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A Million Miles Away


July, 1984





I watched the flat, monotonous landscape go by as my father and I sped down the highway in the U-Haul packed with most of our belongings, my car on a trailer towed behind it. Knee-high plants filled my vision like an enormous green blanket that lay on the earth all the way to the horizon, the neat little rows in between the green separating the plants like seams in a quilt. 

“That’s the cotton,” my dad told me. “Miles and miles of cotton.”

“Mmm.” I knew this. We had been to West Texas before to visit my father’s family. But I was barely listening, my mind numb as it tried to cope. I rested my forehead against the glass of the side window and stared at the electrical wires as they swooped up and down endlessly along the side of the highway. I knew I should talk to my dad, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

Dad passed a semi and our top-heavy moving van swayed in its draft. The driver looked down at me, his face showing about as much enthusiasm for the drive as I felt. I gave him a little smile of sympathy that he returned. 

Then he was gone. Like my life.

“Looks like the crops are doing well. That will be good for Bradford.”

“Uh-huh.” I didn’t care about the crops. I scrunched up my face and thought home, home, home. I imagined soft green grass covered with dew glittering in the misty morning like jewels, my mother’s petunias and begonias in dozens of flower pots all over the back patio, enormous lemon trees with fruit the size of softballs, and the sea breeze blowing through the backyard. If I thought hard enough, I could even smell the ocean and hear the forlorn sound of the foghorn as it moaned out its warning cry on foggy nights. I thought of everything I loved about being at home in Vista Hermosa, California. Everything except my mom. Thinking of her was too painful.

I opened my eyes and my heart sank. No flowers. No dewy grass. No ocean breeze. Only the blanket of cotton that lay on both sides of the highway. A wall of trees loomed up on the side of the road, a windbreak protecting a farmhouse from the brutal West Texas wind. The trees were bent from years of the relentless wind, but the brick ranch-style house was pretty and well-kept, with a wide dirt driveway and a basketball hoop and bikes in the front. A big white pickup truck with dirt caked on its tires and splattered up the sides was parked haphazardly by the house, and a large blue car, cleaner than the truck, sat in the driveway.  

It looked a lot like my Mimi’s house, the one my dad grew up in. Our destination.

“That’s where Robert Walker and his family live,” Dad said, pointing. He turned his head toward me, and I could hear the uptick in his tone as he remembered. “He was our halfback. Built like a tank. I had to play opposite him in practice and he was hard to take down.”

Please save me from talk of football. 

It was like when we crossed over the state line into Texas, all talk ended up being about football. At least it was July and I wouldn’t be subjected to too much football until the fall. Right? Not for the first time, I wished my brother Michael was moving with us; he would know what to say to Dad and how to talk sports. But Michael was a sophomore at UCVH and had stayed in California. 

To stave off boredom, I set the seat all the way back and put my feet on top of the dash, pointing and flexing my toes.

“I remember when that visiting teacher from LA Ballet told you that you had good feet,” Dad said, trying. 

“Yeah.” I pointed my toes, creating a perfect line. I smiled despite myself at the memory. I’d been nine and unbearably pleased with myself, like I had anything to do with my ability to point my toes.

“You went around on relevé for a month.”

“Until Mom asked me to stop. She got tired of me going up and down.”

At the mention of her name, the memory slammed to a halt. 

“We’re almost there,” Dad said.

“Will Mimi Betty be waiting for us?” I asked. Dad was making an effort to make conversation, so I figured I should, too. 

Dad chuckled. “Of course she will. You know your Mimi. She will probably have a big pot of chili on the stove and cornbread hot from the oven.”  

The thought of Mimi’s chili and cornbread made my stomach gurgle. It had been a long, hot drive across Arizona and New Mexico. Our home in Vista Hermosa, although we had only left it two days before, felt a million miles away. The life I’d had there might have been on another planet.

I started whisper-singing ‘A Million Miles Away.’

“What’s that?” 

“A song by The Plimsouls.”

He reached over and put his hand on my shoulder. “I know this is hard for you.”

You have no idea.

“It’s hard for me, too.” His voice had grown soft and strained, and I could barely hear him over the road noise in the truck. “We had to do this, Anna. Things are tight.”

I sighed. “I know.” When Mom got sick, Dad tried everything for her to get better, no matter the cost, but nothing helped, and now we were moving to West Texas where we could live in Mimi Betty’s guest house while Dad did research at the university in the city nearby. 

He brought his hand back to the steering wheel, and his knuckles turned white as he gripped it and stared straight ahead.

We had been fighting about it ever since he had come home from work one day in April and told me he was going on sabbatical, would rent out our house, and we’d be moving once the semester was over and he’d taken care of everything. I’d begged for him to find some other way, some way we could stay in Vista Hermosa. Or, some way I could stay there. It was the same fight every time, and I decided not to get into it again. What was the point? 

Our house had been rented and now we were almost to Bradford, the U-Haul carrying our private belongings. We’d left the furniture, the kitchenware, tools, and other household things behind. I hated that strangers were going to live in my house, lounge on my favorite couch, eat Lucky Charms out of my bowls.   

I clenched my jaw to keep from saying something I’d regret, a problem I’d been having lately, and leaned over to fiddle with the radio station. I dialed past several country stations until I came to one that was playing Tears for Fears ‘Shout.’ 

If only I could. I’d shout until my throat was raw. 

The closer we got to Bradford, the more traffic there was on the road, although compared to where we’d come from, it was nothing. Just a few cars and lots of trucks. We passed more ranch houses and then a cluster of smaller, less affluent houses and trailers with chicken coops out front and older cars in the dirt driveways. 

In the distance, I saw the water tower. If there was one thing I associated with my father’s West Texas home, it was the water tower. It seemed like every small town had one. The Bradford tower loomed over the town, the town’s name painted on it in red, the growling face of a gigantic bulldog below, and the words ‘Home of the Bulldogs’ emblazoned underneath it all. It looked like it had been repainted recently, the red as bright as a fire engine. 

Not far from the water tower, we turned off the highway and onto a smaller rural road. I recognized the windbreak of juniper trees and knew Mimi’s white fence and big brick ranch house would be on the other side. Dad slowed the truck and pulled into the circular driveway, the tires crunching on the packed dirt worn smooth over decades of car, bike, and foot traffic. A motorcycle was parked outside. 

“When did Mimi start riding a motorcycle?” I said lightly. 

Dad seemed so startled to hear me joking that he simply stared at me for a beat too long. Then he laughed as he turned off the ignition, the sudden silence strange after so long on the road. “I wouldn’t put it past her.” 

I laughed too, and it felt good. “I can picture her tearing around town on it. Like some kind of biker Granny.”

“Terrorizing everyone.”

“Yeah …” My voice trailed off and then the silence became uncomfortable, and Dad and I were left with our raw feelings too big for the small cab of the truck. 

“But I think the bike might be Donnie’s.” 

“Oh, right.” Uncle Donnie was my dad’s younger brother. I unbuckled my seatbelt just as the front door opened and Mimi appeared in the doorway, shading her eyes against the bright Texas sun, a black and white speckled Queensland Heeler by her side, his tail wagging happily. The large figure of Uncle Donnie came from the direction of the garage. 

I slid down out of the truck and gasped as a wall of heat hit me. It was as if I had opened the door to the oven and stuck my head in to check something. It took my breath away. 

“Anna!” Mimi rushed up to me and enfolded me in her surprisingly strong arms. “I’ve been missing you!” She held onto me for a long time, and it took every bit of my will not to cry. She pulled back and put her work-roughened hands on my cheeks and stared at me deeply. Without another word, she kissed my forehead, and it was that simple act that told me she knew how much I was hurting. The dog nudged me and I petted his soft fur. 

“Mama, it’s good to see you,” Dad said beside me, his voice thick with emotion. “It’s good to be home.” 

“Davie,” Mimi said in that same soothing tone she used with me, and she embraced him.

Uncle Donnie came up to me and pulled me into a side hug. He smelled like motor oil. It was better than the alcohol smell that had hung on him the last time we had been there. Then it had been strong enough to make me feel lightheaded from the fumes. He reached to ruffle my hair, which I hated, so I ducked out from under his arm and searched for my cousins Alex and Teresa, but they were nowhere to be seen. 

Dad and Uncle Donnie gave each other a manly hug with grunts and big pats on the back.

“Well, y'all come on in where it’s cool. I hope you’re hungry. I’ve got chili and cornbread,” Mimi said as she waved her arms to shoo us into the house. 

I exchanged a knowing look with Dad about the food and we smiled at each other as we followed Mimi into the foyer. The smell of warm chili and freshly baked cornbread hit me as soon as we stepped through the doorway, along with the cold refrigerated air, and I instantly relaxed. This happened every time we visited Mimi; we’d come in from the long road or plane trip and she’d have warm, fragrant food on the stove or in the oven ready to comfort our tired bodies and souls. It always worked. My mother liked to cook these fancy meals with exotic ingredients. Sometimes they turned out good, but just as often they were disasters. The smell of chili suddenly burned my eyes, making them water. 

It must be spicy, that’s it. 

I blinked away thoughts of my mother.


      [image: ] While we ate, Mimi fussed over me, exclaiming about how tall I’d gotten, how pretty I was, how much I looked like my mother, and asking about how things were with school and dance. She also peppered me with questions about my brother Michael. Dad and Uncle Donnie talked about the trip, how well the truck drove, how much gas it used, and Uncle Donnie filled in Dad on the latest news from Bradford. I didn’t listen to that. 

Out of nowhere, Uncle Donnie turned to me and he held up his iced tea. It was strange to see him drinking anything other than beer. “Anna, you’ll be going to Bradford High, like your dad and all of us.” He slapped Dad on the back. “We ruled the school, didn’t we, big brother?”

“We did.” 

They went on to talk about all the people they’d known, while I tuned it out, not caring, not wanting to know more about this place than I needed to. Instead, I dug into my chili and cornbread and tried not to think about how far away I was from my friends. We didn’t rule the school but we had our hangouts and fun things to do. 

When Mimi stood up from her chair and began clearing the bowls and plates from the table, I jumped up to help.  

“What about that special young man in your life? Zach?” Mimi asked me, silverware clanking against the dishes as we picked them up to carry them to the kitchen. 

I froze with a stack of dishes in my hands. A picture of a boy popped into my head, a boy with shaggy blond hair bleached and dried from the sun and eyes the color of soft blue jeans. A boy splashing out of the waves with his surfboard tucked under one arm and who waved to me with the other, a smile brightening his face. 

“Um.” I hurried to the kitchen to avoid any more questions, trying to erase the images of Zach as he rolled off his wetsuit to expose his thin but well-muscled body, honed over years of surfing and swimming. He liked to shake his wet hair on me to make me squeal as the cold water hit me while I baked in the sun. I could still feel his cold body as he sat down beside me, the smell of salt and ocean that clung to him, the strength of his hands as he rubbed suntan lotion over my shoulders. 

I ran the water to rinse off the dishes before settling them in the dishwasher, banging them a little too hard. To her credit, Mimi did not push me about my "special young man." Instead, she talked to me of other topics, like whether I liked the people who had rented our house (they were fine) and that as soon as we were done cleaning up she would take me and Dad to the guesthouse where we would be living. I barely listened. All I could think of was the way Zach had looked when I told him I was moving to Texas. Zach. Just one more thing to add to my list of what I’d lost.








  
  

Missing You


August





The sound of a truck revving woke me, and I heard Dad talking to Mimi over the engine, although I could not hear what they said. I remembered Dad said he was going to Goodridge today, the biggest town in the area, to do some shopping for Mimi and to check in at the university. He was also going to stay in town to have dinner with his sister, my Aunt Pamela, and her family. Then the truck drove off, leaving the house quiet except for the hum of the air conditioning and the tick of the grandfather clock in the living room. The clock had belonged to some great-grandfather or something–literally a grandfather clock. 

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, stretched, and looked around my new room. We had been here three weeks and I’d spent most of that time holed up in our new house and my room, unpacking and arranging things so it felt like home. It was what my mom would have done. I picked up my favorite picture of her when she was a young twenty-year-old dancer, a white tutu as stiff as a platter around her waist. She was en pointe, her new pink satin pointe shoes sleek and shiny with just the first bits of scuffs on the toes, a long, wiry arm up in fourth position. Her light brown hair was pulled into a tight bun and a white feathered band wrapped over the top. When I dreamed of her, my mother was always in a tutu, like some kind of fairy. 

“I miss you, Mom,” I whispered, and I put the frame back down on my nightstand next to one of me and my best friends, Dee and Holly. My brother, Michael, had taken the picture the summer before on the Fourth of July celebration. We were at the beach with the ocean behind us, our arms wrapped around each other and our heads close together. I’d pushed my sunglasses onto my head and was beaming at the camera. Dee was making a funny face and her dark hair shone in the sun. Holly smiled too, but she was camera shy and her smiles were always a bit quiet. I wore the shell necklace my mom and I made together.  

I wanted to talk to them all so badly. I needed them. Not being able to see them and talk to them every day made me feel like I was drowning. I’d have to write to them later. I’d talked to them twice since we got here, but not much was happening, so we mostly talked about what they were doing, which only made my homesickness worse.

As I moved away from the bedside table, I noticed the tape had come off the poster I had hanging on the wall above my headboard, and I climbed on my bed to fix it. The poster was my favorite; my mother and I had come across it at the mall not long after I’d gotten my first pointe shoes. The picture showed the legs of a dancer, her feet in fifth position, her shoes torn and ragged, the one in front so wrecked the shank was nearly completely torn away. Wine colored leg warmers covered her legs up to her knees, which were in plié, and the leg warmers were ripped up with holes all over, exposing ugly orange tights underneath. The first time Zach had been in my room, he’d asked me why I had it up.

“It’s ugly,” he had said, pulling a face. “Those things on her legs are grody.”  

“They’re called leg warmers, doofus,” I’d told him with a playful punch to his arm. “You should know that. I wear them.” I picked up a pink pair from the floor and threw them at him. He laughed and wound one of them around his neck like a scarf. 

“It’s not ugly,” I continued. “It shows how much work and sacrifice it takes to be a dancer.” 

“Whatever. Surfing is hard too, but I don’t have posters of nasty surfer legs on my wall.” As he said this in his mellow voice, he’d stretched out on my bed and put his hands behind his head, my other leg warmer balled up like a pillow. He sniffed the leg warmer around his neck. “It smells like you. Like girly sweat and sacrifice.” 

He laughed as I jumped on the bed to pull the leg warmer away. The result was fun wrestling topped off with him kissing me. 

I leaned my forehead against the wall, the memory making tears come to my eyes.

My reverie was broken by the sound of the front door and Mimi’s voice calling “Anna, hon? You up?”

“Just a sec!” 

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I jumped off the bed, grabbed a hair tie off my dresser, and pulled my long hair into a loose ponytail. I threw a quick look at my mother’s pink pointe shoes that hung by their ribbons on my closet door handle. They were old and beat up, the first pointe shoes she’d ever worn, and I cherished them. As I walked out to the small kitchen, Mimi was putting a filter into the coffee maker. “Want some?” 

“That’d be great.” I took a seat on a bar stool and dangled my legs back and forth while I watched her. The galley kitchen had a high counter that separated it from the living area. 

“Let me fix you up some breakfast,” she said as she pulled out eggs, bacon, and some vegetables. 

“I’m not hungry.” 

She frowned. 

“Really,” I added. “I only need a muffin or something. And the coffee.”

“You need fuel for the day.” But she did not push it. Instead, she put the food back in the fridge. She closed the door and gave me a searching look. “You should have gone with your father to Goodridge, maybe popped in at a ballet school. They have an excellent one.”

I stared down at my lap and picked at a stray thread on my oversized sleeping shirt. “Not today. I have to …” I studied the house for something I needed to do. A box to unpack, a picture to hang … anything. But I’d done everything. The boxes were unpacked, the house clean and tidy. 

“Not today,” I finished lamely.

Mimi poured coffee into a large mug with a picture of a Heeler puppy on it. Steam rose from the cup, and I could smell the bitterness. “Don’t you want to start dancing now that you’re settled?”

“I … I haven’t danced much since Mom got sick.” Dancing was something I’d done with her ever since I could remember. Even before I could walk, she and my dad told me, she danced with me in her arms. One of my earliest memories was of me copying my mother as she ran through her ballet positions, my little feet and hands not quite getting what she was doing, but I wanted desperately to do them anyway. When she got sick and had to stop dancing, it didn’t feel right doing it when she couldn’t. I didn’t do much other than basic barre work and maintain my flexibility. 

I crossed my arms and waited for Mimi to tell me that my mother would want me to dance. As if it mattered anymore. I looked out the French doors to the backyard beyond, to the neatly manicured lawn and the honeysuckle bushes that surrounded it, and the large pecan tree that shaded the house. To my surprise, Mimi said nothing like that. I felt her gaze on me. Then I heard the fridge door open, and Mimi took out a carton of milk and set it on the counter in front of me along with the mug and a pretty bowl of sugar. 

I fixed the coffee, relieved she had let it go. 

“What did you do in California for fun? Other than dancing,” she added quickly.

The change of subject surprised me. “Um, went to the beach. Hung out with my friends at the mall.” As I said it, my chest tightened. None of those were here. No friends. No beach.

“How about swimming?”

“Like in a pool?”

She laughed. “Yes. Like in a pool.”

“Sometimes.” I shrugged. “It was less messy than the beach.”

She walked over to the coat stand in the entryway where we put our keys and pulled a card out of her big black purse. It was big enough to hold a small dog.

“Here,” she said, handing me the laminated card. It read Bradford Country Club. “They have a nice swimming pool and that place where y'all play those video games–”

“Arcade.”

“That’s it. A lot of young people go there during the summer. With my card, you won’t have to pay. Why don’t you head over there this afternoon?”

“I don’t know.” I hesitated and turned the card over and over in my hands. 

“It might be good to meet kids your age before school starts. Make some friends.”

“I have friends,” I said a little too harshly.

“I know, hon,” Mimi said. “Make friends here. It will be easier to do in the summer.”

I thought about it as I took a sip of the coffee. It was good, like everything Mimi touched in the kitchen. I thought of the cliques that were the natural fixture of every school, how hard it would be as the new girl, especially since it was senior year. If it was anything like I thought, the cliques and friendships would have formed long ago with everyone knowing each other since elementary school. I’d been dreading starting over. I had known where I fit back in Vista Hermosa. Here I was seriously a fish out of water. I’d been flung from my beach home to the landlocked, dry plains with no idea where I would go to find breath. 

The pool would be a good place to start. 

“Okay, I’ll go.”

“That’s my girl.”








  
  
Boys of Summer




Later that afternoon, I sat in my convertible Volkswagen Rabbit in the parking lot of the Bradford Country Club and listened to my well-worn English Beat tape, hoping the upbeat music would give me the guts to go in. I’d been sitting there for several songs and watching people come and go. Everyone was in pairs or groups and if they arrived alone, they met someone either in the parking lot or inside. I watched as girls squealed their greetings and boys high-fived each other. 

This is a mistake. I can’t go in there alone like a total loser. 

I wished my cousins Alex or Teresa were here to introduce me or at least make it easier. Why did they have to go away this summer? I knew they always visited their other grandparents, but, like, didn’t they know I’d need them? On the drive to Texas, my father said he’d tried to convince my Uncle Donnie and Aunt Maria to let my cousins stay for just this one summer, but my aunt had said no, that her parents looked forward all year to seeing their grandchildren.  

I was about to start the car and leave when I saw a pack of five boys, four white and one black, about my age, in the rear-view mirror. They were all tall and muscular and sauntered my way. The way they moved reminded me of Zach and his surfer friends—confident in their bodies, confident that they could handle anything. Three of them were shirtless, with colorful towels thrown over their shoulders, except for the black guy who wore a muscle shirt and a big white guy who had on a red cutoff shirt. When they came up alongside my car, the one in the cutoff shirt laughed.

“Is that a car?” He cried out, joking. 

Dude! I love my Rabbit Bonita! I towed her all the way from California.

Someone snorted and slapped Cut-Off on the back. They laughed and pointed at my car, noticing the license plate that hadn’t been changed yet. “California.”

“Awww,” Cut-Off cooed in a girlish voice. “It’s so cute.”

I slumped into my seat as they passed by so they wouldn’t see me. Cut-Off leaned over and peered in the window, so I quickly grabbed my tote bag and pretended to rummage through it. When I glanced back up, Cut-Off had moved on, but one boy was standing by the hood looking in at me, his head tilted as if asking me a question. 

Why is he staring at me? 

He was cute, so I had to give him that. 

“C’mon, Troy.” Muscle Tee grabbed his towel, choking him and they play-fought as they walked toward the entrance.

Once there, he gave me a last look over his shoulder. I watched them through the fence as they walked through the gate, threw their towels on chairs and Troy and Cut-Off ran to the pool and cannonballed in with no hesitation. Water sprayed everywhere and the kids already in the water screamed as the wake buffeted them around. A few girls who were sunbathing on chaise lounges squealed in protest when they got wet.

I had seen movies about new kids, about how hard it is to make friends and be accepted, but nothing could have prepared me for the real thing. The thought of walking into a group of people I didn’t know and trying to make friends made my stomach clench.

I took a deep breath.

You can do this. You auditioned for the role of the Sugar Plum Fairy in the best company in Vista Hermosa and nailed it. You can walk into this pool.

I was trembling as I made my way through the entrance, although I didn’t show it. It smelled like chlorine and Coppertone suntan lotion and music played on loudspeakers, but it was hard to hear over the shouts and splashes coming from the swimming pool. The only thing I could hear was the twang of a country music guitar, which I hated. I blinked behind my sunglasses, shifted my bag on my shoulder, and found an area where there were a few empty chaise lounges. I had to walk slowly since the pool decking was wet, and I felt the stares on me as I went.  

I settled onto a chaise, pulled off my wrap and adjusted the straps on my royal blue polka dotted bikini, and rubbed suntan lotion on myself. The sun was much hotter than at home, and I wanted to get a drink at the snack bar, but I did not want to walk back through all the people to get one. I’d just have to deal with being thirsty. 

The boys from the parking lot were still in the pool, splashing each other and dunking some of the younger kids. Two of the younger boys looked an awful lot like Troy, the cute boy who had peered in at me, and I wondered if they were his brothers. Troy did a flip into the pool and came up tossing his head to shake off the water when he caught me watching him. I felt my face growing pink, and then I was saved when the two boys who looked like him leaped onto Troy’s back. I broke eye contact only to find a group of three pre-teen girls staring at me, their heads together as they whispered. I stared at them until they grew uncomfortable and turned away. 

That’s right, girls. Look away.  

I’d have to get used to people watching me and whispering. I was the new girl. I thought of going over to the girls and confronting them. Instead I closed my eyes and listened to the noises surrounding me, the chatter of sunbathing girls, the shouts of kids playing in the water, the taunts of Cut-Off and Troy as they razzed each other, the piped in music on the speakers. 

A shadow passed me and I opened my eyes to see a girl throw a pink and white striped towel over the chaise lounge next to me and then flop down onto it. 

“I feel like a glob of a human being today,” she said with a dramatic sigh. 

I glanced around to see who she was talking to. I was the only person there. I raised my eyebrows in question, but she did not seem to see me. 

The girl settled herself on the chaise and pushed up her large red sunglasses. She was tall and thin with long legs and arms. She wore a red bikini and her skin was already a perfect shade of light bronze. Her long, dark brown hair, so dark it gleamed in the sun, was pulled up into a high ponytail that swished as she fussed in her large bag. Her bangs were thick and curled under. She pulled out suntan lotion and a Bop magazine with Duran Duran and Michael Jackson on the cover that she tossed on the table between us.

She turned to me so suddenly, her ponytail flicked across her face. She slid her sunglasses down her nose and studied me with deep brown eyes.  

“Do I know you?” 

I blinked. “No. I just moved here.”

“Oh! You’re new!” Her eyes widened with excitement. She leaned forward. “Where are you from?”

“California.”

“Really?” I heard the interest in the uptick of her voice.

“Yeah.”

“Oooo, California, that must be so cool! Is it amazing?”

I started to answer, but she interrupted me. “Wait. What is your name?”

“Anna.”

“I’m Scarlet. You say your name differently. Ah-nah.”

“My mother named me after Anna Pavlova, the Russian ballerina.” I shrugged. “I guess that’s how they say it?” 

“I love it! It’s pretty.”

I smiled. 

“Is your mother a ballerina?” Scarlet asked.

My smile faded. “She was.” I couldn’t keep eye contact with Scarlet as I remembered the first time I’d seen my mother really dance. She was dancing in the local company and had taken me to the studio where I’d loved the wall of mirrors, the barre that ran along the wall, the gleaming wood floors, the shiny black piano in the corner. I watched transfixed as she’d laced up the ribbons of her pointe shoes and then went through her variations. When she began to pirouette and then do fouette turns en pointe, I’d tried to copy her. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“Helllooo, Earth to Anna,” Scarlet said with a laugh.

I shook off thoughts of Mom and laughed with Scarlet, my laugh coming out a little too loud and forced. 

“So.” She said it as if it were a complete sentence and leaned on the arm of her chaise. “Tell me all about California. Please tell me y’all lived by the beach.”

“So close I could walk there.” 

“Totally jealous!” 

“It was pretty rad.” I hadn’t ever thought of it. The ocean had been a part of my life since I was born. Now that I lived in landlocked West Texas, I understood why people would travel and take vacations to be near it.

“Why …” She held the word and made it last a long time. With a wave of her hands, she took in everything. “Are you in Bradford?”

“We moved. My dad’s family lives here.”

“And who is this family?” She cocked her head to the side and studied me. 

“Um, my grandma is Betty Tanner. You might know my cousin Alex?”

Nodding her head, her dark pony tail bobbing, she said. “Alex Tanner! We went out for a bit last year. Now he’s totally one of my best friends.”

I let out a sigh of relief. Being on the football team, I figured Alex was popular, but it’s always risky to name a friend, just in case.

She scanned the pool area. “Where is Alex?” 

“San Antonio.”

“That’s right. So that’s why I haven’t seen him in, like, ages.” She pulled a can of Dr. Pepper out of her bag. It had condensation along the sides and she made a face. 

“Dr. Pepper is my favorite,” I told her. Why had I not thought to bring something with me? Duh. 

“Want one?” Before I answered, she dug another can out and handed it to me. “It was for my brother but he was being annoying to me so … his loss!”

“Thanks.” I took the can and popped the top, taking a sip of the sweet drink. I didn’t know this girl at all, but she was being nice so I’d ride with it, for now at least. 

She took a sip. “What grade are you in?” Setting the can on the metal table, she laid back and adjusted her bikini. She looked up at the sun to gauge where it was and then turned herself a little to the left. 

I pressed my skin to make sure it was tanning and not burning. I was fine so far. It would be time to turn over soon. 

“Senior,” I said.

“Me, too! We totally have to get some of the same classes.” 

“That would be rad.” 

Scarlet cocked her head, her ponytail swishing, and she smiled at me. She pushed her sunglasses up again and picked up the Bop magazine and flipped through the pages.

I found myself watching Troy. He’d gotten out of the pool and now he and Muscle Tee tossed a football on a small grassy area, keeping it away from the boys who must be his brothers. Troy’s hair was damp and mussed and when he threw the ball, the muscles in his arm flexed and his tan body moved with ease. He looked as if he’d been doing it all his life. When one of the younger boys caught the ball, Troy tackled him in the grass gently enough that the boy didn’t get hurt. I could hear their shouts and laughter, and the boy looked up at Troy with obvious love. Then Muscle Tee threw the ball back wide, laughing as he did so, and Troy had to race to the edge of the grass to catch it before it hit the three girls who had been staring at me earlier. I kinda hoped it would hit them. 

No, that would be mean. Maybe it could hit them a little bit? 

He held out his hand and pulled the ball in at the last second, knocking into one of their chairs, the chair screeching on the concrete deck. The girls screamed and raised up their hands to protect themselves, but they also stared at him and one of them actually batted her eyes. 

Gag me.

He threw them a bright smile and I could see him say “sorry” to them before tossing the ball underhanded back to Muscle Tee. 

“Who are those guys?” I asked Scarlet.

“Which ones?” There were a bunch of guys in the grassy area.

I shrugged and tried to act nonchalant. “The ones throwing the ball.”   

“That’s Marcus Washington and Troy Matthews?” Scarlet said their names like I should know them.

“Oookay.” 

“I forgot! You’re new here!” She swung her legs around so she could face me. “Troy and Marcus–oh! And your cousin Alex are, like, starters on the varsity football team.”

“Oh.”

She went on. “The whole town falls down at their feet and worships them.”

“At my school, the football team was not that big a deal. The swimmers and water polo team ruled.” 

Scarlett stared at me as if I was not speaking English. “Water polo?” 

I explained what it was only to get a blank stare. “Weird.” 

“No weirder than football,” I said, but then wanted to take it back. I knew from what my father had told me that football was not just football in West Texas. Football was King. 

Scarlet shook her head and put her hand on my arm, her face mock serious. She wore a gold bracelet with an ‘S’ engraved into it in fancy script and her nails were painted bright red. “You’re not in California anymore, Anna.”

Tell me about it.

“Hey. You said you felt like a glob of a human being when you sat down,” I said, quick to change the subject away from sports. I know I’d just met her, but she seemed open so I asked. “Everything okay?”

“Oh! That. It’s my brother, Jasper. He kept bugging me to bring him here. I wanted to stay home and veg out, you know? But he wouldn’t stop so I caved and, like, here I am. Now I’m glad! I got to meet you.” 

I searched for a boy who looked like Scarlet.  

“He’s, like, not out here. He didn’t actually want to swim. He’s at the arcade.” She rolled her eyes and waved her arm, the gold bracelet shining in the sun, towards a building with a propped open sliding door. Kids went in and out, mostly boys. “Oh, my god, if I have to listen to him talk about his high score on Tetris one more time, I might die.”

I laughed. I knew plenty of kids who were into arcade games and knew what it was like. They saved their quarters, talked about high scores and about strategies to use in their favorite games. I played a good game of Pac-Man, but that was about it. 

“The first date I ever went on, the boy took me to an arcade,” I told Scarlet. “Brad.” I could still picture him from that day, with brown hair that touched his shoulders, wearing a Police t-shirt and faded jeans. 

“Was it awful?”

“No. It was actually fun. He was cute and he paid for my games.”

“Well,” she said crisply as she held up the magazine with a dramatic flair to where she’d opened it before. John Taylor, the bass player from Duran Duran, stared out at me and Scarlet sighed. “As long as he was cute, then all can be forgiven.” 

“Can I quote you on that?”

“For sure,” she said.

I smiled. Knowing Scarlet might make living in Bradford better.

She leaned back onto her chair, and I went back to watching Troy. At one point, the younger boys rushed Marcus Muscle Tee, tackling him and taking him to the grass. I could tell he let them do it on purpose. One of them grabbed the ball out of his hand and ran off. 

During the commotion, Troy turned my way as if he could feel me watching him. Glad for my sunglasses, I moved my head so I appeared to be looking in another direction, while still keeping my eyes on him. My breath caught. Was it my imagination or was there a little smile on his face as he looked at me? 

I didn’t get a chance to find out. Marcus Muscle Tee shouted at him and a football went sailing toward his head. In a flash, Troy turned his attention from me to catching the ball. But I knew he’d been smiling at me.  

Mimi had been right. Coming to the pool was a good idea. 








  
  
Cruel Summer




Over the next few weeks, Scarlet and I hung out at the pool or at our houses, and we talked on the phone nearly every day. I met a couple of her friends. Her best friend had moved away at the beginning of the summer, and that was why she was at the pool alone the day I’d met her. Last week, Scarlet went on vacation with her family, so I only went to the pool twice. I looked for Troy, but he and his friends were not there. Or anywhere, actually. Where did they go? It wasn’t a big town, and even though I didn’t go out much with Scarlet gone, preferring to spend my days in the cool comfort of the air-conditioned house watching Love Boat reruns and worrying about what Luke and Laura were doing on General Hospital, I figured I’d see him, or any of them somewhere. It was like half the teenage boys in town simply disappeared.

I asked Dad what happened to the football players at our weekly Sunday dinner at Mimi’s. Every Sunday, the family went to church at the big Methodist Church and then had dinner together at Mimi’s house. The whole family was in town on Sunday. Uncle Donnie and his wife Maria. My cousins Alex and Teresa, who had returned from San Antonio the day before. My Aunt Pamela and her three kids, Stacy, Jeff, and Mark. Her husband, my Uncle Brian traveled a lot on business so he wasn’t there. They lived in Goodridge and so far I’d only seen the cousins at Sunday dinners, for which I was glad. Stacy was only six and cute, but Mark and Jeff bugged me. 

Mimi had made chicken-fried steak, country style potatoes, green beans fresh from her garden, fried okra, and rolls. The smell of fresh bread rose up from the bread basket by my plate. I had to control myself from taking all the rolls and smothering them with butter. There isn’t anything much better in this world than a fresh buttered roll. 

“Two-a-days,” my father answered my question about where the football boys had disappeared, as he gestured to Jeff to pass the sweet iced tea. 

Mimi nodded. “It is the end of August.” As if that explained everything. 

“Two-a-days?” I asked. I’d heard that term before. “What, is that some kind of government experiment? Do they take two football players a day to study them? Or maybe, like, the aliens take them?”

My Goodridge cousins, Jeff and Mark, snickered and rolled their eyes at each other. They were only ten and twelve years old, but they thought they were so much smarter than me. Just because I didn’t know about football, they thought I was slow. 

“The team practices two times a day, dummy,” Mark, the ten-year-old, said. 

I threw a roll at him. I immediately regretted it. What a waste of a roll. 

“Mark,” Mimi scolded. “Don’t call your cousin dumb.”

“But she is dumb if she doesn’t know what two-a-days are. And she threw food at me!” He whined, pointing at me. He took a big bite of the roll and crinkled up his nose at me.

“Don’t talk back to your Mimi,” Aunt Pamela said, giving Mark the Mom Look. 

I started to laugh, but then caught Mimi’s eyes. “We don’t throw food at this table, Anna,” she said. 

I immediately felt bad. “Sorry.”

Mark kicked me under the table, and I kicked him back harder. I hadn’t danced in a while, but I still had wicked strong legs. He yelped, and I gave him a look of triumph as I took a bite of potatoes that I had dipped in the cream gravy. I love gravy. I could drink gravy, and it was something my mom rarely made. 

“Anyway,” Dad interjected with a shake of his head in my direction. 

I deserved it. Throwing food and kicking my cousin at Mimi’s table was childish. Not that I regretted it. Stupid Mark.

“Like Mark said, the football team practices twice a day for a couple of hours each time. Once in the morning and once in the afternoon.”

“They practice four hours a day, like, in this heat?” I asked. I didn’t even want to walk up the long driveway to pick up the mail.      

“At least four hours,” Uncle Donnie jumped in. “Sometimes more.” 

“Please tell me they don’t have to wear all those pads and things. Or helmets. I’d suffocate.” It made me feel a little queasy to think of being stuck in a helmet in 100-degree weather. It was not right. No sane person would do that.

Alex chuckled. I glanced at him, hoping he’d save me, but he just dug into his steak.

“Jeez, you are such a girl,” Jeff said.

I’m tougher than you, little boy.

“Jeff.” Aunt Pamela warned.

“They wear helmets from day one. After the first three or four days, they wear full pads to prepare themselves for the season,” Dad said.

“Ugh. That sounds nasty!” I said. To get the image of guys sweating in helmets and pads out of my head, I thought of cold ocean waves and a cool breeze blowing through my hair. As soon as shirtless, sandy haired, sparkly blue-eyed Zach in his board shorts popped in, I shut down the image.

“It’s hell,” Dad said. “But it gets you ready.”

I thought of the Leg Warmers poster on my wall. Sacrifice. That’s what it was about. These two-a-days were about sacrifice, too. I could understand that. 

“The reason you don’t see them is that after practice you are so tired all you want to do is shower, go home and eat, and then sleep,” Dad said. 

Uncle Donnie nodded. He pointed a fork full of chicken fried steak at Dad. “I watched the last two days of practice. The team looks good. Our linebackers will shut down offenses.” He beamed at my cousin, Alex, who apparently was one of those linebackers, whatever that was. 

Alex gave his father a weak smile, as if he were already tired of talking about football. 

“Any recruiters taking an interest?” Dad asked Alex, and Uncle Donnie answered for him. 

“Not as much interest as Troy and Marcus, but a few letters have come.” He pointed at Alex. “Have you filled out the questionnaires?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Get on that. You don’t want to miss any opportunity. You need to work on your 40 time, too. Coach have you doing extra sprints like I asked him?” 

“Yes, sir.” It came out clipped.

“Remember all the recruiters who wanted you, Davie?” Mimi asked. 

“You were recruited to play football in college?” I asked my dad. 

A smirk from stupid Jeff. 

“Turned them down, all of them,” Uncle Donnie grumbled. 

“I didn’t want to play anymore,” Dad said. 

“Really?” Alex asked, with a hopeful lilt to his voice. 

Uncle Donnie started to say something to Dad, but my Aunt Pamela stopped him. “Donnie, don’t start.” 

He shot her a nasty look then let the talk of recruiters drop. 

How did I not know about my dad being recruited to play football at a bunch of colleges? 

“I hope the team has a good season. I know you, Marcus, and Troy will do well.” Dad nudged Alex with his elbow. “And have fun. Don’t forget that part, the part that loves football like nothing else. Forget all the other stuff that goes with it.”

Alex gave my dad a grateful smile.

My ears had perked up at Troy’s name.

“Ooo, Troy Matthews,” cooed my cousin Teresa. Apparently, that’s all she heard too. She would be a sophomore at Bradford High and was a cheerleader on the JV squad. “He’s so cute! He said hi to me once when we practiced with the varsity squad. Him and Jeannie broke up, so maybe ...” 

Her face had gone all dreamy, and I had to keep from rolling my eyes. I needed to stop thinking about Troy. Obviously he was a big-man-on-campus and that was so not my type. I didn’t need another boy, and certainly not one who had all the girls drooling over him.

We ate for a while, and I figured we were done talking about football. I figured wrong. 

“First game Friday night!” Uncle Donnie said. He said it so loud, I dropped my fork. 

“Your Uncle is a big booster of the Bulldogs,” Mimi told me.

Duh. 

“Best days of my life, being a Bulldog,” he said wistfully. 

I felt a jolt of panic. What if high school was it? The best time of my life and everything would go downhill from here? I was doomed. I studied Uncle Donnie. Even though he wasn’t drinking anymore and made up for it by consuming more sweet tea than I thought humanly possible, he did not look happy. He had a successful career as a real estate agent, but nothing got him as excited as when he talked about football, not even being with his family. As for my dad, he obviously didn’t talk much about his high school years, and he and Mom had been happy. I pictured them as they were before Mom got sick. I remembered the look of pure love on my dad’s face when he watched my mother dance, and the image of the two of them, heads huddled together over a manuscript for one of Dad’s books. Her long, elegant arm pointed at something he’d written and they’d laugh or he’d nod his head at her suggestion. Then she’d kiss him on the cheek as he erased and made the correction. I used to come across them hugging or kissing or laughing at some inside joke all the time. They’d been happy. I knew it. High school had not been the highlight of their lives. Then Mom got sick. And now we were here.

“Anna?” Mimi asked.

Apparently, they’d been talking while I remembered how happy we’d been. I set down my fork, the chicken-fried steak heavy on my stomach. 

“Yeah?”

Aunt Pamela cringed. They did not like me saying ‘yeah.’ They thought it was disrespectful. My cousins all said, ‘yes, ma’am’ and ‘yes, sir.’ I didn’t care what they wanted.  

“Are you excited about your first day at Bradford High on Tuesday?” Mimi asked. 

“I … uh.” 

“Your senior year,” Aunt Maria added, her voice all dreamy. Now I knew where Teresa got it from. “That’s when Donnie and I finally got together. Maybe you’ll meet a boy.”

I already had a boy! And we were torn apart when I was dragged halfway across the country. I didn’t want to meet anyone at that stupid school. I just wanted to go back home.

A wave of homesickness hit me. To make myself feel better, I glared at my dad. 

Mimi gave me a look and pushed her chair back from the table. “Who wants dessert?”

A chorus of “me!” erupted. 

She smiled. “Anna, will you help me?”

“Sure.” I threw my napkin on the table and followed Mimi to the kitchen, glad to get away. My aunts rose, but Mimi told them we could handle it. 

“I hope I have a class with Troy.” I heard Teresa coo the name again. 

This time, I did roll my eyes. No one could see me.

“He’s a senior and you’re a sophomore, dummy,” Jeff smirked. “As if he’d even notice you.” His and Mark’s laughter followed me as the kitchen door swung closed.

My thoughts exactly. 

You want Troy to notice you. No, you don’t. You want to get back with Zach. But Zach turned out to be a jerk. Zach is a million miles away.

Ugh. This move has made me crazy. Now I argue with myself. 

The sight of Mimi’s dessert sent thoughts of Zach and Troy and craziness flying out of my mind. Peach cobbler. 

I’ve died and gone to heaven. 

The peaches came off her own trees, and I’d helped her peel and slice them for the cobbler, the kitchen smelling like a peach orchard for the entire afternoon. 

“There’s ice cream in the freezer,” Mimi said, and she took plates out of the cupboard while I went to grab the container. 

When I started to open the ice cream, she put a hand on my arm. “Anna. I know you are angry with your father.”

So this was why she really wanted my help. I spoke up before she could say anything more.

“He dragged me away from my home, my friends, my school, everything.” I paused, a lump forming in my throat. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or sound ungrateful, but I also didn’t want her to defend him. “It’s my senior year, Mimi. Senior year!” 

“Oh, honey.” She pulled me into an embrace, and she smelled like peaches. She stepped away and stroked my hair. 

Tears blurred my eyes.

“This move was the only way for your father to regroup. It won’t be forever. There are nice people in Bradford–”

“I don’t want new people. I need to be with my friends!” I was whining now. “I won’t fit in here.” I looked down at a spot on the otherwise clean linoleum floor. 

“You will find a way.”

The only response I had was ‘what about me?’ I felt like I’d been shouting that for months. At my father. To Dee and Holly. To Zach. To my brother, Michael, who had lucked out and stayed behind. Now to Mimi. What about me? We couldn’t stay in Vista Hermosa. I didn’t want to be in Bradford. One of us got to decide and it wasn’t me. 

“I know you want me to, like, not be mad at him, but–” I started.

“I want you to try, hon.”

I turned away from her and looked at the family snapshots she had hanging on her fridge. 

I pointed at them, then crossed my arms over my chest. “I have a bunch of pictures like this on my wall in my bedroom. Of me and my friends.”

Mimi knew what I meant. “You have made some friends here. What about Scarlet?”

“It’s not the same. I just met her.” I shrugged. “I’ve known Dee Dee and Holly since, like, forever.” It had been a long time since I’d called her Dee Dee. Dee Dee was a name I gave her when we were little kids, because I couldn’t say Deirdre.

Tonight was Sunday, when the three of us would have been hanging out at someone’s house after a day spent at the beach or cruising around Ocean Street in my convertible. We would do the usual Sunday night ritual. They would do it tonight, only without me. My chest squeezed tight at the thought of them hanging out without me. A phone call once a week was not nearly enough. 

“You’ll make new memories. Try to make the best of things,” she soothed.

Yeah, right.  

The kitchen door opened and I tensed, worried it was Dad or Uncle Donnie or one of the annoying cousins. Instead, it was Alex, and I sagged with relief. Out of all of my family, I liked Alex the best. Other than Mimi, of course. 

He gestured towards the dining room. “Dad wants to know what’s taking so long.”

“Coming up,” Mimi said as she picked up the cobbler. “Y’all get the ice cream and the plates.” She whooshed out the swing door. A cheer erupted at the sight of the luscious peach cobbler.

Before I picked up the tray, Alex stopped me. “I heard some of what you said.”

My stomach dropped. Not him, too.

“Don’t.” I held up my hand. The dripping ice cream scoop took away some of the seriousness in my voice.

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head. He was a combination of his parents, brown hair so dark it almost looked black, copper skin tone from my Aunt Maria’s Mexican heritage, and Uncle Donnie’s green eyes. Aunt Maria had even named him Alejandro after her grandfather but everyone called him Alex, except her. My cousin was so adorable he could be one of the boys we had pinned up on our walls. Only, he was my cousin and that would be gross. 

“I don’t blame you for being pissed,” he said. “I would be too. Man, would I be pissed. Although, I would love to move to California.” He smiled shyly. 

“You’d totally love it. All the girls would, like, die over you.” 

“Um … yeah.” He broke eye contact with me and his gaze went around the kitchen as if he’d never seen it before. 

That was weird.

“Do you need a ride on Tuesday?” His tone returned to his normal self at the change of topic. “First day at a new school has got to be rough.”

“I have my car.”

“Bonita, right?” He smiled. 

He had a great smile with straight white teeth. Why didn’t he have a girlfriend? Or a whole flock of girlfriends? 

My mind flicked to the first day at the pool and how Cut-Off had made fun of my car. Would there be more of that tomorrow? Should I take Alex’s offer for a ride? Showing up with a varsity football player by my side wouldn’t hurt.

“Thanks, but I’ll drive myself. Scarlet is meeting me at some big oak tree?”

“The Oak. Capital O. Can I meet you at The Oak too?”

“Don’t you have other friends? Ones who aren’t new losers like me?”  

“Yes.” He looked panicked. “Wait. Yes, I have other friends–not that you are a loser! But they can wait and–”

The door swung open and Uncle Donnie poked his crew cut head in and snapped. “What’s taking so long? We’re waiting.” He frowned at Alex. “Your sister could have helped with that.” 

Alex quickly turned his back on his father and picked up the tray with the ice cream on it. With his back turned, he made a face, and I had to stifle a laugh. 

As we followed my uncle out into Mimi’s rustic, country-style dining room, I nudged Alex in the shoulder. “Meet up with us at the Oak. I think I’ll need all the help I can get.” 

He gave me a lopsided smile. Hmmm. Maybe Alex wanted to meet so he could see Scarlet. Maybe he still liked her! Now I was looking forward to school a little more. That, and Troy Matthews would be there. Not that I was hoping to see him or anything.








  
  
Destination Unknown




Bradford High loomed ahead of me as I slowed to turn, ‘Destination Unknown’ by the Missing Person’s blaring through my speakers, a fitting song I put on just to get me through this. I booked into the parking lot and nearly ran right into Cut-Off and a couple of other boys. They scattered like birds. 

When they were safely out of harm’s way, Cut-Off yelled, “Watch it!” 

I groaned. 

Shit. What a bogus way to start my day.

And all I wanted to do was to be invisible. 

Nope. 

I waited in the car long enough for them to walk to the school, checking myself in the rear-view mirror before I got out. I gave my hair a quick brush, not before noticing that most of the girls who walked by had big poofy hair. Mine fell to the middle of my back and was straight so I could pull it up in a tight bun for dance. Today it hung loose. I fluffed it. I applied some more pink lip gloss and smacked my lips. When I could put it off no longer, I took a huge breath, grabbed my purse and notebook from the passenger seat and went to meet Scarlet and Alex at The Oak. 

There was no missing it. Just outside the entrance from the parking lot to the school stood a giant old oak tree, its massive branches providing much needed and sought after shade. A wide wooden bench ran all around it, and it seemed like every kid in the school was sitting or standing on the bench or loitered while talking to their friends. 

Shouts and squeals of greeting assaulted me, and I wanted to run back to the car and leave as fast as I could. Everyone already knew each other. I clutched my notebook to my chest as I frantically tried to find Scarlet or Alex in the crowd. Two boys jumped up and high-fived each other in front of me. 

“Dude!”

“Dude!”

They slapped hands and sounded so much like the boys back home, so much like Zach and his friends that it stunned me, and I didn’t move out of the way. One of them crashed right into me on his way down from the jump. 

I stumbled, and if I didn’t have good balance, I would have fallen on my butt. As it was, I fell against someone solid. 

“Sorry!” I said and spun around, my feet now under me. My heart leaped into my throat. 

Mr. Solid was Troy Matthews. 

Of course it is.

“It’s okay,” he said with a smile, looking down at me. He was tall, at least six feet. He did not let me go right away and his gaze washed over me, from my feet, lingering on my bare legs, and then traveling up slowly. It made me shiver with pleasure.

I wore a figure-hugging denim skirt that I’d deliberately ripped, the ballet flats Holly had given me before I moved, and a purple and white striped loose sweatshirt that could hang off one shoulder if I wanted it to. I had on dangly seashell earrings and the seashell necklace that Mom and I had made from shells we’d gathered at the beach.  

Up close, Troy was even better looking than I remembered. Soft, brown feathered hair, eyes the color of caramel, and kissable lips. He wore a dark blue striped V-neck t-shirt and jeans tight enough I could see the muscles in his legs.  

He smelled good, but I couldn’t place it. I looked up into his eyes, and he was staring at me, a smile still on his face, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe right. His hands lingered on my arms, making the skin tingle.

Get a grip.

“Sorry.” One of the high-fivers said to me, and I smelled Doritos on his breath. “You okay?” 

“Uh-huh,” I said without even looking at him. 

“Stop being such an idiot,” Troy told the boy, and he slid his hands down my arms before letting them go. The soft touch made me tingle.

“Sorry,” High-Fiver said again. He grabbed his friend’s backpack and the two of them ran towards the school.

I glanced back at Troy, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring over my shoulder. I spun around to see Alex making his way toward me, and I exhaled with relief to see my cousin. He had on a pink polo shirt with the collar turned up and acid-washed jeans that were tight at the ankles.  

I waved. Alex waved back, the movement making his rope bracelet fall down his wrist.  

“Tanner,” Troy called out as they slapped hands. “First day.”

“First day.” Alex turned to me. “Did you find Scarlet?”

“No.” I searched for Scarlet, hoping to spot her long dark hair somewhere close by. No luck. I frowned. Where was she?

At least I got to meet Troy.

They started talking about football, recruiters, and college. I zoned out, still searching for Scarlet, when I heard Alex say something about his dad hassling him to fill out the questionnaires to send to the colleges. 

“My dad is all over my back about them,” Alex said. He stopped short and then said. “Sorry, man.”

I swung my gaze back to them. What was he sorry about?

Troy looked away and shrugged. “Dads.”

I wondered what Troy’s deal was with his dad. 

You don’t care. You don’t want to know. 

“Matthews! Tanner!” A loud and familiar voice bellowed, stopping any further talk of fathers. Cut-Off ran up and grabbed onto Troy’s and Alex’s shoulders. He was even taller than Troy, standing a good two or three inches over him. “Woo-hoo! Seniors! We own this place!”

Marcus joined in with a hand slap to both boys. His eyebrows lifted when he saw me. “Who is this?” He asked Alex.

Alex broke away from Cut-Off’s stranglehold. “My cousin.”

“I’m Anna.” I enunciated the Ah-nah clearly so they wouldn’t mess it up. 

“Where have you been hiding this cousin, Tanner?” Some other guy, probably a football player, asked. 

“I can speak for myself, you know,” I snapped. 

“Oh, ho!” Cut-Off said. He leaned his forearm on Troy’s shoulder and pointed at me with the other. He had very pale big arms covered with lots of freckles. “You drive the car with the California plates?”

“Yeah.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “So?”

“Relax, Anna California Girl.” 
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