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Praise for Insignificant Events in the Life of a Cactus


“A remarkable, original story with true heart, a fresh voice, and an absolutely unforgettable hero. It’s a book sure to give any reader goose bumps, teary eyes, and out-loud laughs. It’s a book that doesn’t just open your eyes; it opens your heart.”


—Dan Gemeinhart, author of The Honest Truth


“[Aven] is a perky, hilarious, and inspiring protagonist whose attitude and humor will linger even after the last page has turned. The tale of Stagecoach Pass is just as compelling as the story of Aven, and the setting, like the many colorful characters who people this novel, is so vivid and quirky that it’s practically cinematic.”


—School Library Journal (starred review)


“… a tale that is not about having differences, but accepting them in oneself and others.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Dusti Bowling’s story of a regular, hugely likable kid who deals with her unusual challenges with grace and humor is pitch-perfect.”


—Shelf Awareness (starred review)


“Connor’s Tourette’s support-group meetings and Aven’s witty, increasingly honest discussions of the pros and cons of ‘lack of armage’ give the book excellent educational potential.… Its portrayal of characters with rarely depicted disabilities is informative, funny, and supportive.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Bowling’s sensitive and funny novel … demonstrates how negotiating others’ discomfort can be one of the most challenging aspects of having a physical difference and how friendship can mitigate that discomfort.… [An] openhearted, empathic book.”


—Publishers Weekly


Praise for Momentous Events in the Life of a Cactus


“Those preparing to ‘slay the sucktastic beast known as high school’ will particularly appreciate this spirited read.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Readers will welcome back this most able of protagonists.”


—Booklist


“Bowling deftly weaves the strands of difficult issues into a solid narrative with a punk-rock thread of humor and heart throughout.”


—School Library Journal
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CHAPTER 1





When we moved into our latest apartment, Mom said we could each get one thing we’d been wanting for our new place.


You know, to soften the blow.


But moving again for me was worse than getting food poisoning and barfing in front of everyone on the first day of school. More terrible than sneezing and having a giant snot blob shoot out right on the face of the girl I’m talking to. More horrific than letting out a fart that rumbles the classroom walls.


Like getting a new video game could make that any better. At least it couldn’t make it worse.


Mom picked something for herself called a pressure cooker. She said people online were always raving about all the things they could make with one: pot roast and soups and stews, all kinds of rice, and yogurt. Mom was especially excited about the yogurt for some reason.


The day we brought the pressure cooker home to our new apartment, where I’d barely even started unpacking my boxes, Mom immediately opened it and dumped a gallon of milk inside. She sealed the lid and turned it on, declaring that we’d have yogurt by this time tomorrow. That seemed like a long time to wait for yogurt, but I forced a smile of yogurt support and went to my room.


I had just finally gotten my Xbox hooked up when I heard an explosion followed by screaming. I ran to the kitchen where Mom stood, her eyes wide, her mouth open.


Milk coated the refrigerator. It oozed down the walls. It spattered the boxes in the far corners of the living room. It drizzled from the ceiling.


I held my hands over my head to shield my hair. “What happened?”


She shrugged, a dazed look in her eyes. “It exploded.”


“Well, obviously. Why?” I slipped on the milk-coated kitchen floor and grabbed the counter, but it was also slick with milk.


Mom reached out and clutched me to keep me from going down. “I think I overheated the milk.” Mom laughed and wiped the milk dripping down her forehead. “I’m glad it’s just milk and not pot roast.”


It took us an hour to find the box with towels and another hour to get the milk cleaned up. As soon as we were done with the mess, Mom returned the pressure cooker to the store and came home with a Crock-Pot, stating that she could still make her yogurt. It would take longer, but at least it wouldn’t explode. She thought.


Since the day I found out we were moving again, I’ve felt like that pressure cooker: on the verge of exploding, the pressure building with every box I’ve had to pack and unpack. With every moment I think about the two best friends I left behind at my old school. With every time I see my stupid dad, who’s the whole reason we moved in the first place. With every tic I try to hold in.


Do you know what a tic is?


Have you ever tried holding your breath? Maybe you were in a pool, swimming from one end to the other. Or maybe you were hiding under your covers from some snarling monster in the middle of the night. Or maybe you were attempting to break the breath-holding world record of twenty-four minutes and three seconds (unlikely). Did you feel that pain in your chest? That horrible, stabbing need to take a breath? I bet it was all you could think about after a few seconds.


Or how about when you take a drink of something that goes down the wrong pipe, and you instantly start hacking and coughing and your eyes water and you can’t stop. Next time that happens, concentrate every bit of energy you have on not coughing. Just ignore that searing tickle in your lung. Can you imagine feeling that way all the time? I mean All. The. Time.


Welcome to my life.


I have Tourette syndrome, and that’s what it feels like to tic. Well, that’s what it feels like when you’re trying not to tic. It’s as though your body decides your brain doesn’t make the rules anymore and just does what it wants. Over and over again. And your body doesn’t care if the girl you like is nearby. It doesn’t care if the kid who always makes fun of you is watching. It’s just going to go right ahead and make you bark or blink or bob your head.


And since it’s the first day of high school, at a new school where I know absolutely no one, I get to feel like I’m holding my breath all day, that pressure building with every passing second. I mean, I want to make a good first impression, right? And I’m not sure barking and blinking is how high schoolers like to communicate, though I wouldn’t know, because I’ve never been one. Until today.


So here I go. Just gonna hold my breath and hope I don’t explode.













CHAPTER 2





“Your dad would like to drive you to school this morning.” Mom stood in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in one hand, her hospital lanyard in the other. She twisted it around in her fingers. “If that’s okay.”


I didn’t say anything. Just stood there in my first-day-of-school outfit, which I’d spent about a week figuring out—blue shorts and a plaid button-down short-sleeved shirt over a Stagecoach Pass T-shirt. Casual, but not too casual. Nice, but not too nice. I didn’t need people thinking I cared too much. But also not too little.


Maybe the T-shirt was a mistake.


“So is it okay?” Mom asked again, still twisting the lanyard ID in her fingers.


I sucked in a breath and barked. “I really don’t need the extra stress today, Mom.”


Her face fell, and she finally dropped the lanyard. “Okay, I’ll let him know. I can take you on my way to work.”


The only good thing, and I mean the only good thing, about moving was that Mom got a new job at a hospital with daytime hours. She used to work the night shift all the time, and that meant she had to sleep during the day so I hardly got to see her.


“Yeah, that would be better,” I said.


“But after school—”


“I know, I know. I have to ride the sauna on wheels.”


Mom smiled and took a sip of her coffee. “Some buses now have air-conditioning. None of them did when I was a kid.”


I pulled out a box of cereal and poured myself a bowl. “I guess Aven’s school doesn’t, because she says she’s going to start a petition about it. And one for outdoor misters.” Aven was one of my two best friends back at my old school.


Mom laughed. “That sounds like Aven. I hope she succeeds.”


After breakfast, Mom dropped me off in front of my new high school. I stood there on the pavement, my heart pounding and shoulders shrugging. I tried to calm down, because my tics always get worse when I’m stressed out or upset, and I was about to head into a huge crowd. My eyes darted around at all the endless gray—concrete walkways, cinder block buildings, steel garbage cans. Did they want us to feel like we were in a gray prison? Well, mission accomplished.


I should’ve been starting school with my two best friends. I shouldn’t have been standing here on the pavement in front of a new school where I knew absolutely no one. A lot of things should’ve gone differently this year.


This was Dad’s fault. All he ever did was mess up my life.


My parents got divorced a couple years ago, not long after my tics started. Dad just couldn’t handle it, and they wouldn’t stop fighting over every little thing—whether I should stay on medication, whether I should see a counselor, whether I should keep going to the expensive neurologist. And on and on and on. Then one day Dad lost it and shouted at me, “Just stop it, Connor! Just stop!”


Those words have echoed through my head thousands of times since.


Did he really think I could stop? Did he think I’d been faking it all along and could stop any time I wanted to? How could he have possibly thought that? Did he hate me that much?


All I knew was I never wanted to hear those words again. I heard them enough in my head. Over and over and over again.


Things went seriously downhill after that, and Dad moved out. I barely saw him for nearly two years, and then one day, Mom’s all, “I’ve been talking to Dad a lot, and he’s making some big changes in his life. He wants us to be closer so he can see you more, and I got a better job at a hospital on that side of town, and—”


Well, you know how that turned out.


Even though I was super stressed out, I managed to get through my first three periods that morning okay because Mom and I’d had a meeting with some people at school, and all my teachers knew about my Tourette’s. Even though I hadn’t wanted to at first, Mom encouraged me to give them permission to talk to the classes about it, since there was no way I was standing up and doing it myself. Now everyone knew. I guess it really was better that way. Once they all knew I barked from time to time, no one seemed to care much about it.


Aven was always nagging me to stop being so negative. I tried focusing on the positive, but my brain constantly wants to balance every positive thought with a negative one. Aven said I needed some positive brain training, which she had laughed about and called “happy braining.”


Positive: Most of the kids ignored my tics after the teachers explained it to them. Some kids even smiled at me.


Negative: That kid in my third period kept snickering and looking at me with his friend.


Positive: Since my first three periods went mostly well, maybe I could muster the courage to eat in the cafeteria.


Negative: No way. Not going to happen.


Things were going okay, but I swear I’d never missed my friends so much. I’d call them after school, but that was definitely not the same thing as getting to see them at school. At least they had each other. I had no one. Thanks to Dad.


My fourth period of the day was unfortunately algebra. Math wasn’t so bad last year because I’d had Aven’s help. She was really good at math. But this year I was mostly on my own.


Before my teacher had a chance to explain my Tourette’s, I barked. Several kids glanced around, giggling, including that annoying kid from third period, and my cheeks heated as I hunched down in my seat. But then this one girl looked at me differently. She smiled, but it wasn’t an I’m laughing at you smile; it was more of an I’m happy to see you smile. Then the girl turned back around, and I watched as she twisted her neck while shrugging her shoulders—kind of like she was stretching. But then she did it again. And again.


After class, while I was tossing my books into my backpack, she walked up to me. “Hi, I’m Amanda,” she said shyly.


I froze for a second before saying, “Hi.”


She leaned in and whispered, “I have Tourette’s, too.”


Relief flooded my whole body, easing the tension a little. “Why didn’t the teacher mention it?”


She shrugged. “I don’t have any super-loud vocal tics, so I don’t really want them to. I mean, I do clear my throat, but that’s it. Most of mine are motor.” With that, she shrugged and twisted her neck like she’d done several times during class. “What hour do you have lunch?”


“Right now.”


“Me, too.” She swung her backpack over her shoulder. “Why don’t you come sit with me and my friends?” She shrugged. “If you want to.”


I swallowed. “Where do you guys eat?”


“In the cafeteria.”


Positive: There was a girl in my class who also had Tourette’s, and she just invited me to sit with her and her friends at lunch.


Negative: She just invited me to sit with her and her friends at lunch in the cafeteria.


I didn’t want to lose this opportunity, so I decided to be honest. She had Tourette’s. She would understand. Wouldn’t she? “I’d like that, but I don’t really feel very comfortable eating in front of people.”


“Why?”


I leaned in, and she leaned closer. “Spitting is one of my tics,” I said quietly. “I spit when I eat.”


Amanda smiled. “How about we just eat by ourselves then? And not in the cafeteria.”


I stood up straight. “Really?”


She shrugged again. “I know what it feels like to be scared of people seeing your tics. I can introduce you to my friends another time if you want. I promise they’re super nice.”


We found a quiet spot outside in the grass under a tree, but after only a few minutes, Amanda was dripping with sweat, and I felt bad. Plus, I was getting sweat stains under my armpits. Amanda also wasn’t the talker that Aven was. Aven always had a way of filling the empty spaces with something funny or interesting or completely pointless. But I wasn’t like Aven. Clearly Amanda wasn’t either, and all this silence was awkward.


“This isn’t a good idea,” I told her.


“What?” she asked, her face bright red, sweat pouring down her temples.


“Eating outside. It’s too hot.”


She swiped the sweat from her forehead, leaving her blond hair sticking up in front. “Well, I don’t want to leave you out here all by yourself.”


I thought of Aven and how she’d finally gotten me into the cafeteria last year. She’d be so disappointed in me today. “Let’s eat lunch with your friends in the cafeteria tomorrow.”


“Are you sure? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”


I laughed. “I don’t think it could get more uncomfortable than this.”


She smiled and took a bite of her sandwich. “Thank goodness,” she said, her mouth full. “I didn’t want to say anything, but I’m dying. I promise my friends will be understanding. I’ll make sure we find a table in a corner or something.”


“Okay.”













CHAPTER 3





Sixth and final period was okay because I had a music theory class. Again, because of Aven. She wanted me to learn to play the guitar, but our lessons weren’t exactly going that well, so she told me I should take a music class. She’d kind of taken over my whole life. She was like that.


Maybe I needed to stop thinking about Aven so much.


Positive: My music teacher, Ms. Chen, was really nice.


Negative: That kid who snickered at me during third period and algebra was in there. How could he be in three of my classes?


After class, I ran outside and hurried toward the buses. Someone called my name. “Connor!”


And there was Dad, standing near the bus line. He smiled and walked toward me, still in his dark business suit. I looked around, embarrassed to be seen with a parent on my first day of school. Didn’t he get that? I rushed by him.


He followed closely behind me. “Connor, hold up.” His shiny black shoes clacked on the sidewalk. “I thought I could drive you home since I didn’t get to take you to school today.”


“I’ll take the bus.” I glanced from bus to bus for the right number, quick barks escaping my throat. What if he said something about my barking in front of everyone? What if he yelled at me again?


“Why would you ride the bus when you can take a comfortable air-conditioned car?” he asked, breathing loudly, trying to keep up with me in the heat. I wanted to tell him I’d rather take a stinky, itchy, spitting camel home than ride with him, but I bit my lip.


He grabbed my arm. “Connor, stop.”


Just stop it, Connor! Just stop!


I whirled around. “Please go away.” I couldn’t stop blinking and barking now. “I’m taking the bus.” But then the doors closed and the buses rolled forward. I threw my hands up. “Now look what you’ve done. You made me miss my bus!”


Dad stood there, frowning, dripping sweat onto his nice suit. “I’ll just take you home,” he said softly.


“I’ll walk.” I pushed past him, my shoulders shrugging under the hot straps of my backpack, which felt like it weighed about a hundred pounds.


“Connor, please,” he pleaded. “I can’t let you walk. It’s too hot. You could pass out from heat stroke.”


The remaining few kids roaming around campus were starting to look at us, and the last thing I needed was more of a scene than the one Dad was already making. Plus, my barking was getting out of control.


“Fine,” I muttered, following him to the parking lot and getting into his stupid black car. Who wants a black car in Arizona? It was already a thousand degrees in there, which made me wonder how long Dad had been waiting for me. I adjusted one of the vents to blow directly on me, but it was taking forever for the air-conditioning to cool down. I tapped my fingers on the window to try to keep from barking.


When we stopped at a red light, he asked, “So how was your first day of school?”


I stared at myself in the side mirror and blinked, kept tapping my fingers. “How do you think it was?”


“I hope good.”


“I don’t know anyone, and all my friends are at my old school.” That shut him up.


Until he said, “Maybe I can take you and Mom out for dinner tonight. You know, to celebrate your first day.”


I hated how he talked about Mom like that—calling her just Mom instead of your mom. Like he was still a part of our family. Like he could just take off when things got too hard and come back when he felt like it. Things were still hard. The moment he figured that out, he’d be gone again. The sooner that happened, the better. No need to drag out the inevitable.


I finally turned and looked at him. “Are you kidding me? What’s there to celebrate? How much I hate my new school?” This wasn’t exactly true so far, but I wanted him to think it was. “Or maybe how much I miss my friends? Or how about how much I wish you would just leave me alone like you’ve done so well for the last two years?”


Dad stared straight ahead at the road, turning into our apartment complex, his throat bobbing, his jaw muscle clenching, his eyebrows drawn together. It had taken the whole drive for the air-conditioning to finally cool down, so we were both beet red and dripping with sweat by the time he parked.


I got out of the car and slammed the door without either of us saying another word. I ran up the steps to my apartment, turning slightly at the last second to see him leaving the parking lot.


Positive: I hurt him just as much as I’d hoped.


Negative: I hurt him just as much as I’d hoped.













CHAPTER 4





The next day, I rode the bus to school. Finding an empty row as far away from everyone else as possible, I hunched down in my seat. I’d managed to walk down the aisle without drawing too much attention, and that felt like a huge accomplishment. I allowed myself to let out a bark while no one could see me, briefly regretting not having had the same conversation with the bus driver that we’d had with my teachers. A bunch of kids on here probably hadn’t heard my teachers’ Connor barks because he has Tourette syndrome lecture.


I fought the building tension in my chest, blinking several times to try to relieve the need to do other tics, but it didn’t work. Sweat broke out on my forehead. I drummed my fingers on the seat, focusing on the sound of the fake leather or vinyl or whatever the stupid seats were made of. The tension finally built so much in my chest and throat that I couldn’t fight it anymore. I let out another bark.


The bus went quiet. I bit my lip and bounced my tennis shoes on the bus’s rubber floor mat, squeezing myself farther down in the sweaty, sticky seat cushion, like I could somehow disappear inside it.


Note to self: Wear all brown from now on to stay camouflaged on the bus.


I barked again. This time I heard soft giggles and someone ask, “What is that?”


I blinked. I shrugged. I clucked my tongue. Drummed my fingers on the seat. I did everything I could to fight the bark building in my chest. But then I barked again. The giggles were a little louder this time.


The bus stopped, and a girl with long dark hair flopped down in the seat next to me. “Hey!” she said, looking down at the bus floor and stuffing her backpack under the seat in front of us. “You’re Connor, right?”


I was so surprised at her sudden appearance that it took me a second to nod in response.


She straightened up and turned to me so I could see her full face. It was only then I noticed that half her face was a different color from the other half, as though someone had painted a large brown splotch with a curvy outline that traveled from just below her left eye down to her jawline. “You’re in my music theory class,” she said. “I remember you.”


I finally found my voice. “That’s not surprising.” Though it was kind of surprising that I didn’t remember seeing her in class. Then again, when you’re completely focused on trying to be as quiet and invisible as possible, it’s easy to miss the people around you unless they’re laughing at you.


“I’m Rory.” She turned away from me and leaned down to open her bright pink backpack. She pulled out a stick of gum and pointed it at me. “You want one?”


I shook my head. Things were going surprisingly well all of a sudden, and I wasn’t about to wreck them by spitting gum in Rory’s hair.


“It’s watermelon,” she said, still waving the gum in my face, but I shook my head again. She shrugged and shoved the gum in her mouth.


“You’re kind of like Amanda,” she said, and I wondered if she was talking about the same Amanda from yesterday. “She’s my bestie,” Rory went on. “She has Tourette syndrome. That’s what you have, right?”


I nodded. “Yes.” My voice was so hoarse, I doubted Rory heard it.


“Amanda blinks and shrugs, too, but she doesn’t bark.”


I cleared my throat. “We’re all different,” I said. “She’s in my algebra class. We ate lunch together yesterday. Outside.”


“Oh yeah?” Rory nodded and smacked her gum. “She told me she ate lunch with someone outside yesterday. I guess that was you. So why are you taking music theory? Do you play anything?”


“Nothing yet. My best friend’s been trying to teach me how to play the guitar, but I think she’s getting frustrated with me, so I decided to take the music class for extra help.”


“Cool, cool,” said Rory. “I sing. Like my dad. But not in front of anyone. I also play violin. Barely. I have no idea how people play the violin without making screeching noises.” Rory rolled her eyes. “I guess it’s an eternal mystery no one will ever be able to solve.”


“Except for the people who play the violin without making screeching noises.”


Rory pursed her lips like she was trying not to smile and squinted at me with her dark brown eyes. “Anyway,” she said, “Amanda plays the piano and the organ. She’s really good, too, so she wouldn’t be in our class because she’s, like, way too advanced for it. And get this—she doesn’t even have to do her ticcing thing when she plays.”


“I’ve heard about that,” I said.


“Maybe she can play for you. Hey!” she burst out, making me jump a little in my seat. “You want to sit with us at lunch? It’s always just me, Amanda, and Keanu.” Her eyes got really big. “But trust me—he does not look like Keanu Reeves, even though he has a Hawaiian grandpa or uncle or something. His mom is just like this ginormous Keanu Reeves fanatic. I guess he went into an ice-cream shop when she worked there when she was a teenager, and she still has a copy of his receipt. She has it framed in her office.”


I smiled. “Sounds cool.” Amanda hadn’t told me nearly as much about their group as Rory did. Rory reminded me a little bit of Aven, and it was relief to have someone to fill the empty spaces again.


“Perfect!” Rory said. “Anyway, Keanu’s nice, too. You’ll like him. But don’t say anything about Keanu Reeves.” She narrowed her eyes at me, totally unsmiling. “Just. Don’t.”


I nodded in agreement and ran my fingers across my lips like I was zipping them. Then I barked as I studied her unusual face. I’d never seen anyone like her before.


Rory looked away from me and down at her backpack. “It’s a birthmark, by the way,” she said softly.


“What?”


She pointed to the darker side of her face. “This. It’s a birthmark. That’s all. It’s not, like, a rash or anything contagious.”
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