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      Another small town and another craft fair. This time Mom and I are in Texas, somewhere called Lawson. It’s dry and hot, but not the scorching, make-you-want-to-strip-in-the-middle-of-the-street heat that was in Phoenix a few days ago. Texas is humid. Hot. Those rumors about Texas having cowboys everywhere are true.

      I’m staring at one right now. He’s middle-aged, overweight, and wearing a pair of dark Wrangler jeans and cowboy boots. His cowboy hat is black and, goofy as it looks, it seems to be doing a good job of keeping his eyes shielded from the blinding sun. I can sympathize with this man even though we have about nothing in common. He’s stuck here just like I am, at a craft fair set up in some church parking lot in the middle of a tiny ass town. His wife is peddling her wares: scented candles in mason jars.

      My mother is peddling hers, wind chimes and jewelry made of broken glass. Not that I’d ever tell anyone, but it’s mostly beer bottles that she roughs up in a rock tumbler then claims she found the pieces of blue, green, and brown littered on beautiful beaches all over the country.

      Dawn is a free spirit. She really has traveled the country, but she’s also got to make a living somehow and beaches aren’t as rife with sea glass as you might think. I would know, I’ve spent my entire life trailing along behind her, in matching boho dresses from thrift stores, scouting the sands for that buried treasure. Dawn’s ultimate goal is to travel the world but world-traveling is expensive and having another mouth to feed—me—makes

      Dawn is my mom. She doesn’t like to be called Mom. I call her that in my head though, because as natural as it is for her to pack up our suitcases overnight and shove us into a bus to relocate to a new town every few months, it’s also natural for me to call my mother Mom.

      I can’t say it to her face, though.

      I am seventeen. Dawn just turned thirty-three a few weeks ago.

      Don’t want to do the math . . . it’s a little sad.

      Dawn never wanted to be a mother but she also didn’t want to give me to someone who didn’t deserve me, or so that’s what she always says when we’re at a restaurant, getting a free meal from an attractive guy with gaga eyes for her. She always manages to tell this tale to every man she dates. She’d wanted to give me up for adoption but never got the guts to do it. She reminds me all the time, like I should be proud that she has such high standards for me or something.

      I am aware that my life is weird. Every school I’ve ever gone to has had at least one kid there who made sure to point it out.

      There are certain things that non-weird people my age consider normal. Like, having a massive closet full of various articles of clothing that you can mix and match to make a new outfit for each day.

      Dawn and I never have more than we can fit into one suitcase each. That leads to a lot of wearing the same thing over and over again. People call it weird. I call it my life.

      I look down at my jeans, faded and ripped along the thighs. Cuffs rolled up to look like they’re fashionably short and not just high waters because I got too tall for them ages ago. They’re too baggy because I can’t keep weight on my bones because we hardly ever eat. Luckily for me, these old jeans are in style right now. They call them the “boyfriend cut” at American Eagle. Also lucky for me, so is being thin as hell.

      Guess I should be happy, right?

      Dawn’s thumb and forefinger snap me right out of my daydreaming. “Look alive, kid. Make yourself look desirable. You never know when your prince charming will run into you.”

      Her eyes are crystal blue, almost completely colorless as she stares at me with that look on her face like she’s giving me invaluable advice. My eyes are dark, deep voids, almost like I have no color in them at all, just two big pupils. They’re a genetic gift from whichever man decided to knock up a fifteen-year-old. Dawn won’t tell me who he is, but I think it’s because she doesn’t exactly know, not that she’s trying to keep it a secret from me. We’re pretty open with each other.

      I’ve seen enough TV to know that most parents wouldn’t frequently tell their kids how badly they wished they’d adopted them out instead of keeping them.

      “I’m not sure why a prince charming would show up here,” I say, looking around at the crowd of craft fair goers, mostly older women and a few children walking from booth to booth.

      “I’m sure that’s what every spinster has said about every place they’ve ever gone,” she says, holding her chin up high as she adjusts one of the wind chimes on our retractable canvas tent that serves as our temporary storefront.

      “I’m seventeen you know. I’m not close to being a spinster yet.”

      Mom flashes me a smile, her small, pouty lips leaving absolutely no question to why so many men find her drop dead gorgeous. “That’s also what every spinster said when they were seventeen.”

      I snort and gaze back out at the craft fair. It’s a small one this weekend, with only about fifty booths set up around us. There’s a little walkway between them all and we’re set up between the candle lady and another woman selling knitted baby clothes.

      A woman and her husband walk up hand-in-hand, cooing over Mom’s wind chimes. I watch as Mom saunters over to them, somehow seeming like an old friend instead of a salesman. She has this charm about her that always ends up getting her exactly what she wants.

      In this case, it’s three wind chimes sold. The woman buys one for herself and two for her sisters and I ring them up with a credit card swiper attached to my cell phone. At fifty dollars each, we just made enough money to score another week in the motel on the outskirts of town.

      It’s also enough for bus tickets, should Mom decide to pack us up again. Summer just started, like literally three days ago, so who knows how often we’ll be moving around now.

      After a few run-ins with the police for truancy, my mother had to agree not to move me from school to school for at least four months in between. The last four months were spent in Phoenix, Arizona. But now that it’s summer, who the hell knows how many places we’ll stay.

      Mom is a wanderer and I’m stuck along for the ride.

      Part of me can’t wait until I turn eighteen so I can extract myself from all of this traveling and settle down somewhere to start a real life of my own.

      The other part of me is terrified of being without Dawn. There is no house in this world that I would call home. There’s only Mom and me, and that makes her my home.

      Around four-forty-five, Mom extracts herself from the group of people she’d been chatting with and wraps an arm around my shoulders. The dozen fake-gold bangles around her wrist clack against my back.

      “Take one of my fabric totes from under the table,” she whispers, her breath smelling the like mint gum she’d bummed off of the cowboy earlier. “Go see if there’s any leftover food in the church and grab as much of it as you can.”

      I nod. This church craft fair had provided finger foods for the patrons and craft sellers for lunch. I’d had four mini sandwiches filled with some kind of meat and mayo and two bags of chips. It was the biggest lunch I’ve had in a while and my stomach still aches from being so full. If they have any leftovers . . . this will be an awesome day.

      The church’s rec room is empty when I walk inside, well except for the Jesus hanging from a cross on the wall. He’s nearly as tall as I am, his expression a little painful to look at. I open the cloth tote bag and make my way to the food table, grabbing a napkin and loading it with the remaining sandwiches. The only chip bags left are of the gross flavors and the healthy low-calorie snacks, but I take them anyway.

      Footsteps sound behind me and I jump, trying to look casual. A church wouldn’t, like, get me arrested for stealing, right?

      “What’s taking so long?” Mom says, rushing over to me. I let out the breath I’d been holding, relieved as hell that the intruder was just my mom, and show her the inside of the bag.

      “We got a lot of stuff,” I say with a grin.

      Mom frowns. The tip of her drawn-on eyebrow is starting to smudge off from the heat of the day. “Keanna, do you want to eat for the rest of the week or just for tonight?” She gestures to the meat and cheese tray on the end of the table. “Get the rest of this damn food, girl.”

      “I didn’t want to take everything,” I say, feeling a rush of warmth spread into my cheeks. Maybe it’s because Jesus is over there dying on a cross and I’m stealing food right from under Him.

      “Look around, kid,” Mom says, rolling up a stack of sliced turkey and shoving it into a napkin. “This food is free, so take it. Churches like to feed the poor and all of that, and honey, we’re poor.”

      I let out a huff of air and grab the last two bottles of water, shoving them into my bag.

      As we turn to leave, a woman steps into the room. Mom keeps walking but I accidentally stop. The shock of seeing someone who totally was close enough to hear our conversation makes me temporarily paralyzed.

      “Oh, hello there,” the woman says. She seems pleasant enough, maybe about my mom’s age. She glances at the empty food table and then offers us a polite smile. Mom hisses my name, wanting me to hurry up, and my legs finally start moving.

      “Wait!” the woman says. My heart leaps up into my throat.

      Mom turns around, her multi-colored sundress swaying around her legs. “Can I help you?” she asks.

      The lady nods. “You’re the woman with the wind chimes, right?” She puts a hand to her chest. “They are absolutely beautiful. I know the craft fair is closing down soon but are you still open by chance? I was hoping to stop by and get one.”

      Mom beams, her attitude going from defensive to cordial in half a second. “Of course, of course. Come with me. My name is Dawn Byrd and I’m the artist.”

      “Becca Park,” the woman says, shaking Mom’s hand. “I run this craft fair and I remembered seeing your entry online when you registered. I’ve been wanting to come get a wind chime all day but,” she shakes her head and lets out a breath. “This has been a busy ass day. I had no idea running this thing would be so hard.”

      “Well you did a fantastic job,” Mom says, leading her back into the parking lot toward our booth.

      As they keep talking, I start to wonder if the lady heard our conversation or not. If so, she’s being nice by not saying anything. But I guess once people are grown up, they don’t dive at every chance to make fun of you for being poor like the kids at my old high school did.

      Becca Park and Mom talk for fifteen minutes, and Mom works her charm on the woman. Pretty soon, they’re laughing and joking as if they’re old friends. I envy Mom’s innate skill to bond with just about anyone. That’s another thing I never inherited from her.

      “Listen,” Becca Park says, clasping her hands together in front of her chest. I notice the massive diamond wedding ring on her finger and wonder what she did to make sure she didn’t end up as a spinster. “I know we just met and this might be a little forward of me, but I just love your art, Dawn. And well, I’d like to invite you and your daughter over for dinner tonight.” She smiles wide and bites on her lower lip. “I live just down the road and my husband is making burgers. There’s plenty to go around and I’d love to hear more about your wire-wrapping process. What do you say?”

      Mom looks at me and I shrug. But I should have nodded because burgers and leftover food in one day just never happens. They say everything is bigger in Texas, and from what I’ve seen, the amount of free food certainly is.

      “Absolutely, Becca,” Mom says, reaching forward and grabbing Becca’s hands in hers. “We would love to, isn’t that right, Keanna?”

      I nod, the thought of getting a few hours away from our smelly motel room making me happier than I’ve been in weeks. “Yeah, I’d love a burger.”

      “Wonderful!” Becca says. “Come on, I’ll help you pack up your booth.”
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      The sun blinds me as I swing my bike wide around the berm of dirt, turning to the west. I drop down to third gear, the bike screaming in protest at the reduced speed. I knew it was going to happen eventually, but dammit if I wasn’t hoping for ten more minutes of riding before the setting sun blinds the hell out of me on the track. I stand on the pegs and drop to second gear, riding slowly over the massive jump, dipping the visor on my helmet to block out as much sunlight as possible. Then I pull off the track and ride back to the garage.

      The garage is a massive metal barn, used to store dirt bikes. Mostly those of paying customers, but I keep my bike here instead of at home, which is just down the street. My parents own The Track, a place aptly named because that’s just what it is—a motocross track. They rarely hold races here because it’s mostly a practice facility. My dad and his best friend Park are old has-beens in the professional motocross world. They turned their knowledge into a training course and usually it’s badass.

      But summers kind of suck because now I have to work.

      As I hop off my bike and prop it up into the storage space, I can practically hear Dad’s words now.

      “Son, you’re sixteen now. Your lifestyle isn’t cheap. It’s time you worked for your money instead of having me hand it to you.”

      Then, of course, Mom had stepped in the last time Dad brought up the topic of me working at his business.

      “Honey, he’s just a kid. He needs to focus on school work.”

      “Not in the summer,” Dad had said.

      And now here it is, the first week of summer break before my junior year of high school, and I’m already working.

      Not cool.

      I rip off my helmet and sling my head, letting sweat fly off in all directions. After a day of working at the track, I’d only been able to ride for fifteen minutes. Last summer I spent all damn day out here, working on my technique, getting faster with each lap. Now that I’m forced to work for ten bucks an hour, I’m starting to wonder if my dad doesn’t want me to go pro when I’m eighteen.

      He tells his clients all the time that practice is everything. And now I’m stuck not being able to practice.

      I head into the main building and find Dad in his office, staring at his computer screen as if it had personally offended him. “What’s up?” I say.

      He runs his thumb and index finger across his forehead and shrugs. “Taxes are kicking my ass. I’m gonna have to get your mother in here to fix this.”

      I snort. “She’s going to love that.” Dad always tries to do legal tax stuff by himself but Mom always has to bail him out. She’s the one who graduated with a Master’s in accounting after all.

      “Tell me about it,” Dad says, rising from his chair. “How was your second day of work?”

      “It sucked,” I say, grabbing a water bottle from the mini-fridge in Dad’s office. “I only got to ride for fifteen minutes.”

      “Riding isn’t part of your job description, kid.”

      I roll my eyes and he grins. “You’re worried about not getting enough practice huh?”

      “Of course I am. You always say you gotta ride your heart out to make it pro.” I finish the water and crunch the plastic bottle in my hand.

      Dad shakes his head. “How about this. You work three days a week, and you ride four days. That’s plenty of practice to make it big.”

      “Thanks,” I say, feeling like a huge weight has been lifted off my shoulders. “Can I have tomorrow off?”

      Dad laughs. “Nope. It’s peewee lock-in night and I’ll need your help.”

      Damn. I forgot about that. The peewees are what they call little kids who ride dirt bikes. Like four to seven-year-olds. The Track has these lock-ins during the summer where the kids will ride all day, then lay out in sleeping bags in our entertainment room and watch TV and eat pizza until the morning when they’ll ride all day again.

      I used to love lock-ins when I was little. I already practically live here, so sleeping over was even better. Now I have better things to do than sleep next to snoring little kids. I say goodbye to Dad and head down to the front office where I’ve stashed all my stuff into one of the tiny employee lockers. I’d promised Emma Clarke I’d be off work by six and it’s almost six-thirty. The girl hates being kept waiting, but damn if that’s not what she does to me all the time.

      There are a few parents in the front office, signing up their kids for the lock-in. Luckily, some chick who works the desk is here so I don’t have to do anything. I’m still not sure what her name is, but she’s kind of hot for being like thirty-something.

      I grab my phone and find two missed texts from Emma. One simply says It’s six o’clock, asshole.

      The other is a kissing face emoji.

      I really don’t get this girl. But I get her lips on mine, so I keep putting up with all of her hot and cold mood swings.

      I text back Just got off work, want me to pick you up after I shower?

      And a phone dings from across the room. Shit.

      I look up and my eyes find hers. Bright blue eyes, perfect blonde hair, and one hell of an evil glare.

      “Hey,” I say, putting on a smile as I cross the room and give her a hug. She remains stiff in my arms, so I pull back. “What do you want to do tonight?”

      She folds her arms across her chest, her fake nails sparkling as much as the rings on her fingers. “You mean what did I want to do.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She rolls her eyes and takes in a deep breath. “Did. As in, the past. Because right now, I am sick of all of your lies, Jett Adams. You are such a prick, you know that?”

      The woman behind the counter calls my name. “Take your drama outside, please.” She shoos at us with her hand and I grab Emma’s arm, pulling her outside.

      “Look, I have to work now. I can’t be at your beck and call anymore. I still want to hang out, so tell me where you want to go.”

      Emma flips her hair over her shoulder with such precision that I have to wonder if she’s practiced that move in front of the mirror. “I don’t want to go anywhere with you, Jett.”

      Her lips flatten into a thin line and she turns on her heel, digging a hole in the gravel walkway. “Call me when you decide that your stupid dirt bike isn’t more important than me.”

      I should probably let it go, but I’m a little sick of having shit thrown in my face when I’ve made my expectations clear.

      “Listen Emma,” I say, moving in front of her so she’s forced to stop prancing away from me. “Dirt bikes will always come first in my life. And don’t give me that look. I told you this weeks ago.”

      Her eyes turn up to the sky like she thinks I’m just so stupid, and I kind of feel like walking away from her right now. She’s not worth the effort. She’s hot as hell, with a killer body, but still not worth the effort.

      “I told you I’m not settling down and I have no desire for a girlfriend,” I say, because she clearly needs the reminder.

      “I never asked to be your girlfriend, now have I?” Emma says, hands on her hips.

      “Look, I like you and we have fun, but when you start bitching at me like I’m some sort of shit boyfriend, that’s when I draw the line.” I’m still covered in sweat from riding so I lift the front of my T-shirt and wipe it over my face. Emma’s eyes dart to my abs and I get probably way too much satisfaction from that. “I don’t want a girlfriend and right now you’re acting like one. So why don’t you call me when you’re looking for some fun.”

      She huffs. “Fine.”

      I meet her stony gaze with a look of apathy. “Fine.”
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      Mom stops me when I walk in the kitchen. “I need a favor,” she says over a frying pan. Looks like she’s making fried chicken which is one of my favorite meals of all time.

      “Can it wait a bit?” I ask, reaching for a piece of cucumber from the salad on the table. “I need to shower.”

      “Sorry, it can’t wait.” Mom ducks into the fridge and digs around, emerging with a block of cheddar cheese. She holds it out to me. “Becca needs this, apparently they only have Colby jack and Park hates Colby jack.” Mom smiles. She is what my friends call a MILF, but really I just see the woman who raised me, working and going to college full time while somehow managing to tuck me into bed every night when I was a kid.

      “Sure thing,” I say, grabbing the cheese.

      Becca and Park are our neighbors, though their house is kind of a ways away since we both have a ton of land and the Track between us. I hop on the small pit bike in the garage, crank up the motor and drive it over to their house. I’ve known these people my entire life and they’re kind of like second parents to me since they never had kids of their own. Park used to be a professional motocross racer as well, but he didn’t have nearly as bad of a temper as Dad did. I’m not really sure why he quit racing, but I think it has something to do with Becca.

      I walk up the steps to their massive wrap around porch and knock on the door. The Victorian house is something like five billion years old and although they’ve renovated the interior, Becca insisted on keeping the outside of the house original with its intricate wooden decorations and huge old windows.

      “Come in, come in,” Becca says, yanking open the door.

      I hold out the cheese. “I just need to drop this off. You don’t want me in there, I stink.”

      She smiles. I notice she’s kind of dressed up compared to usual and her make up is all done. She must have done another craft fair thing. “Sorry, you’ve got another job to do,” she says, taking the cheese.

      I follow her into the kitchen and out the back door to the patio. Park is standing at the grill, talking to some woman I’ve never seen before. Another girl, probably about my age, sits on a patio chair, staring at her fingernails which are plain and natural, not all done up with rhinestones and polish like Emma’s.

      The girl looks up at me and I offer her a smile. She looks away.

      Okay then, be a bitch.

      “What’s up?” I ask Becca. She turns to her husband.

      “Which one tastes better?” He asks, holding up two pieces of hamburger meat.

      I eat one and then the other. “I don’t know, the first one?”

      “Told you!” Park says, pointing to his wife. “I am the best meat seasoner.”

      “Ugh,” Becca says, throwing me a look. “Kid, you’re supposed to like mine better.”

      I shrug, wondering if they’ll ever stop calling me kid now that I’m no longer one. “Sorry, you should have warned me.”

      “You want to stay for dinner?” she asks, motioning toward the patio table. “These are our friends Dawn and Keanna.”

      I’m not sure which name belongs to which person, the hippie or the super thin girl that looks like she wants to burn the place down. Mom’s cooking at home of course, but I could eat a burger and then eat Mom’s chicken. I’m about to agree to stay for a bit when my phone beeps.

      Sorry for the BS earlier. Let me make it up to you . . .

      Damn, just a few words on a phone screen and I’ve practically got a hard on already. I swallow. “Sorry, I wish I could stay but I’ve gotta head home.”
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      Ugh, rich people. Could this house be any bigger? The furniture any nicer? These people have a full kitchen inside the house and then another one outside of the house. We’re sitting on a massive wooden deck with extravagant patio furniture, a grill and a granite countertop kitchen outside. There’s even a bar and a flat-panel television mounted on the wall.

      Our hosts have music playing from invisible speakers in the roof. It really is a beautiful summer night, and the smell of burgers on the grill has my mouth watering, but it’s hard not to feel a tinge of resentment that some people get to live this way every single day.

      Like that guy who just came over here with a block of cheese. Tasting burgers like it’s no big deal, like family and friends and free meals come all the time to him. Hell, having a block of cheese in the fridge like that’s no big deal—even that is hard for me to comprehend.

      Becca just spent the last five minutes talking about him. His name is Jett apparently. What kind of name is that? It’s something rich people name their kids, I guess. Becca goes on and on about what a great kid he is. Did she not see that he’s around six feet tall and his arms are absolutely ripped? That doesn’t exactly say “kid” to me.

      I tune out most of the polite chatter after the man of the house, a guy named Park, gives me a burger. Becca had said her last name was Park and now her husband’s name is also Park so that’s kind of weird. I don’t bother asking what the deal is, because it’s not like I’ll see these people again after tonight.

      I load up my burger with extra cheese and mayo, ketchup, pickles, and even lettuce. Screw it, I put everything they have on my burger because it’s available and after one bite I realize this is way better than any dollar menu burger I get with Dawn. I even crumple some potato chips inside and then smash the bun on top to hold it all in. The food is so good; I can’t even think straight.

      And then Mom starts talking and my senses go on high alert. She’s got that dreamy look in her eyes and I steady myself for whatever embarrassing thing she’s going to say next.

      Only, when she speaks, it’s not really that bad.

      “I am loving Texas so far,” Mom says, grabbing another handful of potato chips from the bowl in the middle of the table. “When we moved here from Arizona, I knew I didn’t want to settle down in another large city, you know? I wanted something small, more low key with friendly people.”

      Becca nods along in agreement and it takes a lot for me to keep my mouth shut. Dawn in a small town? Yeah, right. They are the bane of her existence. She’s always talking about how we’re going to hit up every major city and sell her art there. Why the sudden change of heart?

      “That’s what I love about Lawson,” Becca says. “We’re only forty-five minutes from a big city in case we need something, but we’re far enough away that we have all this wide open space.”

      Mom nods. Then her lips turn down and she shakes her head slightly, like she’s disappointed in something. “It’s a shame, really. I was hoping to settle in and stay here, but it looks like we’ll be leaving in the morning.”

      “Why’s that?” Becca asks, refilling my sweet tea from a pitcher on the table.

      “Are you gonna eat that, babe?” Park asks, nodding toward the rest of her burger. She shakes her head and slides her plate over to him.

      Mom makes this big dramatic sigh. “Well, my art is my way of living, of course, but if we’re going to get enough money for a down payment and first month’s rent, I need a job, you see.”

      Oh god… this is where Mom begs these kind new people to get her employed. My stomach tightens.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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