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[image: ] am jolted awake by sunlight flooding the room. 

What time is it? Where am I? 

Disoriented, I attempt to open my eyes. The light is stabbing. My head is throbbing, my throat is raw, and my stomach is roiling. Is this what a hangover feels like? 

I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had one. Until now. 

I close my eyes, take a few deep breaths, and lie still, trying to get my bearings. Last night was one of the greatest nights of my life. I think. But then again, it could have turned into one of the worst. I don’t remember much past a certain point. 

I can hear kids’ voices a few rooms away. The smell of bacon wafts into the room, a distinct reminder that I’m not home, in my bed, where I should be. My mother grew up in a kosher, Jewish home. Even though she’s more agnostic than Jewish these days, old habits die hard; she’d never cook bacon. 

I give it another go, allowing my eyes another peek at the world. Slowly, gradually, without making any sudden moves, I glance around, taking in my surroundings. A partial view of an unfamiliar bedroom comes into focus. There’s a dresser in the corner, where a mess of snow globes, stuffed animals, and Barbie dolls fight for space. A poster of a fuzzy white kitten with a huge purple bow around its neck is taped to the wall, between two windows. One window has a shade pulled halfway down, the other has no shade at all. Light pours in mercilessly. Is it always this sunny in the morning? 

I turn my head to avert my eyes, and that’s when I see him. The gorgeous, half-naked boy lying next to me. Asleep. 

Oh. My. God. Max. 

I am now wide awake, and it’s all rushing back at me. 

I’m in Ensenada. Mexico. With Max Langston. At Manuel’s house. 

I’m not at all sure how I got here last night. And I’m not at all where I should be, at home, in my bed, preparing for my valedictorian speech, this afternoon. This is so not the ideal scenario for the morning of graduation. 

The final throes of last night appear in spiky flashes. Glimpses of scenes flicker in and out, staccato and in no particular order. It’s like watching a movie trailer, except, instead of Kate Hudson or Kristen Stewart, I’m the star. Swimming in the ocean with Max. Drinking (lots of drinking) on the dock. 

And kissing (lots of kissing). Then…the screen goes black. 

I try to sit up, but the effort makes me woozy, and I lie back down. Why on earth would anyone drink if this is what it feels like the morning after? Maybe because the night before felt pretty damn great. That much I remember. 

To say I’m not the kind of girl who normally finds herself in a situation like this is an enormous understatement. I play by the rules even when there aren’t any. I listen. I do as I’m told. In four years of high school, I haven’t dated, drank, or partied—though I seem to have done all three with wild abandon last night. To prove the point, I’m lying here, next to a boy I barely know, in a strange house, in a foreign city. I’m pretty sure this kind of thing doesn’t end well. At least not for girls like me. 

Oh God, what was I thinking? I suppose I wasn’t. For the first time in my life, I allowed myself to unplug. Utterly and totally. I went way off the rails. It was exhilarating. Addictive. But not the best idea on the day before graduation. 

I look at my watch. It’s nearly seven o’clock. Graduation is in five hours, in La Jolla, California, which is a good two hours away. And that’s without border traffic. Think, I tell myself. But my brain isn’t cooperating. I’m getting very little except the low, dull sounds of static. Much of the blame for this mess falls squarely on my shoulders. If only I hadn’t chased after the guy on the bike, or climbed into that truck, or lost Will, or drank so damn much tequila…

I am interrupted from my free fall by Max’s firm, bronzed arm reaching across my waist. My breath catches in my throat. Beautiful, sexy Max Langston—whose green eyes are lethal weapons, whose lopsided smile is impossible to resist, whose charm is legendary, and whom I’ve barely spoken to in six years of school until three days ago—is lying next to me. If I knew anything about statistics, I’d say the chances of this actually happening are improbably low, and yet here we are, against all odds, our bodies grazing each other, my face flushing with heat. 

Max is wearing only boxers, sliding down so low on his hips I can see his V-line. He moves closer. All my senses are on high alert as our limbs intertwine, finding their comfort zone. His body fits perfectly into mine. His fingers inch their way under my T-shirt and gently stroke my stomach. He makes circles around my belly button. His touch is tender and yet totally electrifying. It’s almost too much to bear. His soft, full lips brush my neck. He doesn’t even have morning breath, as I’m sure I do. 

“Hey, you,” Max says, smiling lazily. “We got pretty messed up last night.” 

“Yeah,” I say, hoping he’ll offer more, giving me a better picture of what exactly happened toward the end of the evening, when my disk got erased. 

“I hope we didn’t do anything stupid,” I say, fishing for information. 

“Yeah, pretty sure we did.” Max laughs softly, and then his eyes close again. 

That’s all I get? 

It’s hard to know if he remembers much. Although I can’t help taking pleasure in the fact that he doesn’t seem at all upset to be waking up next to me. I gaze at him, wondering how someone can look that good first thing in the morning. I am in way over my head. I haven’t a clue what happens next. 

Max takes my hand in his, which is when I see them—two identical gold bands. One on his hand. One on mine. The rings catch the sun; light shoots off the gold and bounces around the room. 

What exactly happened last night? I am ablaze with an unsettling mix of passion and panic. I’m sweating now, which can’t possibly be appealing. What have I done? I’ve got high school graduation, a summer internship at the San Diego Arts Council, New York University in the fall, and parents who are going to freak. I’ve been MIA for the past twenty-four hours. I’m in Mexico with Max. And we’re wearing rings that look suspiciously like wedding bands. This is bad. Very, very bad. 

I’ve never even been on a date. 

Or had sex. 

Or have I? 

I rack my brain, but the things I can’t remember skirt the dark edges like storm clouds. I turn back toward Max, and for a fleeting second the dread dissipates. He looks so lovely and content as he drifts back to sleep, his chest rising and falling with each breath. It’s heart-stopping. 

I turn away, and the panic sets back in, full-throttle. 

I sit up, intent on hatching a plan, and that’s when I see Lily Wentworth standing in the doorway, staring at me. 
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[image: ]s. Murphy drones on, partnering up our English class: “Brendon and Julie, Nadia and Sam, Kylie and Max…” 

Wait, what? Kylie and Max? Terrible idea. I’ve managed to escape all interaction with Max Langston in six years at Freiburg, since I got here in seventh grade. We’re at opposite ends of the social spectrum, which is probably why Ms. 

Murphy put us together. She’s spiteful like that. 

“An assignment? No way,” Lily Wentworth blurts out. Lily has her head buried in a huge leather bag that probably cost hundreds of dollars. She never looks directly at anyone. She always looks past people, her eyes flitting around, searching for something or someone better. 

“But tomorrow’s the last day of school.…” Lily whines. While I hate Lily, bitch extraordinaire, she makes an excellent point. Right now, in classrooms all over the country, teachers are handing out candy and patting self-important seniors on the back for a job well done. Not Mistress Murphy, as Will and I call her. (We’re pretty sure she works nights as a dominatrix.) She has found new and inventive ways to torture her students year after year. 

“We’re not supposed to get any more homework,” Charlie Peters adds. 

All bets are off. No one seems to care that they’re talking back to Mistress Murphy. Something no one would have dared last semester, when grades mattered a whole lot more. 

“And that is precisely why I am giving you this assignment, Mr. Peters. I’m tired of seniors riding out spring semester like school is over. If you stop exercising your mind, it atrophies. And next thing you know, you’ll be on the street begging people like me for spare change. And I won’t give you any,” Murphy says. 

Harsh. 

A flicker of a smile crosses Murphy’s face, which is all sharp angles and pinched features. She’s enjoying this. She definitely dabbles in S&M. I can see her now, clad in leather, holding a studded riding crop as some poor guy pleads for mercy. There are sighs all around. But unlike everyone else in class, I don’t mind one last writing assignment. If I’m going to be an Oscar-winning screenwriter, I might as well hone my craft. What I do mind is working with Max. It’s clear he’s not into it. 

“Crap, not Kylie Flores. She’ll actually want to do it,” Max says, loud enough for everyone around him to hear, including me. What an asshole. 

A bunch of people laugh. Ha-ha. So witty. He may be perfect on the outside, but inside it’s a different story. If he had a thought in his head, it would perish from loneliness. Max, as always, basks in the attention. He tips back in his chair and tosses his shaggy, sandy locks, like a preening bird. 

Like everyone at Freiburg, Max is a spoiled rich kid, floating in a vapid sea of privilege, completely and blissfully ignorant of how the rest of the world lives. Everyone, that is, except for Will. Thank God for Will. God knows, I wouldn’t have survived without him. 

Luckily, two more days and Freiburg Academy is in my rearview mirror. I will fly off to New York University knowing the worst is behind me and the best is yet to come. The world will embrace what Freiburg didn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t—my biting sarcasm (which, unfortunately, is often on the fritz at Freiburg), my fiery temper (which I consider a sign of a passionate soul rather than a lack of self-control), and my offbeat looks (I’m half Mexican, half Jewish, which looks great on paper, less so in the harsh white light of La Jolla). I will shed this coat I’ve been forced to wear that reads Token Scholarship Student. I will reinvent myself and become someone fabulous, fascinating, and ecstatically happy. I will be unrecognizable to all who knew me, including myself. The Freiburg class of 2012 can kiss my ass. I will finally be free of the social chains that bind me. 

Okay, that’s a little over the top. Not my best prose. It sounds more like a bumper sticker or a fortune cookie than actual insight. But it’s all I’ve got right now, and it paints the picture. Life at Freiburg sucks. Plain and simple. 

“You will interview your partner and write a thousand-word essay about the two books that made the biggest impression on them during their years at Freiburg. The paper is due tomorrow, the last day of school. If you choose to abstain, I will fail you on the paper, which will count toward your final grade in English this semester and could impact your total GPA. Let’s see how your college of choice feels about that,” Mistress Murphy announces. 

Surely the administration wouldn’t condone this move, but Murphy is a renegade. She’s been teaching in these hallowed halls for so long, her outrageous behavior goes unchecked at this point. While everyone else can slack off, Murphy’s threats tap right into my own particular brand of crazy. I will have to do this paper. I’m currently number one in my class with my GPA, a long-held goal of mine, but an F could throw things wildly out of whack, dropping me to number two. The top is a precarious place at a competitive private school like Freiburg, and it requires constant vigilance. 

“Does Playboy count?” Luca Sonneban shouts out. Jesus, he’s dim. How did he get into Freiburg, anyway? Aren’t there some basic requirements for one of “the nation’s premier learning institutions,” which is what is etched into the massive granite arch at the entrance of the school? I guess when your dad owns the country’s largest chain of grocery stores, admission standards tend to be waived. A bunch of guys high-five Luca, like he’s just said the most scintillating thing ever. 

Mistress Murphy sucks in her breath and glares at Luca. “Go directly to the headmaster’s office, Mr. Sonneban, and do not bother to return to class. Ever. You will receive an F on the paper.” 

Luca saunters out of class, all confidence and swagger. He couldn’t care less about the F. The rest of his life is taken care of, and he knows it. I wonder if I would be cavalier and cocky like that if my parents had more money than God? I hope not. But who knows? If I didn’t have to prove myself every damn minute, maybe I’d be dancing on a desk with a lampshade on my head. Students cheer Luca on as he exits. He lifts his fist in the air in salute. Really, people? Do we want to encourage this guy? 

I’m sure Max’s favorite book is something so glaringly obvious it’ll feel like a blunt object to the back of my head. The Catcher in the Rye or, worse, The Guinness Book of World Records. 

After class, I walk straight to Max’s locker, where he’s standing with Lily (über-girlfriend) and Charlie Peters (sidekick). Max and Lily have been dating since the beginning of senior year. It was only a matter of time before the most beautiful boy and the most beautiful girl coupled up. If they hadn’t gotten together, the world would have spun off its axis or something. Everyone treats them like royalty. It’s so predictable and irritating, it makes me want to scratch out my eyes. As I approach, I can hear them discussing this weekend’s postgraduation party at Charlie’s house, to which I am not invited. The DJ, the songs, the food. You’d think they were planning a moon landing, they’re so intense about it. 

Of course I’m invited to the official Freiburg Graduation Fiesta, as are all graduating seniors, but in keeping with the fascistic social code that is life at Freiburg, you only go to the Graduation Fiesta if you’re not invited to the nonofficial, thereby cool, graduation party, which is being hosted by Charlie. Hence, losers only at the Fiesta. No, thank you very much. 

Will and I have decided to make our own party. A John Woo movie marathon preceded by an In-N-Out Burger run. It’s an end-of-the-year tradition for us. I get teary at the thought of it. The end of an era. I am so going to miss Will next year. Could there be another Will for me at NYU? Probably not. I don’t make friends that easily. 

“Seriously, no Lady Gaga. I’m so over her. I’m all about the Gorillaz and the Dirty Projectors,” Lily insists, fiddling with her gold door-knocker earring that has no business on her moneyed, white ear. The fact that these rich kids like to slum it by dressing faux ghetto bruises me to the core. The ghetto is not particularly cool. I know. I’ve been there most of my life. 

“You are just so ahead of the curve, Lil. No one can keep up,” Charlie jokes. 

“I know. It’s sick. I’m, like, setting trends all over the place,” Lily says. 

I’m standing right next to them, but they’ve yet to acknowledge me. So typical. I don’t want to deal with them as much as they don’t want to deal with me, but what choice do I have? 

“Just make sure you get some old-school mash-up in there. Like Prince and Parliament,” Max adds. 

“Prince? Seriously?” Lily whines. “Maxie, c’mon, your music taste reminds me of my dad.” 

“We can’t all be as hip as you,” Max says with a smile, though I think I sense a hint of annoyance in his voice, which surprises me. Max and Lily are so sickeningly enamored with each other all the time. I’m probably just projecting. 

“No, baby, we can’t,” Lily snaps back, with bite. And then she takes Max’s face in her hands and kisses him, long and hard. Charlie just stands by, the lonely job of the loyal third wheel. I guess this is part of Max and Lily’s very public game of romance. I have to look away. I’m afraid I might gag. 

I clear my throat. I need to say my piece and get the hell out of here. 

Max, Charlie, and Lily turn to me, bemused. 

“Let me guess: you want to talk about Murphy’s assignment,” Max says, laughing in my face. 

“Uh, yeah. I do,” I say, holding my ground. 

“Dude, you called it,” Max tells Charlie. 

“Give it up, Kylie. Grades don’t matter anymore,” Charlie tells me. 

“They do to me. I don’t want an F in English. I’m doing the assignment, and since it requires a partner,” I say, turning to Max, “you’re going to have to do it with me.” 

What I don’t say is that because I’m not sporty or arty or a theater geek, the one thing that distinguishes me at Freiburg is my valedictorian position, and I’m not about to lose it. I happen to know that Sheldon Roth is a mere .02 points behind me, nipping at my heels, and Patrick Bains is on Sheldon, and Lily is right behind Patrick. (As much as I’d like to write her off as an idiot, I can’t. She hit the jackpot: rich, beautiful, and smart.) My name may be printed on the graduation ceremony program as valedictorian speaker, but the numbers can change at any time. With one bad paper in English, Sheldon could pull ahead. This is a war and I intend to win it. 

“You’re kidding, right?” Max says. “Murphy can go to hell.” 

“I’m sorry. It’s just, I’ve got an academic scholarship to NYU and I really need to keep my grades up.…” I wish I didn’t feel the need to apologize. I wish I could drum up a genius comeback that would shut them up. Tragically, I’ve got nothing. My wit goes into hiding with these people. It’s not like I care about their approval; it’s more like we’re different species and I’m not sure how to communicate with them. Popular people are from Mars. The rest of us are from a distant galaxy that no one has ever heard of. 

The great irony here is that I can write a brilliant character. I just can’t play one in real life. In the world of my screenplay, the one that earned me a full scholarship to NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, I created the most kick-ass female protagonist ever, one who nails the perfect line every time. One who never finds herself in situations like this, flush with humiliation, begging Max Langston to find a shred of decency somewhere inside the cavernous, empty space that is his soul. You’d think I would have picked up a few tips from her. Sadly, that’s not the case. 

Lily rolls her eyes. “Oh my God. You are such a geek, Kylie. Just blow it off. One stupid paper from Murphy doesn’t matter in the scheme of things. She’s just trying to freak us out because she knows it’s her last chance to mess with us.” 

Lily’s right. Mistress Murphy’s threat is empty and baseless. My scholarship won’t be affected; I’ll still be valedictorian. But I can’t ignore an assignment. I didn’t achieve an Ivy trifecta (Brown, U Penn, and Princeton, all of which I rejected for NYU and their star-making film department, much to my parents’ chagrin) by blowing anything off. Ever. I’m not going to start now. 

“Seriously, Kylie. No one’s doing it,” Max adds, flashing his pearly whites. I stare at the floor, afraid I’ll lose my courage if I have to look at him for a second longer. He’s too hot. It hurts the eyes. 

“I have time after sixth period. We can meet then. It shouldn’t take long. I, uh…can write yours, if you want.” I am getting this done. No matter how low I have to go. And frankly, with the offer to do Max’s assignment, I’ve hit the floor. Hopefully, NYU will be more of a meritocracy. “Ten minutes. That’s all I need and I can write both papers at home tonight,” I say. 

“Okay. Cool. Write my paper,” Max says. 

Whatever. I’m never going to be friends with these people. I’m here to graduate first in my class and get the hell out of Dodge. 

“Later,” Max says. And then he throws his arm around Lily, pulls her close, and they kiss again. This time with tongue. Thanks so much. Once just wasn’t enough. 

Forty-eight hours and counting…
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[image: ]ylie doesn’t even see me as she rushes down the hall, staring at the ground. She’s wearing her daily uniform of gray jeans, white T-shirt, and that lame-ass ratty knit scarf her grandmother made her, like, a million years ago. Girlfriend needs a makeover. I’m so the guy for the job, if Kylie would just give fashion a chance. But all the beautiful clothes I’ve given her over the years are marooned in her closet, tags on, waiting to get off the island and back into civilization. At least she’s not wearing those Uggs anymore, which look like huge suede foot tumors, as far as I’m concerned. I tossed them in the garbage last time I was at her house. Saving Kylie from herself is a full-time occupation, let me tell you. I was born for the job. Too bad I can’t do it professionally. 

“‘Hey, girl,’” I call out. “‘If you’re from Africa, why are you white?’” 

Kylie looks up at me. “‘Oh my God, Karen, you can’t just ask people why they’re white,’” she says. 

Mean Girls. We know the script by heart. That movie and about a million others. The number of hours we’ve logged together watching films is appalling. There have been times when we’ve watched the same film four times in a row. There have been lost weekends when we’ve barely come up for air. I would say this is because we are ardent film lovers, but I know it’s more than that. Both of us, for our own reasons, would prefer to live embedded in the silver screen than in the real world of high school. At least, that’s what my therapist says. Kylie is going to be a screenwriter and I’m going to be a…who knows? I’ve got time and money, so I’m not particularly concerned, unlike Kylie. 

Kylie keeps walking. I rush to catch up with her. A few stray curls poke out from her signature ponytail. Girlfriend wears her gorgeous fro so tightly slicked back it looks like a helmet. She needs to embrace those kinky Latina curls. With her bronze skin, her golden eyes, and those massively long black lashes, she could look like a movie star. Sister is hot even in an outfit that could make Marilyn Monroe look neutered. Sadly, she doesn’t have a clue. She thinks she’s ugly. It kills me. 

“You’ve totally outdone yourself today,” Kylie tells me, giving my ensemble the once-over. “Are you trying to push Alvarez over the edge?” 

“You know he secretly lives for it.” 

I’m driving the headmaster crazy. Freiburg is a straight-ass school in a straight-ass town, and my dresses and skirts do not please Headmaster Alvarez. He talked to my parents last year, but he’s kind of given up at this point. Just like my parents. 

“Hot or not?” I ask Kylie as I spin around in my vintage platform black patent heels (purchased on eBay). I am wearing lime-green skinny jeans with a gorgeously tailored Marc Jacobs black dress, borrowed, without permission, from my sister. I know. It’s so out there. I was kind of born out of the closet. Way out. Every year I’ve taken things a little further in my insatiable need to push this conservative crowd to their limit. And this year I went all out. Full-frontal fashion. I’m about to blow out of town; might as well do it in style. 

I’m not an idiot; I’m aware of what people say about me. I know they think I’m a screaming queen, which, oddly enough, I’m not. I’m just a regular gay boy. I’m not insatiably drawn to women’s clothes or anything, but this is one way to distinguish myself at Freiburg. I don’t have many other marketable skills. I mean, I tried the volleyball team, at my dad’s insistence, and it was…a freaking nightmare. Large, hard balls coming at me from every direction at high velocity. 

But this cross-dressing thing has been kind of a boon for me, a solid extracurricular, with all the Internet shopping, studying of fashion blogs, and even learning to sew. It’s been a good distraction and a résumé builder. People still tease me about my voice and my boy crushes, but it’s died down as I’ve amped up the fabulousity quotient. My outrageous outfits allow me to take center stage in character, which is far better than being the lone gay guy in the corner. 

“Yeah. You’re rocking it. Even in this hideous fluorescent light,” Kylie says. Kylie is the one person who has always accepted me just as I am. 

“I have a gift. Speaking of which, I’ve got a little something for Charlie Peters. A graduation present. I just need you to help me get him into the boys’ room.” 

Kylie and I always call Charlie Peters, Charlie Peters. We could just call him Charlie, but it’s another one of those things that stitches our friendship together. 

“Shut up. You are all talk. Besides, Charlie Peters is so not gay,” Kylie says. “You think everyone’s gay.” 

“Most people are. They just don’t know it yet.” 

“Okay. Whatever. Listen, Will, I’m kinda in a hurry. I’ve got to get to the library.” 

She’s not in the mood to play. 

“The library? We’re done, baby. Stick a fork in us.” 

Kylie is such a grind, it worries me. Who’s going to make her kick back and watch Modern Family and Fringe at NYU? I may have to fly in from Berkeley and physically force her to chillax. 

“Mistress Murphy gave us one last assignment.” 

“Please tell me you’re not going to do it. It will build character not to do it. I promise.” 

“I am going to do it. And I’m doing Max Langston’s as well. We’re partners.” 

“Kylie, Kylie, Kylie.” 

“He won’t do it if I don’t do it for him. I can’t not do it. I can’t. I’ll be better at NYU. I promise,” Kylie offers. 

“Doubt it.” Maybe New York City has the answers for her. God knows San Diego only had questions. 

“Yeah. You’re probably right. I need to get to the library. I’m meeting Max there.” 

“Oh, we get to meet Max Langston at the library?” Mortals like us don’t normally interact with the Max Langstons of the world. 

“We?” Kylie says, shooting me a warning glance. 

“I’m coming with.” No better view than staring at Max from a neighboring carrel. 

“Will, don’t you have anything better to do?” 

“Sadly, no.” 

“C’mon, this is only going to make things more difficult.” 

“You’ll barely notice me.” 

“Impossible.” Kylie sticks her tongue out at me. 

I stick my tongue out at her. It’s an interchange we have about seven hundred times a day. I love her. I would give her a lung and a leg if I had to. Hopefully, I won’t have to. 

“Okay. Here’s the plan. You have sex with Max over in biographies, and then I can go down on him by the microfiche,” I suggest. 

“Gross. I wouldn’t touch Max with a ten-foot pole. I have no interest in sex with Max, at all.” 

“Um, hello…you have no interest in sex whatsoever. It’s a problem.” 

“Not everyone thinks about sex twenty-four seven,” Kylie says. 

“I beg to differ, darling. Most seventeen-year-olds are not only thinking about sex, they’re actually having it, unlike us.” 

I think about sex every single minute of every day. Not that it’s getting me anywhere. Kylie and I are both virgins, but for very different reasons. It’s not normal for a seventeen-year-old girl to turn that whole part of herself off. She’s going to explode one day. I just hope I’m there to pick up the pieces. 

We take a seat at a table in the library to wait for Max. I reach into my pocket, pull out a fabulous pair of long, gold chandelier earrings, and offer them up to Kylie. 

“You have to wear these for graduation. You need something that’s going to stand out on the podium. These will look major with your hair all wild, and—” 

“Will, you promised me you wouldn’t steal any more of your sisters’ stuff.” 

“You’re the valedictorian, darling. You need some kind of something. Annie will never know they’re gone. She has gobs of them.” 

“The thought is sweet, and I love you for it, but I won’t take your stolen goods. I’m sorry.” 

Damn Kylie and that moral compass she wears around her neck. My sisters have so much stuff, it’s embarrassing. I’m just trying to share the wealth. 

“At least let me buy you a dress for graduation.” 

“Will, seriously, drop it.” 

I do drop it. But I vow to pick it up again before Friday. Kylie deserves a slamming dress when she stands up there at the podium and blows us all away with her speech. Of course, no one will see it under her gown, but it’s the principle of the thing that counts. 

Kylie and I are an unlikely pair. I’m one of the richest kids in a school filled with La Jolla’s most moneyed families, while Kylie is one of five scholarship students. We met on the first day of seventh grade, in the far north corner of the cafeteria, having both been pushed out of all the prime real estate. Kylie was new and I was, well, me. We ended up at the same empty table, along with Justin Wang, who just sat there, in a trance, communing with his Nintendo. 

Neither of us spoke for about ten minutes. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I turned to Kylie and said, “‘Did you know without trigonometry there’d be no engineering?’” 

Without missing a beat or even glancing up from her pizza bagel, Kylie said, “‘Without lamps, there’d be no light.’” 

“No way,” I said. What were the chances the new girl could quote The Breakfast Club? 

“Way,” Kylie said. And then she looked up and smiled at me. Girlfriend has an amazing smile. Her whole face lights up. “Breakfast Club is one of my favorite movies of all time.” 

“It’s a masterpiece,” I concurred. And we’ve been best friends ever since. 

Our family’s relationship, unfortunately, is a whole different story. Our parents have only spent one miserable evening together in the past six years, and it will never happen again. Kylie’s mother insisted on having us over. She made spaghetti with meatballs. It was, how do you say en anglais? An unmitigated disaster. 

My sisters and my mother are all vegans, so they just nibbled on salad. (You’d think with all our money they’d fill up on lobster, caviar, and filet mignon, just because they can; but no, they spend their money on dried lentils and tempeh.) 

Since only beer was on offer (which is to say, there was no wine served, a crime worse than murder in my parents’ opinion), only a handful of words were exchanged all evening, unless you count my incessant blathering, which filled the silence but annoyed everyone to no end, including me. 

At some point, toward the end of the long day’s journey into night, Jake, Kylie’s little brother (who I love more than my own siblings, and who is challenged in his own special ways), launched into a thirty-minute exposition on the San Diego bus schedules. I think it was right after that that my parents made some pathetic excuse about a previous engagement they’d forgotten. They were out of there so fast the wind shook the shelves. I stayed and played Yahtzee with Jake and Kylie, rather than head back to Cloudbank (that’s right, our house has a name). 

Kylie is staring at the clock in the library, twirling her hair. She’s pissed. We’ve been waiting here for thirty minutes, and still no Max. I’m so not surprised. Kylie springs up from her seat and bolts for the door. And she’s off. Uh-oh. 

Kylie’s temper is not something to mess with. She looks like she’s going to blow, in a big, operatic way. I live for these scenes. As we’re getting precariously close to graduation, this could be Kylie’s final performance. I race to catch up with her, no small task in these crazy platform shoes. I seriously need to get some sneakers. 
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[image: ] hate when people are late. It’s at the top of the list among my many pet peeves. I am also infuriated by selfishness, narcissism, and stupidity. Hard as it is to believe, Max appears to have all of these traits in spades. He cannot get away with this. I don’t care how hot or popular he is. A force beyond my control seizes me, and before I know it, I’m running toward the sports center. For anyone else it would be social suicide, but I was dead on arrival years ago. I’m working hard at controlling my anger, but it has been sorely tested at Freiburg. Just this year, I’ve had minor eruptions at least three times: when Isabel Tornet cheated off of me in AP Calculus and then tried to pin it on me when she got caught; when Oscar Mezlow taunted Will for being gay; and when I saw Jemma Pembolt teasing Anna Salington about being overweight. 

I rush across the quad, pretty sure I’ll find Max on the squash court. Will weaves and bobs behind me in his ridiculous shoes. I hope at Berkeley he will feel less of a need to display his sexuality like a merit badge. I know for a fact Will loves tailored suits and his old worn-in Levi’s. Maybe someday he’ll feel comfortable enough in his skin to wear them. Or, at the very least, choose more sensible shoes. 

A Frisbee slams into my head. A bunch of kids stare at me, pissed. I realize I’ve just crashed the Ultimate Frisbee championships. I apologize and veer off, out of the line of fire. I know I should appreciate the beauty all around me, but something about the blazing green lawn and the stately brick buildings, surrounded by towering palm trees, makes me want to hurl. I watch for a beat as Lauren Jacobs leaps into the air to snatch the Frisbee. She’s wearing such short shorts I can see her butt cheeks, and a pink T-shirt so tight her nipples are practically visible. Why must Lauren constantly dress like a stripper? She’s hot. I get it. 

Lauren tosses the Frisbee back to Chase Palmer, whose white-blond hair glistens in the sun and whose perfect teeth sparkle like diamonds. All these happy, shiny people. I will never adjust to this world, ever. 

“Hey, Kylie, wait up,” Harriet Zoles yells to me. I pretend not to hear her and pick up the pace. Harriet Zoles is one of the precious few people at Freiburg who relentlessly seek out my company. Her and a few other Crofties. Crofties are so named because they spend their time in the undercroft, an inside archway beneath the main building. Will and I tried to hang with them for a while. As it turned out, aside from being unpopular, we had very little in common with them. They’re kind of extreme geeks. I’m sure they’ll go on to create the next Facebook or Google, and I’ll be kicking myself that I didn’t cozy up to them more when I had the chance. But as much as Will and I tried, we just couldn’t make the connection happen. Talking to Harriet Zoles is like torture, or “water-boring,” as Will would say. And, unlike Franklin Peterson, I don’t build elaborate, historically accurate structures out of Legos competitively. Nor do I think Mandarin is the only way to get ahead in this “global rat race” we now live in, as Sheila Nollins insists, every chance she gets. 

No woman is an island, but together, Will and I are a very tiny atoll, floating peacefully off the Southern California coast. Sure, it can get lonely. And maybe in a different place, at a different time, we’ll visit the mainland. But for now, island living suits us just fine, thank you very much. 

I yank open the door to the sports center and march down the stairs, toward the squash courts. Will takes a step, his heel gives, and he tumbles down the stairs, landing in a heap outside the court. 

Lily looks down at Will and snickers. “Maybe that’s why men don’t wear heels, William.” Lily’s two BFFs, Stokely Eagleton and Jemma Pembolt, sitting at her side, giggle on cue. 

If this were some kick-ass action movie, the main character—that being me—would yank up her pencil skirt and, with one long sweep of her leg, incapacitate all three of these girls with a swift kick to their heads. Then she’d straighten her skirt, freshen her lipstick, brush a little lint off her sleeve, and saunter off with a wink and a smile. But this is not a movie. This is my dismal life. And I’m no hero. 

So I glare at Lily and company, and then look down at Will and ask, “You okay?” Hardly Oscar-worthy. 

“Never better.” 

I help Will up and onto the bench. He bites his lower lip and rubs his leg. 

“You sure?” I ask again. 

“I’ll be fine. Don’t stop the show on my account. You know how I live for the climactic second act break,” Will says to me. 

I leave Will and march onto the squash court, where Max is in the middle of a heated match with Charlie. I know this is such a bad idea, but I’m so over it. Max Langston and his crew do whatever they want, whenever they please, to whomever they choose. Enough already. 

I’m so caught up in my fight for justice, I am completely oblivious to the squash ball flying around the court until it smacks me in the butt. 

I hear Lily and her harpies laugh hysterically. 

“Kylie, what the hell are you doing?” Charlie asks. He and Max continue to whack at the ball as if I’m not there. 

For the second time today, Max looks at me and rolls his eyes. 

I feel naked and ridiculous standing in the middle of the court, the ball whizzing around me. 

“Max and I were supposed to meet forty minutes ago,” I say, holding my ground in what is increasingly becoming one of my worst ideas ever. 

“Oops, my bad. The game went long. Obviously we’re not going to do it now. So can you get off the court?” Max asks. 

“No. I cannot get off the court. You are so unbelievably rude it’s mind-blowing. I mean, were you raised in a barn?” I know this is an odd comment, but, as usual, I’m not on my game with these people. 

“No, Max wasn’t, but a barn is better than a trailer. Or do you people call them double-wides these days?” Charlie says. 

Charlie is referring to the fact that I live in Logan Heights, not exactly the posh part of town. It’s twenty miles outside of La Jolla, but more like worlds away. My family’s shabby little rental house could be shoehorned into Charlie’s guest bathroom. I’m guessing, of course, since I’ve never seen any part of his house and never will. 

Charlie’s comment sends me into the stratosphere. I go from angry to apoplectic in a split second, losing my pride, my dignity, and all sense of decorum in the process. Sure, I’ve got a temper and it flares up at inopportune times, resulting in verbal fireworks, but I’ve never gone completely postal. Until now. Maybe it’s graduation jitters or anxiety about my speech. Whatever it is, my fury has come to a rolling boil and just bubbled over onto the court. I can’t control my urge to pummel Charlie. I haul off and kick him in the shin. I swear I can hear Will gasp from outside the court. Charlie grabs his leg and yelps in pain. What a drama queen. It wasn’t that hard, was it? I am embarrassed by my slide into violence, but at least I’ve got their attention. 

“What the hell?” Charlie says. 

“What is your problem, Kylie?” Max adds. 

“You are my problem, Max.” 

A few other students have wandered over and are watching the show. I’m turning bright red. But I’m not putting my tail between my legs and backing away now. I’ve already gone too far; might as well go all the way. Right is might. I think. I hope. 

“Actually, now is a perfect time for us to talk,” I say, whipping out my notebook. I poise my pen above the page. “You’re here. I’m here. What could be better?” 

Max and Will gape at me like I’m some kind of creature from a horror movie. 

“So, what’s your favorite book?” I ask Max. 

“Kylie, let’s do this later. I’ll be done in half an hour.” He sounds almost conciliatory. 

“Screw you, Max. You’re such an asshole. You’ve wasted enough of my time today. We’re doing it now.” 

Jesus. Who says this kind of stuff in real life? Me, apparently. I’m not filtering. I’ve gone completely off the edge. I just wish I could have waited until after I delivered my valedictorian speech. I’m going to be standing at the podium, the laughingstock of Freiburg. Will anyone even want to listen to a speech I’ve labored over for months? Too late to worry about that now. 

Max’s expression switches from placating to pissed. “You know what, Kylie, screw you. The deal is off. You’re on your own because you’re the only idiot who cares about doing the assignment. I was trying to be nice, but fuck it. And I’m in the middle of a game. So get the hell off the court.” 

At this point, Max whips the ball at the wall, missing my head by only a few inches. He’s a very good player, so I have to assume that was on purpose. I’ve lost the battle and the war. I skulk off the court. I’m still livid, but my anger is now mixed with the sour taste of humiliation. I keep my head down and hurry toward the exit, ignoring the peanut gallery. 

Will catches up with me outside. He loops his arm through mine. “You had me at ‘Screw you, Max.’ You were brilliant!” 

I don’t say anything. I’m too busy beating myself up. Why can’t I just let go for once and kick Murphy’s stupid assignment to the curb? Will can tell I’m in the middle of round five of one of my self-boxing matches. He’s been ringside many times before. 

“His ass isn’t what it used to be. Freshman year, it was tight and sweet. He’s getting soft. Doesn’t bode well for middle age,” Will says, trying to cheer me up. 

“You know that’s not true.” 

“I know. He’s got an amazing ass, not to mention his six-pack abs and those guns—” 

“Is this supposed to help?” 

“Sorry. Sorry.” 

“I’m getting worse. That was ridiculous.” 

“They deserved it. No one else stands up to them.” 

“I hate this place.” 

“Me too. But you’re gonna kill at NYU.” 

I love Will for trying to prop me up. But I worry I’ll be just the same at NYU, or anywhere else I go, for that matter. What if it’s not Freiburg? What if it’s me? What if I just don’t fit in anywhere, like my brother, Jake? Don’t get me wrong: Freiburg sucks and has, rightly, been an endless source of blame for most of my social shortcomings. There’s very little here for me besides Will. But I can’t help wondering if, at a certain point, it’s partly my fault. 

“Yeah. Whatever…” I say to Will, my insecurity creeping across my skin like a bad rash. 

“Stop it. Do not let these people make you feel less than extraordinary. You are one amazing human. Don’t forget it,” Will insists. 

“I don’t know. It’s just, I can’t believe I lost it like that. It was totally mortifying.” 

“It was inspiring. You’re my hero.” Will pulls me into a hug. “Wanna go to Pinkberry? My treat.” 

“Can’t. Gotta watch Jake,” I say, unhitching myself from Will and heading toward the street. 

“‘Loser,’” Will calls to me. 

“‘Blow me.’” 

“‘Call me later?’” Will finishes the line from Cruel Intentions. He waves and disappears into the quad. 

I need to get home. I’m already running late. But before I get on the bus, I’ve got to pee. So I hustle my way to the arts center. Everybody has their favorite bathroom at school, and this one is mine. It hasn’t been modernized like the rest of Freiburg. It’s shabby and creaky, with deep sinks and rusty metal doors on the stalls. And no one’s ever there. It’s a great place to hide away from the world, unlike Freiburg’s other bathrooms, most of which have been commandeered by various social groups. The bathroom in the basement, beneath the cafeteria, is where all the smokers go because, not surprisingly, the smell of institutional food overwhelms the smell of smoke, and no one ever gets caught. The bathroom in the main hall, near the lockers, is controlled by Lily and company. They freeze people out with old-school mean-girl tactics—staring, giggling, and whispering—which are somehow always in vogue and ever effective. I avoid that bathroom like the plague. 

I am sitting on the toilet, peeing, when I hear someone enter. 

“What, Mom? This is, like, the tenth time you’ve called in the past hour.” 

It’s Lily. I’m surprised to find her here. 

“No. I can’t come home right now. We’re all going to Stokes’s and then out for dinner. We can talk later. Or tomorrow.” 

I don’t know what to do. Lily clearly doesn’t know I’m here. But the longer I stay, the more awkward it gets. I don’t want to appear like I’m eavesdropping, but any way you slice it, it’s not going to be good when I suddenly appear. The sooner I can get out of here, the better. I have no interest in Wentworth family drama. 

“What’s the big secret? Why can’t you just tell me now?” Lily barks into the phone. 

I flush and exit the stall. Lily glares at me. I keep my head down and pretend I haven’t heard a thing. 

“I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you back,” Lily says, hangs up, and turns her high beams on me. Ugh. I’m not in the mood. I’m worn out from my earlier outburst. 

We stare at each other for a beat, neither of us pleased to see each other, both for different reasons. Underneath Lily’s fierce bluster, I sense fear and embarrassment. It’s weird. So not Lily. 

“What the fuck, Kylie?” she says, as if she owns the whole damn place. 

“Sorry, I…” And my voice trails off. I’m thrown by the whole strange scenario. What I should say is, “What the fuck, Lily?” I mean, she’s the one yelling at her mother in the bathroom. Not me. But as usual, I’m on the defensive. 

“Were you spying on me?” Lily demands. 

“Of course not. I was going to the bathroom. I was here first. You walked in on me,” I remind her. 

“Why don’t you get a life instead of listening in on other people’s?” And with that, Lily turns and marches out before I can come up with a witty rejoinder. 

Bitch. 

Hopefully, this will be our very last exchange for the rest of our lives. 
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[image: ]hat was wack, bro,” Charlie says. “Girl’s a freak!” I say to Charlie. But what I don’t tell Charlie is that Kylie is right. I can be an asshole. It’s a role I’m pretty comfortable with. Bottom line, I get away with a lot of shit around here ’cause people let me. The thing is, everyone’s always wanting something from me. If I worried about everyone’s feelings, I’d never get anything done. I’ve got to take care of myself. I can’t be dealing with everybody’s junk all day long. And Murphy’s assignment is definitely Kylie’s junk. I should put it out of my head. Normally I would. But I made a promise to myself when my dad went into the hospital for the second time, that I would stop being such a selfish prick, because maybe that isn’t the way to go through life. It didn’t work out so well for my dad. 

“She kicked me. Hard. Chick has issues,” Charlie insists. 

“Totally,” I say. But I can’t help feeling sorry for Kylie. She takes everything so goddamned seriously. No one wants to hang with her, except for weird Will Bixby. I mean, who gets that worked up over an assignment? I can’t remember ever giving that much of a crap about any homework. Ever. 

Charlie gets another point off of me. He’s in the lead. It’s eight to seven. Kylie totally messed with my head. I don’t need that kind of distraction, with tryouts for UCLA coming up next week. That’s a whole lot more important than some stupid paper for Murphy. 

“Get your head in the game,” Charlie says. 

“I’m trying,” I say. But it’s easier said than done. Charlie serves and I miss. Twice. It’s not even a good serve. It bounces off the back wall and stays high. I could have easily scooped in and slammed it. Instead, I’m wasting brain space on Kylie. 

I jump up and down a few times. Shake my head. Okay. Moving on. 

Charlie serves. I rush in, power driving the ball down the line. Charlie dives for it. Misses. My serve. I slam the ball. It hits the back, then the side wall, and dies on the floor. Ace. An impossible return. There’s nothing Charlie can do but appreciate my mad skills. I’m back. Kylie Flores is gone. 
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[image: ]opefully, Kylie is getting on the 3:13 right now at the corner of Buchwald and Center. Otherwise, she’s going to be late, and Mom will be mad. The bus will stop fourteen times before she gets off. The ride is fifty-two minutes long. Unless the bus hits all the green lights; then the ride is forty-one minutes. But this only happens five times a year. Just like me, Kylie likes to sit by the window and look out as the bus cruises toward Logan Heights. There are 186 buildings downtown. More than twenty-nine of them stand taller than three hundred feet. The tallest building in the city is thirty-four stories. One America Plaza. It may not sound very tall if you’ve been to Chicago or New York. I haven’t. So One America Plaza seems really tall to me. 

Kylie puts in her earbuds and listens to music so she doesn’t have to talk to anyone. I like to talk to people when I’m on the bus. Sometimes they get up and change seats. Mom says not to be upset, people just don’t like to talk to strangers. Lately, I’ve tried not to talk as much. But when Mom or Kylie aren’t in the mood to talk, it’s hard to know what to do with all the words. There’s always something interesting to talk about, like why certain cacti lean way over but don’t fall to the ground (I suspect this has to do with the moisture content in the cactus fiber), or how the labels on most soda bottles are exactly the same size as the labels on ketchup bottles, almost all of which are manufactured in Malaysia. 

I wish I were on the bus right now with Kylie. She always likes listening to me. We could talk about the Great Pacific Garbage Patch that I read about in school today. 

I hear a key in the lock. Kylie’s home. 
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[image: ]ctober 1972,” I say to Jake as I enter the house and see him waiting for me on the maroon chair next to the couch, a bowl of carrots on his lap. I hang up my backpack and step over the enormous pile of laundry deposited at the bottom of the stairs, wondering if it’s clean or dirty. Jake smiles at me like it’s been ten years since we’ve seen each other. Still, it’s nice to be greeted every single day with such enthusiasm. Even if Jake’s brain is a little scrambled from Asperger’s, it feels good to be loved this much. There aren’t a lot of people who feel so positively inclined toward me. “Hurricane Dimitri,” he yells out triumphantly. “Seven people died in Galveston, Texas, and there was twelve inches of precipitation over two days.” Jake eyes shine with excitement. 

“Okay…December 1956.” 

“Hurricane Meredith. Jamaica lost power for six days. Winds up to 146 miles an hour.” Jake jumps up. His carrots spill across the floor. At thirteen, he’s my height, his jagged energy bouncing off him like electric currents. On the heels of my enormously bad day, I am feeling irritated by Jake, which I try to hide. 

“Pick up the carrots, Jakie,” I say. 

Jake scowls at me. “No. I won’t.” 

I soften my tone. “Please pick up the carrots. And then we’ll keep playing.” I wrap my arms around his hulking frame and pull him close. “Did you have a good day?” 

“Yeah. We learned about the Great Pacific Garbage Patch,” Jake responds, eager to tell me more. 

I smile. No matter how bad my day is, Jake can always make me smile. His passion for minutiae is infectious. Until it gets annoying. 

“Did you have a good day, Kylie?” Jake asks. He’s been learning about manners and empathy at school, things that don’t come naturally to him. It seems like it’s finally sinking in. Jake is usually so immersed in his own world, he forgets to ask me about mine. Not that I mind. It’s a relief to spend some time in someone else’s reality. 

“My day was great,” I lie. I know the truth will only confuse and depress him, just as it does me. He has a limited capacity to understand complicated social interactions, and my life is chock-full of them. 

“Me too.” Jake smiles, genuinely pleased. “I like when we both have good days.” 

I point to the carrots on the floor. “How about those carrots?” 

Jake reluctantly gets down on all fours and gathers up a few carrots. He flicks one under the couch, for fun. He watches to see what I’ll do. I pretend not to see. I’m too wiped to care. 

Jake stands up and looks at me expectantly. 

“Okay. November 1932,” I say. 

“There was no hurricane that month. Just a tropical storm. That’s boring.” Jake peers at me, eager. Too eager. “Give me another one.” 

Just once, I’d love to come home, disappear into my room, listen to some Arcade Fire, and spend some quality time writing. 

“Okay, here’s a reverse one. Hurricane Dana,” I say. 

“Oooh. I know that one.” Jake is so excited, he starts to vibrate. 

Jake is smart. Scary smart. People assume he’s stupid because he’s got a disability, but they’re dead wrong. If anything, he’s disabled by his superbrain. The carrots are back on the floor. 

Mom rushes down the stairs, her uniform hanging open, her overstuffed purse dangling from her arm. “Can you make dinner, Kyles?” 

She kneels down and picks up the carrots. 

“Mom, please don’t do that. Jake can pick them up. Right, Jake?” 

Jake says nothing. 

Mom continues to gather the carrots into the bowl with one hand as she buttons her uniform with the other. “Oh, Kylie, it’s just carrots. Don’t be so hard on him.” 

Jake looks at me, and we have a moment of understanding. He’s gotten away with it, as usual. 

“Here, honey.” Mom hands me a piece of paper with an elaborate chart sketched on it. “He’s got to do three sets of fifteen each, okay, and that includes the arm stretches and the hopping thing the doctor showed us the other day. He needs it to improve his balance. And don’t forget the pills.” If Mom paid one tenth this much attention to me, maybe I wouldn’t have lost my mind on a squash court this afternoon. 

“Okay,” I say. 

“I want to play guitar tonight. I don’t want to do the stupid exercises.” Jake’s mood is shifting. 

“You can play guitar, honey, after you and Kylie do the exercises, and after you eat dinner. Kylie, I left some salad in the fridge, but you can make some pasta or something. And Dad should be home in a half hour. He came back a day early.” 

Mom works as a nurse at Piedmont Retirement Village four nights a week. I’m in charge of myself and Jake those nights. And Dad, whenever he’s around. God knows what will happen once I leave. Dad doesn’t spend a whole lot of time taking care of anyone but himself. He mows the lawn and takes out the garbage, such classic dad duties it would be funny if it weren’t slightly tragic. 

“And can you do the laundry, Kyles?” 

“Is that clean or dirty?” I ask, pointing to the mound of clothes on the floor. 

Mom stares at the pile, confused. “Can’t remember. Can you poke around and figure it out?” 

“Sure,” I respond. What else can I say? 

Mom pecks Jake on the cheek and then rushes out the door with a wave. “Bye, guys. Love you.” 

I look at my watch. Mom’s going to be twenty minutes late to work. Typical. 

This has been my life for as long as I can remember. Mom is so distracted by Jake, everything else is an afterthought and I’m forced to pick up the slack. Normally, I don’t complain. It’s pointless. It’s just, today I’m so not into sifting through a heap of potentially smelly clothes and then whipping up dinner for three. I comfort myself with the thought that I’ll be gone soon. 

But that comfort is fleeting. As much as I want to escape, I worry about how Mom will handle things on her own. On the one hand, it makes me want to enroll at UCSD and just live at home. On the other, New York City doesn’t seem far enough away. The moon doesn’t seem far enough away. 

I’m interrupted from my roundelay of anxieties by Jake tugging at my sleeve. 

“Can I tell you the answer? Can I tell you? Can I tell you?” Jake has been waiting patiently, and now he’s bursting to answer the question I’ve long forgotten. Still, he’s made impressive progress at his new school. I am reminded what Jake is capable of when he sets his mind to it. A year ago, he never would have had the self-control to wait. “September 1987. Grenada had bad flooding. Grenada had bad flooding!!” 

“You’re amazing, Jake,” I say. And I mean it. 

Jake could do this for the next ten hours. He will do this for the rest of his life, actually. This, and recite every iteration of the dozens of bus schedules that service the greater San Diego area. 

I wade through the laundry and realize, to my relief, that it’s clean. One less thing to do. I grab the clothes and start to head up to my room. “Jake, I’m going upstairs for a little bit. You want to watch TV? Or read your book?” 

“I want to tell you about the Garbage Patch,” Jake whines. “You have to hear about the Garbage Patch. You just have to.…” 

I can feel myself shutting down. I just want to proof my valedictorian speech one last time, and get back to my screenplay. But then I see Jake’s hands trembling. He’s verging on a tantrum. I look at his sweet, open face, pleading with me for more time. I plop onto the couch with the laundry. 

“Tell me, Jakie,” I say. 

I fold the laundry as Jake settles onto the floor. 

“Well, it’s twice the size of Texas and located in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. It’s made up of plastic and other forms of debris, like fishing nets. Garbage from all over the world gets sucked in by an oceanic gyre, which is a huge system of rotating currents.” He speaks with the zeal of a true believer. It’s not so much the words I’m hearing, it’s more the cadence. 
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