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        C.J. Milacci, Award-Winning Author of the Talionis Series and Host of the Read Clean YA with CJ Podcast

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A heartwarming adventure that’s full of hope! This story made me laugh, flip pages at lightning speed, and cry happy tears as I was reminded that Jesus came to give us a second chance. Can Jada become the friend that Kimmy deserves, even after a terrible mistake? A fast, funny read that touches the heart and gives the reader a taste of true courage!”
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      To anyone who feels weighed down by past mistakes:
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      Jada Robinson is a loser.

      I found the words after the final bell on Friday, written in bold, black letters across the miniature whiteboard on the inside of my locker door.

      A few snickers sounded behind me.

      My chin quivered, but I wouldn’t let them see me cry. Thanks to spring break, after today, I wouldn’t have to be with my classmates for over a week. I just had to grab my things and get out of here.

      Sick to my stomach, I tossed my books into my backpack. My locker was supposed to be a safe place. A piece of art. It was a promise I’d made to myself after we moved from Pennsylvania to Florida last July—when I started at my new school, I needed at least one thing to feel familiar. I’d plastered the inside of the metal door with pictures of me and my sisters, lyrics from my favorite songs, and a mini whiteboard where I could write notes and reminders.

      One day, I’d hoped maybe a new friend would write notes to me on that whiteboard too. But this was the opposite of a note from a friend.

      I swung my backpack over my shoulder. Keeping my face as straight as possible, I swiped my palm over the whiteboard. Like a text that had already been sent, the marker didn’t budge.

      “It’s permanent.”

      I didn’t have to turn to recognize the voice. Sophie Conrad, the most popular girl in seventh grade, had set out to make my life miserable this entire school year. Name-calling was nothing new, but that didn’t make it hurt less.

      I slammed my locker door shut and faced her. “A loser? Really, Sophie? I would’ve thought you could come up with something more creative.”

      Sophie gave me a sickly sweet smile I knew far too well. “Oh, you think I wrote this? How would I have gotten into your locker?”

      This conversation wasn’t worth my time. I didn’t care how she’d broken in. I put on my retro-inspired rose gold Bluetooth headphones to drown out the sound of Sophie’s voice in case she kept talking. My happy songs for happy days!!! playlist blared in my ears, but I didn’t take the time to change it to better reflect my mood. Instead, I marched down the hall, thankful Sophie didn’t follow me.

      I didn’t understand why she had it out for me. According to Melody Knox, who was probably the smartest girl in the entire middle school and always nice enough to let me sit at her lunch table, Sophie did this to all the new students.

      “She just needs to make sure you’re not a threat,” Melody had said. “She’ll move on to someone else next year.”

      I’d tried my best to stay out of Sophie’s way so I could get through the year. But breaking into my locker? What would she write on my whiteboard next? Dummy? Ugly? Freak?

      At that last thought, my heart dropped to my toes and the blood drained from my face. I literally stopped in the middle of the hallway, not caring who was staring or whispering about me now.

      For three years, I’d tried to forget about the completely, horribly awful thing I did to Kimmy—the girl who used to be my best friend in the world.

      I had called her a freak.

      I’d never meant to say it. And I’d certainly never meant for her to hear it. I had wanted to apologize, but what could I say? It was like that tube-of-toothpaste example Mom had shown me and my older sisters, Kate and Olivia, when we were little and fought all the time. Once the toothpaste left the tube, you couldn’t put it back in.

      And once I’d called Kimmy a freak, well . . .

      My insides knotted like a tangle of charging cords. I was no better than Sophie. Sure, I knew I’d hurt Kimmy. But I’d never thought about it like that before.

      No better than Sophie.

      Nausea turned my stomach. I darted into the bathroom and leaned over the trash can, not sure if I’d be able to keep down the chicken patty sandwich I’d had for lunch. The nausea passed with no escape of my stomach contents, but I still felt sick.

      Head low, I returned to the hall and raced to the back parking lot to meet Olivia. Good thing Mom and Dad had finally given her permission to drive the two of us to school. The last thing I needed was to face Sophie and her minions on a bus.

      “Jada?” Olivia tucked her long, wavy hair behind her ear. She touched my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” I shrugged off her hand, switched the music in my over-ear headphones to my much more fitting when life stinks :/ playlist, and continued my trek to the car. “I just want to go home.”

      Olivia hurried after me.

      When I reached the passenger door, it was locked. Olivia gave me a long look before opening it. If she were more like our oldest sister, Kate, she probably would’ve crossed her arms and refused to open the door until I told her what was happening.

      But Olivia had always been the gentlest of the three of us. She was the peacemaker of our family, careful with her words. She wouldn’t make me talk. We got inside the car, and she drove. No more questions asked.

      I picked up my phone and stared at the screen, then cracked my window and let the salty air from the beach a few blocks away seep into the car. We’d lived in Bluebird, a town outside of Daytona Beach, for about eight months, but we hadn’t spent a lot of time by the ocean. After unpacking, we’d helped Kate move into college on the other side of Florida and prepared for school. Then we’d tried to make new friends—a skill I clearly had never figured out.

      And no wonder. Maybe Sophie was right. Maybe I was a loser. Because only a loser would hurt her friend the way I had hurt Kimmy. How had I let myself push that out of my mind for so long?

      I hadn’t wanted to talk, but the silence in the car got to me. I slipped off my headphones. “So, you want to know what’s going on?”

      “Yeah.” Olivia kept her eyes on the road in front of her. She’d only had her license for a few months, but she was a great driver. “I do.”

      “Sophie Conrad.”

      Olivia’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “What did she do this time?”

      “Honestly, what she did doesn’t matter.” I swallowed. “It’s what I did.”

      “You did something to her?”

      “Not to her. To Kimmy.”

      Olivia drew her eyebrows together. “Are you talking about what happened three years ago?”

      “Yeah. I think today I might have felt a little of what she felt. And I was supposed to be her best friend.” I paused, wondering how much I should tell her. My sisters knew I had ruined my friendship with Kimmy Beckett. But they didn’t know every detail. “I never had the guts to say sorry. I’ve just, like, let myself pretend it never happened. I’m a terrible person.”

      Olivia glanced over at me before directing her attention back to the road. “You’re not a terrible person, Sis.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, thinking of all the things I would trade to travel back in time and change the past. I’d toss my cell phone down the garbage disposal. I’d quit borrowing Olivia’s special wavy hair shampoo and use the cheap stuff that made my hair feel like straw.

      I’d even give up music. No more happy songs for happy days!!!, or when life stinks :/, or songs I loveeee.

      Another wave of regret, hot and sour, churned in my stomach. I leaned closer to the window, desperate for fresh air, and tried not to get sick as palm trees whirred past.

      “Would it make you feel better to call her and apologize?” Olivia asked.

      “I can’t. It’s been three years! I don’t know what I’d say. And I’m sure she hates me now.” In a low mutter, I added, “Besides, she doesn’t have a cell phone.”

      That excuse was the worst of them. I scrolled through the contacts on my phone. Sure enough, I still had her mom’s number. I could call Mrs. Beckett and ask to speak with Kimmy. And I knew where Kimmy lived. I could write her an old-fashioned letter and send it in the mail. Kimmy had always loved letters.

      Maybe that was what I’d do. But what could I say to make things better after three years?

      “I know you feel bad about Kimmy, but I’m not sure what that has to do with the whole Sophie issue.” Olivia paused. “I think you should tell Mom and Dad what’s going on. It’s getting out of hand.”

      “Maybe,” I said, but I knew I wouldn’t. This was what I deserved.

      As we continued onto the highway, an ambulance siren wailed over by the hospital. Cars honked. Motorcycles wove in and out of traffic like rhythms in a catchy tune. Ocean air rushed through the cracked window.

      I leaned my forehead against the warm glass of the window, closed my eyes, and breathed in. Normally, I had the gift of falling asleep in any car, no matter how short the drive. But not today. Not when the past haunted me.

      I opened my eyes to a flash of gold on the side of the road. I squinted. Was that a . . .

      “Olivia!” I shrieked, pointing. “Watch out!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            a lucky one

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia slammed on her brakes. A screech pierced the air, followed by a dog’s yelp.

      I covered my eyes. “We hit a dog! We hit a dog, Olivia!”

      “Jada, stop screaming!”

      “But we hit⁠—”

      “I know!”

      The car had come to a complete stop, and the hazard lights clicked on and off. Other cars moved into the left lane to pass us.

      I peeked through my fingers, but I couldn’t see the dog on the road in front of us. That was either a good sign or a totally terrible one. God, please let the dog be okay.

      Then, the medium-sized golden dog came walking around to my side of the car. He wasn’t limping, but his head hung lower than mine had at the school.

      I’d never been a big fan of dogs, with all of their slobber and shedding and whimpering. And I knew nothing about caring for them. We used to have a cat, but cats took care of themselves. It was different.

      But we had literally hit this dog with our car. I couldn’t leave him here. Who knew how badly he was hurt? What if he had injuries we couldn’t see?

      Plus, he looked oddly familiar.

      I opened the door.

      “What are you doing?” Olivia asked, voice shrill, hands still wrapped tightly around the steering wheel. “Watch out for cars, Jada!”

      “It’s fine. I’m watching.”

      I looked both ways, but traffic had almost completely moved into the left lane. I stepped out of the car.

      The dog stood in the gravel on the side of the road with his golden tail between his legs. His head would’ve reached my waist if he wasn’t all hunched over. When I approached him, he wagged his tail. An oddly cheerful greeting for a dog who had just been hit by a car, but I guessed that was a good thing.

      “Are you okay?”

      He panted, tongue lolling out of his mouth, then lowered to the ground and placed his head between his paws with a slight whimper. Did that mean he was hurt? How could I tell?

      “Don’t worry.” The words slipped out before I thought about what I was saying. “We’ll take care of you.”

      He stared at me.

      I hesitated, not sure about petting this strange dog that could’ve been rolling around in a dumpster moments earlier for all I knew. But with that pathetic sadness in his bright blue eyes . . . maybe he needed me.

      Those eyes. Had I seen them before?

      I rubbed his fluffy golden ears. Dogs liked that, right? He leaned into my touch.

      I gasped. “I know why you look familiar.”

      He thumped his tail against the gravel like a drummer pounding out his own solo.

      I shook my head. “No. That’s impossible.”

      He looked exactly like the dog Kimmy used to have, a golden retriever and Aussie mix. Black fur circled his blue eyes, which Kimmy and I had always joked could’ve been eyeliner. A big white spot colored his forehead, and he had white paws. His golden hair glinted in the afternoon sunlight.

      Bo used to hang out with me and Kimmy all the time. He was the one dog I’d always liked—even though he still took way more work than our cat had. But soon after we stopped being friends, I’d heard from Kimmy’s friend Claire Owens that Bo had disappeared. And as far as I knew, Kimmy had never found him.

      But that was in Pennsylvania. Thirteen hours from Daytona Beach on a good traffic day. There was no way Bo had run away from home and then showed up in Florida three years later.

      I shook my head again, harder. “You can’t be her dog,” I said to him. “She’s just on my mind right now. That’s all.”

      Another wag. Another whimper.

      I checked his blue collar for a tag. But the dog tag must have fallen off, leaving me without a way to figure out his name or owner or anything else about him.

      “He’s got a collar, but no tag,” I announced.

      Olivia leaned across the car’s center console. “Is he okay?”

      “I think so, but he’s been whimpering a little. And he did yelp when we hit him. Maybe we should, like, take him to the hospital or something.” I gestured toward the large brick building we had passed.

      “You can’t take a dog to the hospital. We’d have to take him to the vet.”

      “Let’s do that, then.”

      “But, Jada . . .” Olivia’s words trailed off. We both knew we couldn’t leave the dog on the side of the highway. This wasn’t a neighborhood where we could go door-to-door to find his owner. “We need to at least call Mom or Dad to let them know.”

      “Of course.”

      “But first, you should get back in the car.”

      “Right.”

      I climbed into the back seat and searched Olivia’s car for a blanket to lay on the seat beside mine, but the dog jumped in before I found anything. He rested his chin on my leg. I almost pulled back from the somewhat damp fur, heavy with sand and what I hoped was seawater, not slobber.

      Then he put his paw on my leg, too, right beside his chin.

      My heart swelled. He liked me.

      And, surprisingly, I didn’t mind him either. I couldn’t bring myself to push him away.

      “I think he’s been at the beach,” I said to Olivia.

      “I wish he would’ve stayed there instead of running onto the road.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I picked a few grains of sand from his fur, then rolled down the window to toss them outside. “Do you know where the vet is?”

      “No, can you pull it up on your phone for me?”

      After a quick search, I found an animal hospital only about ten minutes away. My phone navigated for Olivia, and I used her phone to call Mom. After explaining the situation, Mom agreed that taking him to the vet was the right thing to do, though she didn’t sound thrilled about the bill we’d receive after. When I described his sandy state, she also requested that if we had to bring him home, we stop at a dog groomer first.

      As we continued driving, I gingerly petted the dog. Sure, I’d need to wash my hands later. With extra soap to get rid of the dog smell. But I didn’t care.

      Olivia peeked at us briefly in the rearview mirror. “He’s a pretty dog.”

      “Yeah, he is.” I hesitated, using my fingers to untangle his long golden hair. He closed his eyes. “You know what’s crazy?”

      “What?”

      “Do you remember Kimmy’s dog, Bo?”

      The dog’s ears perked forward—almost like he recognized Kimmy’s name, or Bo’s name, or both.

      That had to be in my head.

      Olivia nodded. “Yeah, he used to follow you guys around all the time.” She glanced at us again. “He looked a lot like this dog, didn’t he?”

      “He looked just like this dog.”

      “You don’t think it could be him, do you?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “That doesn’t make any sense. A lost dog doesn’t show up three years later in a town hundreds of miles away from home.”

      Except if he was Bo, would he remember me? It could explain why he liked me.

      And why I liked him.

      As I patted the dog’s golden head, I couldn’t help but wish it could be him. Because if I had miraculously found Bo, that could be my ticket to fixing what had happened between me and Kimmy. If I reunited her with her long-lost dog, maybe I wouldn’t be a bad person anymore.

      No. Unexpected tears stung my eyelids. Why would I think something so ridiculous?

      “We have to find this guy’s home,” I said. “Someone must miss him.”

      “Maybe the vet can help us.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      At least if we found his real owner, my brain would be convinced this couldn’t be the same dog Kimmy had lost three years ago. Because right now, my thoughts spun out of control.
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      In our room at the animal hospital, a veterinarian in light blue scrubs washed her hands after examining the dog. Since we’d arrived, he hadn’t stopped wagging so hard his whole butt wiggled. And he hadn’t whimpered once.

      “He’s healthy,” the vet said. “Probably around eight years old, if I had to guess, and in great shape for his age. Someone must take good care of him, though he could use a bath right about now.” She sighed. “It’s a shame he doesn’t have a microchip. That would’ve made it much easier for you to find his home.”

      Eight years. I couldn’t help but think that Bo could be eight years old now too. Hadn’t he been about five when he disappeared?

      I swallowed, pushing those thoughts away. “So, he’s not hurt too bad?”

      The vet shook her head. “He might be a little bruised, but the car must not have hit him too hard. Maybe even just grazed him on the side.” She turned to Olivia. “Were you going slow?”

      Olivia twisted her hands together. “I slammed on my brakes.”

      “That probably saved him.” The vet opened a jar of treats on the counter. “Mind if I give him one?”

      “Sure.” I smiled. Dogs liked treats—I knew that much, but that was about the extent of my dog knowledge.

      She tossed him a treat, and he eagerly scarfed it down in one bite. “He’s a lucky one. This is definitely one of the most minor injuries I’ve seen from a dog who was hit by a car.”

      Olivia blushed. “I still can’t believe I hit him.”

      “What now?” I touched his collar, checking again to make sure we hadn’t missed a tag. “If he doesn’t have a tag or a microchip, how are we supposed to find his owner?”

      “You can try calling the dog warden, and maybe posting a photo on social media.” She scratched her chin. “Honestly, it’s hard for a dog with no ID. If you can’t find the owner, you might have yourselves a new dog.”

      “Oh, we can’t keep him,” Olivia said quickly.

      The vet shrugged. “If you ask me, it’s never too late for a dog to start over in a safe new home.” She smiled at me. “He seems to like you.”

      I looked at the dog, and we made eye contact. He had a way of winning me over. “He does, doesn’t he?”

      We thanked the vet, paid the super expensive bill with our emergency credit card from Mom and Dad, and stopped at the dog groomer across the street so he could get a bath, per Mom’s request. Then we headed home, me in the back seat again with the dog.

      As we drove, I couldn’t get the vet’s words out of my head. I liked the idea that it was never too late to start over, especially when I thought about my friendship with Kimmy. If that was true, I could still apologize to her. I could show her—and myself, and even God—that I wasn’t a bad person.

      But three years was a long time. Too long. And the vet wasn’t talking about me.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d ever earn my way back to being a good friend.
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