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To Ross—the first one was always going to be for you
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CHAPTER ONE

Mom doesn’t show up.

I shouldn’t be surprised—she never shows up—but I can’t get rid of the empty, twisted feeling in my stomach. Emery always says that being alone isn’t the same thing as being lonely, but sometimes it feels like they’re exactly the same thing.

My mermaid teapot is sitting on the shelf in front of me. I flick my finger against the purple ribbon dangling from its spout. When I made it in ceramics class two months ago, it looked vibrant and smooth. Now all I can think about is how the blue glaze looks more gray than cerulean, how the torso is so unrealistically long, and how bad of an idea it was to make a mermaid teapot at all.

It doesn’t matter that the ribbon says “Honorable Mention.” All I see is “Not good enough to get into Prism.” All Mom would see is “Not good enough.”

Maybe I should be happy she isn’t here.

I pull the ribbon from the spout and shove it into my bag, burying it beneath a graveyard of almost-used-up pencils, a sketchbook, and a pack of cinnamon chewing gum.

When I hear laughter, I look up to see Susan Chang—the only other half-Asian girl in our school—clutching a blue and gold ribbon like she’s afraid she might lose it. Her mother’s hand is wrapped around her shoulder, and her father is pointing at her acrylic painting—an image of a house on a lake, with several geese dipping their toes into the water. It’s a sensible piece. It has mass appeal.

Not like my stupid mermaid teapot.

If I could feel anything other than sorry for myself right now, I’d feel happy for her. I’ve always felt a weird connection to Susan, even though we aren’t friends and even though the only things we have in common are our part Asian-ness and a love of art. I guess I always thought we could be friends, if either of us had bothered to try.

It’s not that I’m desperate for friends or anything. I mean, I do have friends. I have Emery Webber, who rescued me from having to eat lunch by myself on the first day of freshman year. And there’s Gemma and Cassidy, who are technically Emery’s friends, but we all sit at the same lunch table so I think they count.

I had a best friend once too. The kind you see in movies or read about in books. We lived in a different world than everyone else—a world that always made sense, even when everything around us didn’t.

We were like two halves of a snowflake—we matched.

But he moved away, and I’ve been half of a snowflake ever since.

The truth is I’m not really good at talking to new people. I’m not really good at talking to people, period.

And anyway, it isn’t a friend that I need. Not right now, when I prefer painting to trying to fit in. I need a mom who doesn’t look at me like I’m a worn-out piece of furniture that doesn’t match the rest of her house. I need a fresh start. I need a real life.

I need Prism.

But a purple ribbon isn’t going to get me admission to Prism Art School in New York. And it’s certainly not going to make my mother proud.

My chest feels heavy, and I try to think of what I’m going to say to her when I get home.

•  •  •

Mom is sitting on the couch painting her nails bright red with a gossip magazine propped against her knees. She isn’t looking at me, and she definitely isn’t looking at the teapot in my hands.

“How was school?” Mom asks from a thousand miles away.

“Fine,” I say. I tighten my bag over my shoulder. Maybe she forgot about my art show, even if I did remind her this morning. And yesterday. And every day before that for three weeks. But maybe she was busy and it slipped her mind. Maybe something came up.

She brushes another layer of candy-apple red over her toenail.

I feel my stomach knot over and over and over again.

My older brother, Taro, steps into the kitchen. He’s wearing a gray and red shirt with a University of Nebraska logo printed on the front and oversized glasses, even though the lenses aren’t prescription. There’s half of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich wedged in his left hand.

“Mom, there’s nothing to eat in this house.” His voice is gruff because he doesn’t know any other way to speak.

Mom wipes a blond curl away with the back of her hand, her eyes narrowed with amusement. “There’s a grocery store around the corner. You know how to drive.”

Taro makes a noise like a disgruntled cow, and then he looks at me. “Where have you been?”

Mom turns away. I feel like it’s on purpose.

“My art show,” I say, loud enough for Mom to hear. I could lie. I could tell her I won first place—I could make my award sound a lot better than it is. Maybe she’d pay attention. Maybe she’d listen. “I won something.”

Taro looks at Mom, then at me, then back at Mom. He looks as awkward as I feel. “That’s cool,” he mumbles, chewing his sandwich and moving toward the refrigerator.

I think of my ribbon, buried at the bottom of my bag. She’d never see it. She’d never even ask to see it. Why not just tell her it’s blue and gold?

I sigh. I can’t lie to her, even if I desperately want her to care. It wouldn’t work anyway. Mom doesn’t look at me the way Susan Chang’s parents look at her—she looks at me like I don’t belong. Sometimes I wonder if it’s because I look nothing like her. I have dark hair and a wide jaw and stumpy legs; Mom has loose blond curls, a narrow chin, and legs like a supermodel. We’re just different, like we exist on different spectrums. If I lived on an iceberg, Mom would live inside a volcano. That kind of thing.

But most of the time she looks at me like she doesn’t want me to belong.

Maybe it’s because of what happened with Dad. I think I’ll always feel guilty about that part, even if Mom should’ve listened to me.

Why, after seventeen years, do I still crave her approval so much? I have no idea. It’s stupid, but I can’t help it. Whoever programmed my personality made me overly accommodating. Whoever programmed Mom made her—well, I haven’t figured that part out yet.

And then, because Taro can’t help himself, he says from over his shoulder, “Mom, did you see Kiko’s teapot?” Sometimes I don’t know if he thinks confrontation is hilarious, or if he thinks he’s helping in his own pushy way.

He’s not helping. Mom hates being called out.

She looks up and flashes her peroxide-infused teeth. “Well, what did you win?” She didn’t forget about my art show, but she’s also not going to acknowledge that she didn’t want to go. She’s going to pretend like it isn’t a big deal, even though to me it’s a huge deal.

Heat radiates across my face. “Just a ribbon,” I say.

A crack appears in her glass smile. “What, like a participation ribbon? You know that’s not a real award, right?” She doesn’t ask to see it; she laughs like it’s a harmless joke—like I’m supposed to be in on the joke. Except Mom doesn’t laugh like a normal person. She laughs like she’s secretly mocking the entire world. That’s her “tell.” It’s how I know she means everything she’s saying.

I tighten my mouth. Maybe I should’ve listened to Mr. Miller and entered one of my paintings in the art show. Maybe then I’d have won first place instead of Susan Chang.

I swallow the lump in my throat. I could never enter a painting into a school competition for everyone to see. They’re too precious to me. I consider them actual, physical pieces of my soul.

Taro closes the refrigerator door and groans. “Seriously, is anyone going to make anything for dinner? I’m starving.”

“You’re graduating from college next year; why don’t you cook a meal for a change?” she points out, twisting the cap back onto her bottle of nail polish. “It would be nice if someone would cook for me once in a while.”

WHAT I WANT TO SAY:

“I’ve literally been cooking dinner at least twice a week every week for the last year. How can that possibly go unnoticed?”

WHAT I ACTUALLY SAY:

“I just made spaghetti a few days ago.”

She laughs. “I hardly call boiling some noodles in a pot ‘cooking.’ ” She makes a face at Taro as if to ask if he agrees with her.

Uninterested in Mom, me, and the teapot he’s all but forgotten about, Taro stuffs the rest of his sandwich into his mouth, swallows the lump of bread, and says, “Forget it. I’m not hungry.”

“You guys are so lazy.” Mom rolls her eyes. Mine feel like someone has thrown salt in them.

It doesn’t matter that I’ve had straight A’s since the seventh grade, a nearly full-time job at the bookstore, or the fact that I’ve been actively building an art portfolio to help me get into Prism. I’m never doing enough to keep Mom happy. She never notices how hard I try, how much I care, or that maybe I just need to be noticed every now and then. And not just when it’s convenient for her.

“I’m going upstairs. I’ve got work in an hour.” I mutter the last part under my breath.

“Do you want a piece of cake before you go? I bought a pound cake from the grocery store. Isn’t that your favorite?” Mom’s voice drips with something sickly sweet.

I flinch, pausing before I reach the first step. Something tugs inside my chest, like there’s a hook pierced into my heart and Mom’s words are reeling me back to her. “I’m not hungry. But thanks.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll save a slice for you and you can have it when you get home.” She smiles so naturally, as if she’s like this all the time.

She’s not, but sometimes she makes it so hard to remember.

•  •  •

I paint a girl with white hair, blending into a forest of white trees, with stars exploding in the sky above them like shattering glass. If you don’t know where to look for her, you might not see her at all.
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CHAPTER TWO

The yearbook cover is half velvet and half textured. It feels soft and scratchy beneath my fingertips. The inside is filled with glossy pictures of after-school classes, smiling faces, and sports events. Pictures of all the people I’ve known since kindergarten, who look so obviously different from me that sometimes I feel like I’m a pencil in a box of crayons.

Because I’m the thing that doesn’t belong.

I find the only picture of me—my senior picture—and wish it weren’t there at all.

But even if I had the ability to erase it, I wouldn’t, because Mom would kill me. She loves school yearbooks in a way that I don’t understand. Her favorite thing to do when I bring them home is to look at every student in the entire school and decide who is the prettiest girl and the best-looking guy. Then she likes to look at who the school voted “Best-Looking” on the award pages and see if she’s right.

Sometimes it feels like she belongs in high school more than I do.

Mr. Miller lets our ceramics class pass around yearbooks to sign because it’s Friday and there’s only one more week until graduation. I feel too weird asking anyone to sign mine, so I flip through the pages by myself and play my mother’s game. Not because I enjoy it, but because if I can imagine who she will pick, I can stop imagining that she’ll ever think to pick me.

But I don’t need to play the game, really. I already know Lauren Finch and Henry Hawkins are the best-looking people in our class. I don’t think anybody in the entire school would disagree.

In the fifth grade I thought I was in love with Henry. Later I realized I was just emotionally rebounding because Jamie Merrick had moved to California. Jamie and I were best friends, and although we never even held hands, I think we had a mutual unspoken agreement that one day we’d get married.

Except long-distance relationships are doomed to fail, especially when you’re in elementary school.

Beyond being occasionally paired up for class projects, Henry and I had very little interaction. But I liked him anyway because he was cute and because I missed Jamie.

On Valentine’s Day in elementary school, everyone was supposed to pass out cards to every other student in their class, to make sure nobody was left out. I gave Henry Hawkins a different card than I gave all the other kids—it was bigger than the others, and it had a drawing of a character from his favorite cartoon. Inside it I wrote, To Henry Hawkins, From Kiko Himura.

By the end of the day, everyone was talking about my stupid drawing and how Henry was going to have to get a restraining order before I started showing up outside his window in the middle of the night.

It was embarrassing. I wanted to melt into the floor just to stop people from looking at me.

I guess Henry was embarrassed too, because he made his friend Anthony pull me aside to tell me that Henry wasn’t into girls who looked like me.

I remember not understanding it. Girls who looked like me. Did he mean girls with dark hair? Girls who wore jeans instead of skirts? Girls who didn’t have their ears pierced? Or did he mean something else?

For years I watched him hold hands with girls who didn’t look anything like me. And some of them had dark hair. Some of them wore jeans. Plenty of them didn’t have their ears pierced.

But they all had one thing in common: None of them were Asian.

Now when I have a crush on someone, I don’t wonder if they like the same music as me, or if they watch the same kind of movies, or if we’ll get along the way Jamie and I did. I wonder if they like Asian girls.

I stare at Henry’s and Lauren’s pictures. They’re both posing like they’re on a modeling reality TV show, and above their heads is the caption: BEST-LOOKING.

Lauren Finch is pretty. Not just because she has good skin and the right clothes. She has the right everything. She’s universally appealing. Her nose is tiny, her eyebrows are close to her eyes, and everything about her is bright and brilliant, like someone turned up the highlights on her real-life filter.

She doesn’t have to wonder if guys will like her because of her race. Nobody will tell her she’s “pretty, for a white girl.” She’s just pretty, period.

I don’t stand a chance.

Because I will never be bright and brilliant like Lauren. I have pale skin and dark hair, and my eyes are too small. She’s colors and candy; I’m pencils and smudges.

I close the yearbook, tired of wishing I were someone else and tired of feeling like everyone expects me to be someone else.

“I know you aren’t putting that away without asking me to sign it.” Emery plops onto the metal stool next to me. Her shoulder bag drops to the floor like it weighs fifty pounds.

“I thought you’d ditched class after lunch or something,” I say with a grin.

“And ruin four years of perfect attendance? Never.” Emery scrunches her nose and pats the table. “Come on, hand it over.”

I slide the yearbook toward her and laugh. “You might struggle to find any free space.”

Emery tucks a curl of auburn hair behind her ear. “Kiko.” She frowns. “You haven’t asked anyone else to sign this?”

I roll my eyes like it’s only a stupid yearbook and why would I care?

It doesn’t fool Emery, who sighs like I’m a little puppy who just won’t learn. “You can act like you don’t care now, but in ten years, when you look back through this, you’re going to wish you had made more of an effort.”

Sometimes I can’t tell whether Emery knows she’s the only person I talk to, or if she just talks to so many people that she never really notices. “Okay.” I shrug dismissively. “I’ll ask Mr. Miller to sign it after you.”

Emery snorts and scratches her pen hurriedly against the inside cover. A small tattoo of an arrow sits below her wrist. When she’s finished, she slides the yearbook back toward me.

“Thanks,” I say.

She taps her taxicab-yellow fingernails against the wooden table. “Are you going to Lauren’s party tonight?”

My body freezes. “Lauren Finch?”

“Yeah, here,” Emery says, pulling out an orange card from her bag and placing it on top of my yearbook. “They’ve been passing them around to the seniors on the down-low.”

I look back down, reading the rest of the text.

Pre-Graduation Party at Lauren Finch’s House

TONIGHT at 7pm

362 Arlington Road

I’ve never been invited to a party before. Not one without chaperones and sleeping bags, anyway. I don’t know why, but it feels intimidating.

“I know what you’re thinking.” Emery interrupts my thoughts. “You hate parties and people and loud music. But literally everyone is going. You can’t honestly miss the last real high school party of our lives.”

“I don’t hate those things,” I correct. I mean, I don’t think I do. I’ve never had the opportunity to find out.

And then I think of Mom. I think of her going through my yearbook, inadvertently reminding me how I’ll never be as pretty as the other girls at school, how pretty she was when she was my age, how I’ll never be as pretty as her, and I suddenly want to be anywhere other than my own house.

I read the card again. It’s tonight. I don’t have to work.

I shake my head, deflated. “I can’t. My mom doesn’t even let me wear makeup—in what alternate universe would she ever be okay with me going to a party?”

“Stop letting your mom control your entire life,” Emery says in her pretend-robot voice, which always makes me laugh.

“You might be brave enough for parties and tattoos and doing whatever you want, but I’m not,” I point out.

Emery lights up and claps her hands together. “That reminds me, I’m getting a new one done next weekend. Do you want to come with me? You can meet Francis. She’s amazing. Honestly, if I didn’t already have this set plan for medical school, I would totally be a tattoo artist. Her shop is incredible.”

She lifts her bag up, sticking out her tongue like it really does weigh fifty pounds, and rummages inside for her sketchbook. Unlike mine, which is completely black on the outside, Emery’s is covered in stickers, concert tickets, and tape. When she splits the book open, I watch her flip through sketches of cartoonish women, all dressed like futuristic gangsters and armed with some kind of weapon or another. She stops at a black-and-white image of a girl with pigtails and a giant bubble between her lips. She’s holding two pistols—one has LOVE written on the barrel, and the other reads HATE.

“That’s amazing,” I say, a little breathless. Emery’s love of art is probably the reason we’ve managed to stay friends for the last four years. That and our shared experience of having parents who don’t let us invite friends over. “Where are you getting it?”

“On my side. I think it’s going to be really painful. Will you be my emotional support?” She pushes out her bottom lip.

“Yeah, I’ll go with you.”

Her voice goes up an octave. “You could get one too, you know.”

“You want to see my mother actually murder me, don’t you?”

Emery laughs. “Okay, but at least come to the party tonight?”

And because I feel like saying no will ruin her good mood, I say, “I’ll think about it.”

Tracing my finger against the edge of the orange card, I tighten my mouth. I don’t have it in me to be rebellious. I should—in the course material for Overbearing Mothers 101, I’m probably the perfect example of a person most likely to rebel. But I hate confrontation. And disappointing people. And drawing attention to myself.

Besides, what would I do at a party?

People terrify me. I’d probably spend the whole night wishing I had the superpower to make myself invisible. I don’t know how to be any other way. Having fun with lots of other people isn’t an easy thing for me to do, especially when it’s with people I don’t feel comfortable around.

That’s why I need Prism.

I want to get away. I want to start over, so I can figure out who I really am and where I fit into the world.

Someday I’d like to feel comfortable enough around people to actually say the things I want to say. I’d like to look around and not feel like I’m the outsider. I’d like a life that just feels calm.

And I need to get away, so I can stop feeling guilty about what happened between my parents. So I don’t have to feel like the dark smudge in somebody else’s life.

I stuff the card between the pages of my yearbook and replace it with my sketchbook.

•  •  •

I draw a girl with arms that reach up to the clouds, but all the clouds avoid her because she’s made of night and not day.
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CHAPTER THREE

Shoji is sitting on the edge of a low wall when I pick him up from tae kwon do. He’s still wearing all his gear, but he has a thin book in his hands. I have to honk to get his attention, even though I’m only a few yards away from him.

He perks his head up and pushes his black hair from his eyes. Unlike Taro’s almost-military cut, Shoji keeps his hair long and straight, like he belongs in an Asian boy band.

When we were kids, we would fight about who looked the most Asian. We weren’t fitting in at school because we were consistently one of the token minority kids. It was something the teachers seemed to appreciate when casting pilgrims and Native Americans in the school Thanksgiving plays, but it came in a lot less handy when we were trying to make friends. We thought we were just like all the other white kids, but how a person feels on the inside apparently has nothing to do with how they look on the outside.

And I guess if we couldn’t feel white in school, we wanted to at home. So the three of us fought for the title of “Most Caucasian-looking of the Himura Children.”

Mom always found our game amusing. Sometimes she’d even play along and point out which of our features looked more Asian and which were—as she’d often call it—more “normal-looking.”

Dad didn’t want to play. I think our contests hurt him more than he ever wanted to admit, but Dad doesn’t complain. He’s a peacekeeper—he endures. Maybe that’s part of the reason I have such a hard time speaking up. I feel like I’m not supposed to.

Shoji always had the blackest hair, the smallest eyes, and the roundest nose. He hated it when he was little.

But something changed since then. Now he embraces it.

Even if I asked him, I don’t think he’d ever explain why. We aren’t like other siblings—we’re strangers living under the same roof. And talking about anything too personal feels like we’re opening doors we shouldn’t.

But sometimes—when the angle is right and Shoji doesn’t notice I’m looking at him—I can see our dad and none of our mom at all.

And maybe that’s all the explanation I’ll ever need.

“Hey,” I say when he climbs into the car.

He pulls the door shut and splits his book open with his thumb. “Hey.”

It’s quiet, but it’s always quiet with Shoji. Or maybe it’s me—I can never tell. Neither of us are good conversationalists. Sometimes I worry when we grow up we’ll never talk to each other again, and it will be because we didn’t practice enough as kids.

Some people don’t have to practice at speaking—it just comes naturally to them. My brothers and I aren’t like that. For us, speaking is hard.

I look down at his book. It’s a manga.

When we were little, Dad bought us some Japanese anime DVDs for Christmas. I loved them because they were like moving artwork—Taro and Shoji just liked them because they were cool.

But Mom hated them. She said all the voices gave her a headache. Dad never bought any more of them after that.

After a while, Taro and I found other things to be interested in, but Shoji missed the stories. He said he could see himself in Japanese cartoons in a way he couldn’t with American ones, so he started collecting Japanese comics.

Manga doesn’t give Mom a headache. At least not one she could admit to.

I glance down at the open page. The writing is all in Japanese.

“Can you read that?” I ask him.

Shoji doesn’t move. “Most of it. I’m still practicing.”

I’m not embarrassed to admit I think Shoji is a lot cooler than I am, even if he is younger than me. He’s always so calm—bordering on mysterious, even. He doesn’t wear his heart on his sleeve; he keeps it in a locked box with all of his dreams and expressions because he doesn’t want to share them with the rest of the world.

I don’t have that kind of control. My feelings tend to burst out of me like I’m a water balloon. Mom always says it’s because I’m overly sensitive, but I can’t help it. I don’t have a box to hide my emotions the way Shoji does.

And besides, everything breaks eventually if it’s put under enough strain. Even titanium. That’s not sensitivity—that’s science.

“Is that the one about demons?” I try again.

“Yeah.” He turns the page from left to right.

We don’t talk again until I pull into the driveway of our house.

Shoji wedges his index finger against the pages like a bookmark and presses the book against his chest. He grabs the handle of the car with his free hand just as I turn off the engine.

“Uncle Max is coming over tonight.”

The first thing I think of is my stuffed rabbit. The second is the feeling that something heavy and painful in the pit of my stomach is making me want to vomit.

“Oh.” My hands fall into my lap. “What time?”

Shoji shrugs. I’m not sure if he knows why I don’t like being around Uncle Max, but he’s not stupid. Neither is Taro, even though he acts like it sometimes. When Uncle Max and I are in the same room together, the tension is suffocating.

Mom says it’s all in my head, but I don’t think so. He wouldn’t have moved out in the first place if things hadn’t gotten so weird. My parents might even still be together.

Their divorce is my fault, after all.

Shoji gets out of the car, but I don’t follow him right away. I pull the key out of the ignition and squeeze the Batman key ring into my palm. I don’t even like Batman, but Jamie Merrick gave it to me when I was six years old, and sometimes holding it makes me feel safe.

Except it’s not working today.

My heart starts to race. My head throbs. I feel like I can’t breathe.

If Shoji knew Uncle Max was coming over, it means Mom did too. Why wouldn’t she tell me herself?

I get out of the car because I feel like it’s eighty thousand degrees and I need the fresh air to stop my head from spinning.

When I walk inside the house, I can hear Mom trying to get Shoji to talk to her. She has even less luck than I do, and as soon as I step into the living room, Shoji turns for the stairs with his book still in his hand.

“Mom?” I start. I try to calm my voice. Maybe she’ll be reasonable if I stay calm.

She looks at me with the kind of excitement a child has on their birthday. “Did you get your yearbook?”

“Yeah, I did. But—”

“—I want to see it!” she says with huge, round eyes.

I pull my yearbook out of my bag and hand it to her. She makes a noise like someone seeing a magic trick for the first time. There’s so much awe and innocence and joy—over a yearbook. I wish just once she had that kind of reaction over my art. No wonder we have a hard time understanding each other.

“Mom,” I start again. “Is Uncle Max coming over tonight?”

“Let’s try to be positive today, okay?” Mom says, her eyes pinned to the pages of winter formal. “What a gorgeous yearbook. Beautiful.”

I don’t know what positivity has to do with Uncle Max, or what a beautiful yearbook has to do with anything. Staying calm is becoming less and less of a possibility.

I try again. “I’m not comfortable—”

“What is this?” Mom interrupts. She pulls out something from the yearbook and holds it up. It’s the orange invitation to Lauren Finch’s party.

“It’s just a graduation thing. I already know I can’t go,” I say dismissively. I want to talk about Uncle Max—why won’t she let me?

Mom looks over the card. She takes her time, mulling it over like she’s considering something important. “Why can’t you go?” Her voice sounds distant. Timid even.

My face scrunches. “It’s a party,” I say, like this should answer everything. Mom has always been strict about letting any of us go anywhere. It took more than a year before she’d let me go to the movies with Emery. She never has a good reason—I think she just likes to be in control.

Mom shrugs. “A party could be fun. You are about to graduate. It might be a good opportunity to say good-bye to all your friends.”

I press my lips together. Mom clearly doesn’t know me very well.

But she is giving me permission to go to a party—maybe I don’t know her very well either.

And then something clicks together. I raise my eyebrows. “Are you doing this because you don’t want to talk about Uncle Max?”

Mom laughs and turns another page of the yearbook. “You think there’s an ulterior motive for everything nice I do.”

That’s because there is, I want to say. But I don’t, because I’m not an idiot. I’m about to get out of having to face Uncle Max tonight. I would literally spend the entire weekend with a house full of strangers if it meant not having to see him again.

“Okay. Well, thanks,” I say.

Mom looks back at the colorful pages in her lap. “Just gorgeous.”

I leave her alone on the couch.

•  •  •

When I’m upstairs getting ready for a party I never in a million years thought I’d be going to, I hear someone knock at the bathroom door. It’s Mom.

“Do you need help with your hair?” she asks.

I scrunch my face. “Mom, you haven’t touched my hair since, like, the third grade.”

She shrugs. “Can’t I help now? I’m good at hair.”

I let her in because I’m starved of motherly interest, and it feels nice that she wants to help.

She pulls and brushes and tugs at my hair, and when she’s finished, it’s pulled back in a bun so tightly my eyes look even smaller and I can barely see any hair at all.

“I look bald,” I say blankly.

Mom clicks her tongue disapprovingly. “It looks good. It shows off your face.”

“That’s the problem,” I reply under my breath.

“This is how the celebrities wear their hair on the red carpet,” she adds.

“They wouldn’t wear their hair like this if they weren’t wearing any makeup. Can I at least borrow some mascara or something?”

“Absolutely not.” Mom sniffs. “It’s way more impressive to be beautiful without makeup.”

I stiffen. She’s never called me beautiful before. Ever. I wonder when she—

“Girls were always jealous of me when I was in high school because I never wore makeup and I was the prettiest girl in the school.”

I sigh. She’s not talking about me—she’s talking about herself. Of course she is.

“I don’t look like you, Mom. This hairdo doesn’t look good on me. It makes my face look too round.”

I don’t know how Mom doesn’t see it, especially since she’s been talking about my big round circle face for as long as I can remember. The round face I got from Dad and not her. The face she’s constantly reminding me doesn’t look anything like hers.

Hair like this might be flattering on celebrities and Mom, but not on me.

“I’ll get some hair spray—don’t touch it.” She swats my hand away.

I start to tell her people stopped using this much hair spray in the nineties, but she doesn’t listen. She smothers me in a cloud of chemicals that makes me cough, and the next time I touch my hair it’s so stiff it feels like plastic.

•  •  •

I draw a girl without a face, drawing somebody else’s face onto her own reflection.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Lauren’s house is beautiful. It’s three stories and made up of perfect red brick, and it’s surrounded by grass and hedges. A constant regurgitation of the top-twenty pop songs bursts from the open door, and a giant, inflatable unicorn is resting its plastic horn against the living room window.

Three girls about my age spill out of the front door, bright red cups in hand. A husky guy wearing a maroon college sweatshirt follows after them and tries to persuade them back inside. The girls giggle dizzily. I’m pretty sure they’ll go with him—I’ve been watching them do this weird dance of should-I-stay-or-shouldn’t-I for the past hour.

Because I am still in my car.

I’m creepily parked across the street behind a shiny white pickup truck, staring at Lauren’s house like I’m about to walk into a job interview.

Emery keeps texting to ask if I’m here yet, which is making me feel even more paranoid. I feel like someone is depending on me. It’s so much pressure.

My heart thuds. When I swallow, I feel my throat close up. I’m so jittery and squeamish and cold that I feel like I’m going to die. Literally, the best thing that could happen right now is that my body could just evaporate into the air and I would never have to face so many people.

I’m worried people are going to stare at me and I won’t know what to do or say.

The three girls disappear back into the house, and they are replaced by Adam Walker, a tall blond with questionable balance. I recognize him because he’s on the lacrosse team and looks like he stepped out of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog. And also because we’ve averaged about two classes together every year since the sixth grade.

He stumbles across the driveway with a goofy half smirk frozen onto his face, and before long he’s joined by more people. Eddie Greene, Caitlyn Barrow, and Marc Sherwood, to be exact. They aren’t on the lacrosse team—they’re just popular.

They all laugh and nudge each other. They’re so comfortable in these situations. Not like me.

My phone rings. It’s Emery.

“Hey,” I say meekly.

“Why are you still in your car?”

“There’s a lot of people, and—”

“—I’m coming to get you.” She hangs up.

I sink into the driver’s seat and tell myself this is a good thing. Being around Emery will make all of this so much easier. I can fake being normal, as long as Emery doesn’t leave me alone.

She taps her fingers on the window and pulls the door open. She doesn’t hide her confusion when she sees my hair.

“My mom did it,” I say lamely.

She gives an abrupt laugh. “Oh my God. Do you think she genuinely thought she was being helpful, or do you think she’s afraid if you look nice, people will think you’re prettier than her?” I don’t say anything because I honestly don’t know the answer. She shakes her head and motions me closer to her.

Without waiting for permission, Emery pulls the band out of my hair and scratches her fingers through all the hair spray, shaking my hair like she’s trying to bring it back to life. Eventually she knots it back up, looser this time, so that the bun sits on top of my head instead of somewhere near my neck.

“Fixed,” she says, giving me an encouraging smile.

Emery leads me across the street. I try to remind myself it’s okay. This is what people my age do—going to parties is completely normal.

Adam seems to be walking closer to us as we near the door, his eyes falling on me curiously. “Hey, don’t I know you?”

I feel myself flinch, and I inhale his cologne. It smells like spice and pepper.

“Government, right?” Marc says, pointing a finger at me.

Caitlyn shoves him with a hand decorated with too many bracelets. “Like you’ve ever actually managed to show up to government.”

Adam snaps his fingers. “Ah, I remember you now. Kelly! You used to let me copy your math homework on the bus.” He reaches for me like he’s trying to give me a hug.

“That’s not her name,” Emery growls, tugging at my arm like she’s helping me escape. She leans in to my ear. “He is literally always the drunkest person at every party. Just ignore him.”

Before I know it, we’re walking into Lauren’s house, and a mash-up of different sounds floods my ears. A girl wearing a fedora hat is singing “Skinny Love” and strumming her guitar in the dining room. Next to her is an intense game of beer pong. And to the right of them is a group of people playing a video game in the living room.

Cassidy and Gemma spot us right away.

“You made it!” Cassidy exclaims, brushing a strand of hair from her shiny forehead. She’s swaying a little, and I don’t think it’s because of the music.

I can feel Gemma staring at my Spider-Man shirt like she’s trying to understand why I’m wearing it. Eventually her eyes find mine. “I like your hair today,” she says.

I laugh and glance at Emery, but Gemma’s attention has already moved on to someone else. Pretty soon she and Cassidy are talking rapidly to some other girls about people I don’t know.

Someone must have lost the Xbox gunfight because there’s a series of angry groans near the television. The girl with the guitar starts singing another song. I feel painfully out of place.

Emery says something next to me, but I can’t hear it over all the noise.

“Do you want a drink?” she repeats, louder this time.

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

“I’ll be right back,” she says, and as soon as she disappears into the next room, I feel like someone has yanked my social crutch out from under my arm. I’m floundering. All I can think about is Emery coming back so I can have someone to hide behind.

I look back at Cassidy and Gemma, but they’re still deep in conversation. I feel weird just standing there listening. Do other people do that? Move from circle to circle, socializing with everyone like they all know each other? It seems invasive. I don’t know the rules.

I want to leave. I don’t belong here. But I can’t go home—Uncle Max is probably still there, eating dinner at our family table, talking to everyone like he’s the favorite relative they’ve all been missing. It’s making me feel so distracted. Thinking of him being so close to my family makes me feel like he’s too close to me.

I wish Mom would make him stay away for good.

I feel myself still looking around anxiously for Emery. I need my friend right now.

I realize it’s probably been only a matter of seconds since she left, but it honestly feels like hours. I don’t think I can stay here all night. Not with everything closing in on me because there are literally people everywhere who I don’t know and they are having such a good time and, oh my God, what am I doing here?

I spin around toward the door, but before I reach the handle, a voice stops me.

“Kiko?”

It’s a smooth voice. A sweet voice. Like a glass bell or melted caramel. And it knows my name.

My stomach feels light and foreign. I know this voice. I know bells and caramel. I remember the way he says my name.

I’ve never forgotten.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Iturn around. Even though he’s shot up by at least a foot and his skin looks baked by the sun, I know it’s Jamie Merrick. With scruffy dark hair that hangs above two aquamarine eyes, a sturdy runner’s build, and a partially unbuttoned shirt that’s drawing attention to the area between his neck and chest, he’s completely different from the way I remember him and exactly the same all at once.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hi,” he says.

It feels like two comets have just collided headfirst into each other, and the aftershock of two hundred earthquakes rolls through my chest.

I’m not listening to the guitar cover songs or the video game explosions or the plastic bounce of Ping-Pong balls leaping from the table. I’m staring up at him like I haven’t seen him in years.

Actually, I haven’t seen him in years. Just in my daydreams, and in the handful of blurry photographs from Taro’s eleventh birthday party. I stole all the ones of Jamie from a box in Mom’s closet because I didn’t think she’d miss them, and also because I’m the one who was always in love with Jamie. I deserved them.

“You got taller,” he says with a harmless smile.

“You too,” I reply, but it comes out in more of a harsh whisper.

Jamie looks at his drink. After a pause, he asks, “How’s Taro? Is he here with you?”

My heart plummets. Of course he would ask about my brother. I’ve never been just Kiko—I’m Taro’s sister, or Emery’s friend, or Angelina’s daughter, or the weird girl from government class.

“He’s not here,” I say. “But he’s fine.” At least I think he is. Taro and I don’t usually talk unless we’re arguing about something, but I don’t tell Jamie that. If he remembers me at all, he’d remember my relationship with my brothers.

Jamie raises his brow. “I hope he’s being nicer to you these days. I still remember that time you punched him right in the face. Over a song, wasn’t it?”

I feel my face flush with an overwhelming amount of heat. He remembers. “I punched him because he wouldn’t stop turning off my stereo,” I correct nervously.

“You broke his glasses.”

“Yeah. I did.”

We both laugh at the same time. His laugh is soft and gentle, while mine is awkward and loud.

I quickly clear my throat, and my cheeks darken.

“I thought you moved to California,” I say. “I mean, I know you did. But I didn’t know you were back in town. I mean, obviously, because we haven’t talked in years.” God, Kiko, stop talking.

He shifts his feet and taps his finger against his cup. “I’m back visiting family. My semester ended last week, so I’m already on my summer vacation.”

“Oh, right. That’s cool.”

It goes quiet.

I have a million questions in my head I want to ask him. What have you been doing for the last eight years? What are you majoring in at college? What’s California like? Have you thought about me at all? But I don’t ask any of them. I just stare up at him like I wish he would do all the talking.

But he doesn’t seem interested—he seems like he’s in a hurry.

He holds up his cup. “I’m going to get something to drink. Do you want anything?”

I stare at the shiny red plastic. “No thanks. I don’t drink alcohol.”

There’s a glimmer in his eyes, and when he leans closer to me I can smell his aftershave. He smells like ocean and sandalwood, even though we’re miles away from any coastline. It makes my limbs feel like licorice. “I don’t either. I’m on Sprite, but don’t tell anyone. Otherwise they’ll spend the rest of the night trying to get me to do shots.” His laugh is deep and has sort of a hiccup at the end, but in the cutest way imaginable. I bet even guys secretly find him charming. He’s like Captain America and Batman had a baby—he’s polite, and cool, and mysterious all at once.

He holds up his cup again like he’s giving me one last chance to make any requests. I shake my head, but as soon as he turns for the kitchen I realize now he doesn’t have a reason to come back.

You should have taken a stupid drink, Kiko. God.

Jamie doesn’t come back.

But Emery does, and she’s holding two red plastic cups. She forces one into my hand. “It’s soda. Even if you don’t drink it, it’ll make you feel more comfortable holding it. Trust me.”

Strangely enough, it doesn’t take me long to realize she’s right. The red cup is like magic—I feel like I blend in more. I feel like I look like everyone else. I feel normal.

But then I see Jamie again. He’s in the dining room, walking toward the sliding glass doors, with two girls in ankle boots and cutoff shorts. He looks right at me, maybe because he wasn’t expecting me to be looking back, and as soon as our eyes click together, he hesitates. He looks at me with something I don’t understand—something that makes me feel small.

When he disappears into the backyard with the two girls, it occurs to me his priorities at a house party might not revolve around reconnecting with his strange childhood friend.

And just like that, I feel out of place all over again.

I don’t tell Emery about Jamie. I was going to, when less people were around. But the way he looked at me makes me want to keep it a secret. He looked at me like I shouldn’t be here, and now I feel like he’s right.

Emery tries to help, bringing me into random conversations now and then, but she mostly lets me blend in beside her as best as I can.

I don’t know how to act at a party, or where I’m supposed to plant myself to stay out of the way of constant traffic. When Emery says she has to go to the bathroom, I find a space in the living room, pretend to melt into the wall, and wish I had the legs and self-esteem to pull off ankle boots and cutoff shorts.

“Kelly!” Adam Walker’s hands are spread wide like he’s about to give me a bear hug. He doesn’t follow through with it, maybe because I glue myself to the wall, or maybe because he’s really drunk and forgot what he was doing.
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