. Especially tutoring Zack. Zack was a great stress-reliever, pervy jokes included.

Mrs. Moody finished talking with the other tutor and put her hand on my shoulder. “Alex,” she said with a wide smile. Mrs. Moody always smiled, even if you were in trouble. Talking to her was like talking to a cloud. She was soft, graceful. She smelled like honeysuckle and vanilla, and her clothes always drifted around her like ribbons on a breeze, giving the illusion that she was moving faster than she actually was. When she spoke, she had this even, measured rhythm to her voice that made me automatically think of bedtime stories. She was easily my favorite teacher. Hell, she was easily everyone’s favorite teacher. “Come with me. I’ve got a new student for you.”

She turned and headed down the short hallway to her office, her shirt and skirt billowing out behind her, and I followed.

“He’s transferred over from Pine Gate,” she said over her shoulder. “Just needs to do some catching up so he can hit the ground running in senior English. I thought you’d be the best choice for him, being our expert writer and all.” She flashed me a smile as she paused at her office doorway, then stood to the side and ushered me through.

“Oh,” I said. I didn’t even know we had a new student from Pine Gate. But then I stepped into the office and there he was, standing next to Mrs. Moody’s file cabinet, holding a little ceramic duck. He saw us come in and quickly set the duck back down on top of the cabinet, as if he was embarrassed to be caught holding it. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey.” There was an awkward pause between us while Mrs. Moody grabbed the doorknob and pulled the door shut. “I guess I’m your new tutor.”

“Totally unnecessary,” he said. “But Coach Dample disagrees, so…” He shrugged and then added, “Cole,” and he stuck out his hand to shake mine. When I put my hand in his, it felt warm and strong and comfortable. And kind of weird. Like we were business partners or something.

Mrs. Moody took a seat behind her desk, and we both fell into place in chairs across from her. I sat on my hands, while Cole lounged comfortably in the chair next to mine, one foot tilted sideways and propped up on top of the other, his legs stretched out in front of him.

“Um, what about Zack?” I asked. “He really needs help with his sentence diagramming.” Plus, I didn’t add, we were having fun in there.

Mrs. Moody spoke up. “I’ve moved Zack over to Amanda for tutoring from here on out. She can handle sentence diagramming just fine. Cole, I’m sure you’ll find Alex to be just what you need to get caught up and secure that spot you’re looking for on the basketball team.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ve got a few minutes before the final bell. Why don’t you two go to the lab and get acquainted? You can start working on assignments tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cole said with a pleasant grin. He had a dimple, just one, on the left side. But the dimple was kind of cute. I didn’t even notice I was staring.

“Do you have questions, Alex?” Mrs. Moody said, snapping me out of it. I jumped.

“Uh, no. I’ll tell Zack to go with Amanda.”

But Zack had already moved to Amanda’s room when I got back to the lab, leaving my room completely empty for me and Cole.

I sat in the chair I’d been sitting in before, but Cole moved to the window and looked out, his hands on the sill in front of him. I gazed at the back of his letter jacket, which was so full of patches there was hardly any jacket showing.

“Wow,” I said finally. “Pine Gate must really be missing you.”

He turned. “Why do you say that?”

I pointed at his jacket. “Looks like you’re a sports star.”

He glanced down at the front of his jacket, where there were even more patches and a few medals. “Yeah. I did okay. I thought maybe you meant they were missing my sparkling personality and unforgettable good looks.”

I blushed, hard, and looked down at my hands. “No, I didn’t mean…” I said, mentally kicking myself for sounding like such a dork.

He laughed, crossed the room, turned around the chair Zack had been sitting in, and straddled it backward. “I’m kidding! Don’t worry about it. It was just a joke.”

I peeked up at him, hoping my face wasn’t too red. He was looking right into my eyes, which made me feel more awkward. I missed Zack.

“So,” he said, “Mrs. Moody says you’re a writer. What do you write?”

I waved his question away. “She exaggerates,” I said. “I’m not great or anything. Some poetry. Some short stories. Nothing major.”

“If you can do it, I say it’s major. Writing’s a lot harder than dribbling a basketball or catching a football.”

I chuckled. “You haven’t seen me try to catch a football. It’s not pretty. But I get what you’re saying. I won a contest last year with a poem I wrote for lit class.”

“Really? That’s cool. I’d like to see it sometime,” he said.

I glanced at him. He was still looking directly into my eyes. How did he do that? I could feel his gaze all the way down to my toes. “Really?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Mrs. Moody says you’re really good. I think you’re her sports star.”

“Well, you know,” I said. “Must be my sparkling personality and unforgettable good looks.”

His eyes widened, and he pointed at me. “Good one!” We both smiled.

We were silent for a few seconds, and I busied my fingers, picking ripped pieces of paper out of my spiral notebook. He leaned back and started casually drumming against the desk with his thumbs. “It must suck,” I said after a while. “You know, to move to a new school your senior year. Especially to leave your team. I’d hate it.”

He shrugged. “It’s not really a big deal. My dad got a new job, and we got a bigger house. It’s a chance to start over.” His eyes drifted back to the window and held for a second, like he was seeing his old school out there. Then he leaned forward across the desk again. “Plus,” he said, “I get to share my sparkling personality and unforgettable good looks with more of the world. A humanitarian effort.”

This time I pointed at him, and we both laughed without me saying a word. The bell rang. We stood up, and I began gathering my books, still spread out from reviewing direct objects with Zack. Cole didn’t have any books, so he reached down and picked up my backpack off the floor. He held it open for me while I stuffed my homework into it.

“Thanks,” I said. “I can honestly say that’s something Zack never did.” Zack was much more likely to spend most of our tutoring session trying to bounce cheese balls off my forehead.

“No problem,” he said. “Same time tomorrow?”

I zipped the backpack and shouldered it, nodding, but he was already at the door. He slapped the doorjamb with his palm, looking out into the sea of students filling the hallway. He waved at someone. Was it possible that he already had friends?

I opened my mouth to tell him good-bye, but he had already plunged out into the hallway and disappeared. Instead, I straightened the chair he’d been sitting in, then shuffled to the door, hoping I could catch up with Bethany outside the band room.

But just as I was reaching to turn out the light, he popped back in the doorway, almost bumping into me. He was slightly out of breath, as if he’d run back to the classroom.

“Hey,” he said. “And don’t forget to bring that poem, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, but he was already gone again before I could get the word all the way out.

After I turned off the light, I stood in the shadowy classroom and grinned until the hallway was empty and the sounds of cars leaving the parking lot filled my ringing ears. He wasn’t Zack, but something about Cole felt kind of nice.

I had a really good feeling about this new arrangement.



CHAPTER
THREE


I took a sip of my iced tea and hoisted my feet up into the chair across from me. I tipped my head back, turning my face to the sun, and took a deep breath, then let it out in one big half-gust, half-yawn.

Bethany’s fingers were tapping her laptop keys, stopping every so often while she sipped her Dr Pepper. Intermittently, she made little “hmmm” noises over what she was reading, as if Colorado was the most fascinating subject on the planet.

“So, check it,” she said, just as I was dozing off. “We could totally pool our money and rent an RV. We’ll get my dad to do the driving, and we could do stuff like play games, watch movies, eat. It’d be like a party bus.”

“Your dad? No way. No dads. Besides, it sounds expensive,” I said, keeping my eyes closed. I’d rolled up my Bread Bowl uniform pants as far as they would go, and I could feel the September sun baking into my shins. After an early Saturday morning shift working the register and filling drink orders, the sun felt delicious. “I’m not made of money, you know. An RV sounds like a whole lotta early shifts.” I yawned.

“Have you ever driven across Kansas?” she said, her fingers tapping again. She turned the computer around, a photo of a field pulled up on the screen. “You’d work round the clock to get an RV—it’s that boring. Imagine how annoying Zack can be in an enclosed backseat, with eight hours of soy fields being his only distraction.”

“Says the girl whose parents are paying for her trip. I’ll be lucky to afford the gas to ride in Zack’s crapmobile. Besides, never underestimate his ability to be annoying in the back of an RV. Or in a hotel, or on a gigantic mountain for that matter.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, holding her palms up, surrender-style. “The money thing. I get it. But I’m going to check out RVs anyway. If I find something really cheap, will you at least consider it?”

“No,” I mumbled. The sun felt so good that I didn’t even want to move my lips anymore.

“Thank you,” she said. “Your open-mindedness is staggering. You should work for the UN someday.” We both snorted. “I’ll let you know what I decide to rent.” That was Beth—she knew exactly when and how hard she could push me and still get her way.

She scooted her chair back, the metal legs making a scraping noise on the patio. It was the midafternoon lull at The Bread Bowl, and we were the only two outside. She kicked her legs up onto the chair mine were resting on, and our ankles bumped against each other. I opened one eye and then closed it again. We rested there for a while, our legs pressed together, the sun on our faces, as Bethany rattled off various bits of news and gossip she’d heard over the week.

“Omigod,” she said. “There’s this new kid in my government class. Gor-to-the-geous.”

“Really?” I asked. “What’s his name?”

“I just know him as Hot Guy. But I think I heard Mr. Clairfield call him Mr. Cousin or something,” she said. “He’s from Pine Gate, I think. Let me tell you, girl, if that guy’s any indication, they have some fine men at Pine Gate.”

I opened my eyes and turned to her, fully awake now.

“What?” she said, looking around self-consciously. She pushed her glasses up on her nose, her eyes widening. “Is it a bee?”

I shook my head. “Cozen? Cole Cozen? He’s the new guy I’m tutoring.”

“Get out!” she said, a smile spreading across her face. “You’re tutoring Hot Guy?”

I nodded. “Just started, like, two weeks ago. He’s trying to get on the basketball team.”

She leaned across the table conspiratorially. “Is he stupid? I knew it. Someone that hot has to have some flaw.”

I shook my head. “No, he seems smart enough.”

“Then he must have a girlfriend,” she said.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think so. It didn’t come up. He’s really nice. But kind of old-fashioned or something. He, like, shook my hand and called Mrs. Moody ‘ma’am,’ and if he’s already in the lab when I get there, he stands up until I sit down. So different from the other cavemen at our school, you know? When I come into a room that Zack is in, instead of standing up, he always goes, ‘Thought I smelled you coming.’ ”

Bethany giggled. “At least he doesn’t call you Cowboy Ugly, like he does me. Wear cowboy boots to school one day in sixth grade, and Zack will never let it go.”

I giggled, too, turning my arms over so my forearms could get some sun. “Well, Cole would never call you Cowboy Ugly. He’s not a Neanderthal like Zack.”

Bethany narrowed her eyes at me. “You totally have a crush on Hot Guy.”

I felt my face flush. Sometimes I hated the way Bethany and Zack could see through me. “No, I don’t. I was just telling you how different he is from Zack. And his name is Cole.”

She picked up her Dr Pepper, studying me. She pointed at me while she sucked down some soda, her wooden beaded bracelet clicking, and then said, “You do too. I can tell. You’re into him.”

My face was practically burning now. “I just met him two weeks ago.”

“Not a denial,” she singsonged. “Alex is in lo-o-ove!”

“Very mature,” I said, kicking at her foot. But I couldn’t help smiling. True, I’d found myself thinking about Cole a couple times when we weren’t together. About his dimple and the way he joked with me and the way he held my backpack for me and how I was both nervous and excited at the thought of letting him see my poem, which I still hadn’t shown him. But none of that meant anything. “I’m just tutoring the guy,” I said, pushing my sunglasses back up onto my face, closing my eyes, and tilting my head back again. “He’s nice is all.”

“And gorgeous.”

“I thought you wanted to map our route to Colorado.”

“It’s a straight line. There’s no mapping to it,” she said. “I’m done.”

“Well, let’s talk about the hotel some more, then.” I could feel a bead of sweat roll down my back.

“There’s nothing more to talk about,” she said. “I practically have the amenities list memorized by now.” But I could feel Bethany’s feet lift off the chair and heard the scraping of metal against concrete as she pulled close to the computer again. “So we arrive on day one, check in, eat somewhere fast, and sit in the lobby looking amazing in our new road trip wardrobe….”

“I can’t afford a new road trip wardrobe,” I intoned for the thousandth time.

“You can borrow,” she said in the same tone, also for the thousandth time.

The door to the patio swished open, and Georgia plowed outside, holding a plastic tray in one hand and a wet rag in the other.

“Never mind me, sun goddesses,” she said, wiping down a table. “I’m just cleaning up because somebody didn’t think to do it before she clocked out.”

I smiled. “Sorry, Gee. Guess you just can’t get good help these days.”

“Don’t I know it,” she said. “Too busy working on their tans so boys like the one inside will notice them.”

I stretched a leg up luxuriously and gazed at it, rotating my foot in the air. “It’s tough being beautiful.” I giggled. “But so worth it.”

She flicked her towel softly at the top of my head. “Ha-ha-ha. I’m busting a gut over here.” But I could see the amused grin on her face as she worked. She brushed the crumbs onto the tray in her hand. Georgia acted tough, but she was a pushover on the inside. After closing, she would turn up the music and we’d sing while we wiped down the kitchen. She called me her older daughter, and I called her the mom I always wanted. She’d been there for me more times than I could count. But if people were around, we acted really put out by each other. It was our little game.

“Go ahead, laugh it up,” Georgia said. “I’ll do your job for you, ya lazy good-for-nothin’.”

Bethany turned and glanced over her shoulder, then turned sharply and looked again. “Alex,” she hissed. “She’s not kidding.”

“What?” I let my leg plop back down onto the chair.

“Half the basketball team is in there,” Bethany said. “And isn’t that Hot Guy with them?”

My heart skipped a beat and I sat bolt upright, my head whipping toward the window. Inside The Bread Bowl, right on the other side of the window, sat a group of the most gorgeous guys in our school—with Cole Cozen right in the middle of them, eating a bagel.

“Oh, that one,” Georgia said. “Yeah, he was asking about you, Alex.” She set the tray on our table and followed my gaze to the window.

“He was? About me? What’d he say?”

“I knew you were into him,” Bethany crowed, turning back to the computer and using the screen as a mirror. She pushed her glasses back up on her nose and pulled the elastic out of her hair, then re-slicked her ponytail.

“Shut up!” I hissed at her. “I’m not!” Then I looked at Georgia, who’d picked up her tray and gone back to wiping tables. “What’d he say?”

“Oh, just asking if you were working is all,” she said. Yesterday, after I’d mentioned my job, he’d asked me where I worked. The conversation had seemed so offhand, though. I was surprised that he even remembered, much less showed up at The Bread Bowl asking about me. Georgia moved to the next table. I followed her.

“And…?” I prodded.

“And I told him you were outside with your girlfriend, and he ordered a bagel and sat down by the window with all the others.”

“And that’s it?”

“And that’s it. Goodness, girl, you’re acting like it’s some big emergency.”

“It’s not,” I said, feeling my face flush.

Bethany snapped her computer shut and crammed it into her giganto-purse. “Well, I hate to break up this party, you guys, but I’ve got to go. I promised my mom I’d babysit tonight. Alex, coming with?”

“Yeah,” I said, pushing in my chair and bending to unroll my pant legs. My skin felt electric at the thought of passing all those guys—especially Cole—as we walked through.

“Hold it,” Georgia said. I could tell by the way her mouth was set that she was trying to hold in a laugh. She reached up and pulled my visor—left over from work—off my head. Then she reached behind me and tugged the elastic out of my hair, letting it drop in waves around my shoulders. Lightly, she used her fingers to fluff and tame my hair. She stood back and assessed me for a second, then sniffed. “Well, you still smell like potato soup, but you look beautiful.”

I smiled. Sometimes Georgia really was the mom I wished I had. Sometimes, when she got soft and took care of me, I imagined that’s how a mom would’ve acted with me. Sometimes, like a mom, Georgia just instinctively knew all the right things to say and do. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if she made the sting of missing my mom feel better… or worse.

If I were to write a poem about Georgia, I’d definitely use the word succor, which means “comfort.” Mrs. Moody would love that word.

“Okay. Come on,” I said, grabbing Bethany’s arm with both of my hands and leading her to the door. “We’ll just casually say hi on our way out.”

“Whatever, Miss Not-Into-Him,” she mumbled, tossing her Dr Pepper into the trash.

The air inside The Bread Bowl was about fifteen degrees colder than it was outside, and almost immediately my skin crawled with a smattering of goose bumps. My teeth even chattered a couple of times.

Bethany and I burst through the dining area as if we didn’t even notice anyone sitting there. I hated when guys from school came in when I was working. I always felt ridiculous in my high-waisted navy uniform pants and tucked-in polo shirt.

I put my head down and kept walking forward, tugging Bethany along with me.

Suddenly, Bethany stopped and turned around, forcing me to stop, too.

“Hey, I know you,” she said, and even before I turned around, I knew who she was talking to. I was going to have to kill her. That was all there was to it. Sure enough, she said, “You’re the new guy in gov. Cole, right? Alex was just talking about you.”

“Hi,” I said, giving an embarrassed little wave, imagining all the ways I would totally get Bethany back for this. Kill a tree, maybe? Refuse to recycle my water bottle? Tell Zack she’s hot for him?

“Hey, Alex,” he said, swallowing a bite of bagel. “Just get off work?”

I glanced down at my uniform. “No, I just wore this outfit because I love polyester mom pants.”

I was going for funny, but nobody laughed. But Cole smiled, that dimple popping up right over the corner of his mouth. At least he got my joke, which made me feel a little bit better.

“Dude, I gotta blow,” Steve Shunk said to nobody in particular, scrunching up his sandwich papers in one hand. All the guys started moving then, pushing back their chairs and loudly wadding up wrappers.

“Yeah, we should go, too,” I said, pulling on Bethany’s arm. “See you in lab on Monday?”

“Yeah. I’ll be there.”

“Cool,” I said, then turned and practically sprinted to get out of there before the guys jammed up the doorway.

Once outside, I wrapped my arm around Bethany’s shoulder. “So, Cowboy Ugly, what shall your punishment be?”

She rolled her eyes and shrugged me off. “Please. Watching you two pretend you weren’t making goo-goo eyes at each other was punishment enough.”

I grinned, despite myself. She may have been right about that. I thought he had been looking at me a little differently lately, too.

Suddenly I couldn’t wait to get to lab on Monday.




CHAPTER
FOUR


Celia was with Bethany and Zack, waiting for me at my locker before final period. I took a deep breath. I knew this was going to be a hard year, with my baby sister roaming the halls. Not that I didn’t love her or anything but, well, let’s just say if they gave awards for being loud, mean, and completely immature, Celia would need a trophy case.

My grandma used to say it was because Celia grew up without a woman in the house. That she learned with my dad that if she just howled and stomped her feet she’d get whatever she wanted. A spoilt baby, that one, Grandma used to say, lifting her chin at Celia.

Grandma was right—Celia was difficult to take. And she howled and stomped her feet a lot. But it wasn’t because Dad gave in to her; it was because it was sometimes the only way to get Dad to pay attention. Shannin and I had a way of just giving up on Dad and taking care of business ourselves. Or sometimes just giving up. But Celia figured she needed to squawk louder. And usually it worked.

Celia was spoiled. You’d have thought we’d have been closer, since we were only three years apart. But Celia was just too much sometimes. She was rude and abrupt and jaded and cynical. She skipped through life as if everything was hers and everyone should bow down to give it to her. She never smiled unless she wanted something. Sometimes I felt sorry for Celia because she never seemed happy, but usually that sentiment was short-lived because she would undoubtedly say or do something nasty and ruin any sympathy anyone could ever have for her.

Well, except Zack. Zack liked Celia in a big-brother sort of way. He thought she was “fragile” and would humor her, leaving Bethany and me shaking our heads and rolling our eyes.

“I need a ride home,” Celia barked, before I even got to my locker. “I’m not going to Yearbook Club today.”

“Okay,” I said. “Just meet me outside the tutor lab.”

“Can’t you come down to the freshman hall and pick me up there? I don’t want to have to walk all the way up here.”

“You just walked all the way up here right now.”

“Exactly. And I have a lot of homework. I don’t want to have to drag my backpack up. It’ll be too heavy.”

I stuck out my bottom lip. “Poor baby. Think you’ll live?”

“God, Alex,” she said, tossing her ringlets over one shoulder. “Why can’t you ever just be nice?”

I opened my locker, blocking out her face. I caught Bethany’s eye—she was making a give-me-a-break face. If Celia were Bethany’s sister, she’d probably be walking home today. Bethany didn’t put up with much from her younger siblings. “I’m giving you a ride, aren’t I?” I said wearily as I pulled a couple Starbursts out of the bag on my second shelf.

“You’re such a bitch.”

“Fine, Celia,” I said, sticking my head around the locker door to scowl at her. “If I’m such a bitch, you can get a ride with someone else.”

“Dad said you could take me home, and if you don’t—”

“Ladies,” Zack said, stepping in between us, “I think you’re missing the bigger picture here.” He reached into my locker and grabbed a handful of Starbursts. He held up a yellow one. “Alex has been hiding candy from us.” He turned and fake-glared at me. “You know,” he said, “one of the first signs that there’s a problem is you start hiding the evidence from your friends.”

I shoved him with my hip. “Get out of my way, you thief,” I said, slamming my locker door. “I have them counted, just so you know.” But I knew by the end of the next day they would be gone. Zack and Bethany and I knew one another’s locker combinations. We each had free rein. He would eat them all. Knowing Zack, I figured he would probably replace them with condoms, just for a laugh.

Bethany and I started walking toward the tutor lab. Zack put his arm around Celia’s shoulder and followed us. “Tell you what,” he said around a mouthful of Starburst. “I’ll meet you in the freshman hall and walk you up here myself. I’ll carry your heavy backpack for you. I’ll even give you a piggyback ride if your legs give out, m’lady,” he said to Celia.

I glanced over my shoulder. She was beaming, leaning her head back against Zack’s arm. Sometimes I thought maybe her damsel-in-distress act wasn’t so much of an act around Zack. Sometimes I thought she really liked him. “Deal,” she said. “Good to know one of you can be nice.”

“Take that back,” he said, brandishing a Starburst at her face.

“Fine. You’re a jerk, and I hate you,” she said, snatching the candy away from him.

“That’s more like it,” he said.

The warning bell rang and Celia gave out a little eep, ducked out from under Zack’s arm, and then scurried away to get back to the freshman hall for her last class. Zack got caught up talking to some guy by the water fountain.

“You going to the soccer game tonight?” I asked Bethany, who’d had the biggest crush on Randy Weston, the team’s star striker, pretty much since birth. He didn’t know she existed.

She shrugged and pushed up her glasses. “Can’t,” she said. “Enviro Club.” Bethany was one of those superbrain types who spent most of her time studying for math tests, even when she didn’t have one coming up anytime soon, and in her “spare time” was busy “saving the world, one plastic bottle at a time.” She wore bamboo T-shirts and hemp jewelry and generally made her parents’ lives miserable with trash-can hypervigilance. And she was just smart enough to have every dreadful and depressing statistic about how humanity is ruining the Earth permanently etched in her memory bank. “But I saw Randy this morning in the caf, and he looked amazing. All dressed up.”

“Did you say anything to him?”

She blew out a puff of air, looking miserable. “God, no. Plus, I don’t know, I’m not sure I’m all that into him anymore.”

I gasped. “You’ve been into him since kindergarten.”

We reached the locker room and stopped; Bethany had Everyday Sports for seventh period, which was the PE class that all the kids who hate PE take in their senior year. She shrugged again. “And he has totally ignored me since kindergarten. It’s probably time to give up on him. Go after someone more attainable.”

“Maybe you should just tell him how you feel. See for sure if he’s interested.” This was rich, coming from me. If either of us was going to be the type to lay all of her cards on the table, it was so much more likely to be Bethany than me.

“Tell who how you feel?” Zack asked, coming up beside us. He leaned his elbow on my shoulder, a toothpick dangling from the corner of his mouth.

“You,” I said. “Of course.”

Bethany’s grin widened. “Yeah. We feel that you smell like armpits.”

We cracked up, bumping shoulders, while Zack pretended to pull a knife out of his chest.

“Is that so?” he said, then grabbed Bethany’s head with one hand and lifted his other hand high over his head. “You asked for it!” he said, smashing her face into his armpit. She was squealing and smacking his chest, but when he let her go, she looked flushed and happy.

“Go away, you nasty!” she said, pushing his chest and ducking into her classroom.
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