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PRAISE FOR

THE CHAOS OF STANDING STILL

* “Absorbing from first page to last, Brody’s novel gradually unveils Ryn’s complicated history and celebrates her most profound moments of truth.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

“Jessica Brody has made me believe that getting stuck in an airport overnight would be the most fantastic thing in the world. I fell hard for this story of love, loss, friendship, and bad airport food.”

—MORGAN MATSON, New York Times bestselling author of The Unexpected Everything

“A beautiful and deftly told story of letting go and starting over. The Chaos of Standing Still is laugh-out-loud funny, deeply stirring, and of course wonderfully swoony. You’ll love it.”

—JULIE BUXBAUM, New York Times bestselling author of Tell Me Three Things

“Even those who haven’t experienced a devastating loss like Ryn’s will relate to her struggle: feeling stuck between moving on and holding on. Ryn’s one-year/one-night journey to find her new normal is funny, insightful, empowering, and filled with heart.”

—TAMARA IRELAND STONE, New York Times bestselling author of Every Last Word
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FOR MY DAD


A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.

—Jean de La Fontaine

Salvage (verb): to save something valuable from damage, destruction, or loss.

—Cambridge Dictionary



THE ENVELOPE

By the time the messenger arrived at our front door, Jackson had already been dead two weeks. I stared at the large yellow envelope in the man’s hand, completely blank apart from my name, scrawled crookedly across the center. I recognized the familiar careless handwriting from years of sporadic birthday cards and notes scribbled on Post-its.

I’m sorry. I have to do this.

I almost closed the door in the messenger’s face. I almost told him to go back to wherever he had come from. He was running a fool’s errand.

Because I was so convinced there was nothing Jackson could have left me that would ever matter. That would ever erase what he did to me and my mom. Nothing that could possibly change my life. For better or for worse.

As it turned out, I was wrong.



THURSDAY

’Cause in this place,

this holy space,

solace waits

and love negotiates

—“Sleep,” from the album

Anarchy in a Cup by Fear Epidemic

Written by Nolan Cook, Slate Miller,

Chris McCaden, and Adam French

Released April 17, 1998



4:05 P.M.

RUSSELLVILLE, CA

INVENTORY: (0)

I stand on the front porch, watching Mom shove her overnight bag into the cluttered back seat of Rosie’s sedan. I suppose I could blame Rosie for getting Mom the job in the first place, but that would be petty and childish. We need the money. I know that. Mom knows that. Even Rosie knows that.

It’s why Mom is disappearing to Sacramento for a week to serve fancy appetizers to even fancier people, leaving me to finish packing up the house by myself.


Graduation is coming up! How will you be spending Senior Week?

A Hitting up every party in town.

B On a beach in Mexico.

C Trying to fit your entire life into a box.



Not that I really have anything better to do.

Sure, there’ll be parties. My best friend, June, already told me she was having one tomorrow night. But it’s definitely not what I had planned for the week between the last day of high school and graduation. Although, to be honest, I’m not sure what I had planned.

I just didn’t expect this.

I didn’t expect Mom to give up so easily.

I didn’t expect to be the one still fighting.

Mom comes back to the porch to hug me good-bye. She takes in my crossed arms and the permanent scowl that hasn’t left my face since she came home last week with what she called “the keys to our new life.”

She really should have worked in advertising instead of food service.

“Don’t worry,” Mom says. “I’ll be back in time for the moving truck.”

“I could ask Pam for an advance on my paycheck,” I tell her.

Still fighting.

Mom sighs. “We’ve been through this. You know it’s not enough.”

“Maybe if we sell the car—”

“Ali, give it up. It’s over.”

“But—” I try to argue.

“But we’ve been through all the buts. A thousand times. There are no more buts left.”

“There has to be.”

Mom brushes a strand of curly brown hair from my face. She’s already getting blurry through the tears that are forming in my eyes. I hastily gather up my unruly hair and secure it with the rubber band I always keep around my wrist.

“I think you’ll like living in Harvest Grove,” Mom says. “They have a pool. And a gym. All the apartments come with new carpeting. No more of that ugly brown shag.”

“I like the ugly brown shag.”

Mom chuckles. “That’s just because you’ve never seen nice carpet before. Plus, you’ll have a great place to come home to when you visit me from UC Davis next year.”

I swallow down the giant lump that has just formed in my throat.


You got a full scholarship to the college of your dreams! What do you do?

A Start shopping for dorm room furniture.

B Spend the entire summer obsessing over the course catalog.

C Hide the letter in your backpack and “accidentally” forget to tell your mother you never accepted the offer.



“Mom,” I say, my voice cracking. “Don’t do this. Don’t let them take it. We have to fight.”

“We’ve been fighting!” Mom’s voice rises and then immediately falls again. “Ali. I’m done. Done fighting. Done trying to get out from under his mistakes. This gives us a fresh start. Please try to understand that I need one.”

My gaze falls to the ground. Because I can’t look at her when she says stuff like that. Because how do you argue with that? Because she’s right.

I know she’s right.

And yet, everything about this feels wrong.

“I’ll see you in a week.” Mom kisses me on the forehead before I can come up with any more useless protests. And then, she’s gone. By the time I look up again, Rosie’s car is already halfway down the driveway.

I turn and head into the house, navigating through the maze of cardboard boxes. I’m surprised there are so many. I didn’t think we had that much stuff. Mom and I share a love of decluttering. We’re always finding excuses to throw things away, or donate them to Goodwill.

But I guess everyone accumulates things. Even us.

I walk into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. As it brews, I head to the desk in the living room where Mom keeps all the paperwork for the house. Bills, bank statements, legal documents. All meticulously organized in hanging file folders in a drawer. I find the folder I’m looking for and flip it open to the first document inside. I skim over all the fake niceties. The “Dear Ms. Collins, we regret to inform you . . .” Like they’re simply writing to tell us that the pillow shams we ordered are out of stock.

I scroll down to the bottom. To the giant black box surrounding the words TOTAL AMOUNT OVERDUE and the deadline FRIDAY, MAY 29.

A week from tomorrow.

I sigh and shut my eyes tight.

She’s right. It’s not enough. Even if we sold the car and the furniture and Pam was able to give me the biggest advance ever offered to an employee in the history of the pet boarding industry, it wouldn’t be enough.

I glance around the living room. At the walls that won’t be our walls. At the carpet that won’t be our carpet. At the boxes that will be emptied somewhere else. Stuff stuffed into new cabinets. New drawers.

No, not stuffed.

Never stuffed.

Neatly stored. Meticulously organized. Maybe even labeled.

I’m sure most people would look at this house and laugh at my desperation. I know it doesn’t look like much from the outside. Or the inside. The drywall has cracks in it. The paint is chipping. The bedrooms are tiny. The kitchen is tinier. The microwave hasn’t worked in more than two years. The shower stall in the one bathroom that Mom and I share leaks.

But it’s ours.

Mom’s and mine.

No matter what has happened to us in the past eighteen years—no matter how many times he’s let us down—this house has been there for us. A rock beneath the trembling ground. It’s been our safe haven—our eye of so many storms. Russellville may be saturated with painful memories, but this house is where all the good ones live. The sights and sounds and smells. Mom singing in the bathroom as she gets ready for work. Rain pooling at the base of the front porch, causing us to have to jump off the last step. Pumpkin bread baking in the oven. Not only in the fall, but year-round, because Mom and I both love pumpkin.

Where does all of that go?

How can the bank possibly repossess things like that? How can they just suck it all up into their vaults and lock it away forever?

The coffeepot beeps, interrupting my thoughts. I shut the folder, slip it into place, and close the drawer. I head back into the kitchen and pull one of the two coffee mugs down from the cabinet. We’ve never kept a lot of stuff in the house. Just the essentials. Two of everything. Two plates, two sets of silverware, two glasses, two coffee mugs. By the end of next week, it will all be in boxes too.

As I pour the coffee, watching the stream of dark brown liquid fill the mug, I think about holes.

Big, gaping holes cut into the ground.

Holes so deep, you can’t see the top once you’re inside. And the ground keeps sinking beneath your feet. Like quicksand. Pulling you farther and farther down, until your hope of ever climbing out is gone.

And then, of course, I think about Jackson.

Smiling his disarming smile.

Murmuring his empty reassurances.

Holding a shovel.

[image: images]

Neither of us were all that shocked when we learned that Jackson had died. Mom and I both knew it was coming eventually. Jackson’s lifestyle wasn’t exactly the kind you’d describe as “sustainable.” He had always lived by a code of impermanence. It’s why we never had a current address for him. Never knew where he was or when or if he would call. Never knew what kind of condition he would be in when he did.

Mom and I didn’t even know Jackson had been sick. Which, of course, was typical. He did everything without telling us or soliciting our opinion on the matter. Apparently, that also included dying.

For the next few hours, I blast the bubbliest music I can find on my phone, drink an obscene amount of coffee, and force myself to pack. I start with my bedroom, opening closet doors and dresser drawers and dumping as much as I can into trash bags. The fewer boxes we have to bring with us, the better.

It feels good to throw things away. Like I’m not only making room in the cabinets, but also making room in my head. Clearing space for better and brighter things. Pushing bad, stale memories out the door.

When the coffeepot is empty and the trash bags are full, I collapse onto the couch, take out my phone, and navigate to my favorite personality quiz website. I scroll through all of the new quizzes that have popped up since yesterday, quickly ruling out the ones for which I already know what result I’ll get.

Which Star Wars Episode Best Describes Your Last Relationship?

Episode II: Attack of the Clones.

How Stubborn Are You?

Very.

What Do Your Summer Plans Say About Your Life?

That I have no life.

Finally, I find one that looks interesting—Which Classic Novel Character Would You Most Likely Have as a BFF?—and start answering the questions.

I’ve pretty much taken every personality quiz under the sun. I can tell you who I am in relation to every single television show, movie, book, and one-hit-wonder song. I know what my favorite doughnut flavor says about me (simple and non-fussy); what my dream vacation is (Rome); what Disney villain best represents my dark side (Ursula from The Little Mermaid); and what my best quality is based on what pizza toppings I like (selfless).

Personality quizzes have always felt comforting to me. They sum people up, distill the complexities of human beings down to a few digestible sentences.

Just as the quiz spits out my result—Jane Eyre—an alarm goes off on my phone, reminding me that I’m due at Chateau Marmutt, the pet hotel where I work, for my overnight shift in thirty minutes. I basically get paid to sleep in a room surrounded by dogs. It’s not a bad gig.

I carry the full trash bags out to the bins at the end of the driveway and turn back to the house, bounding up the porch steps. But I freeze when I see the notice pinned to the door.

Another one?

How many of those things do they need to send us? We get it. You’re serious about it. This is not a joke.

The deadline is stamped onto the page like a searing, red-hot brand.

Friday, May 29.

Pay, or else.

Or else . . .

Somehow Mom has come to terms with the “or else.” She almost seems to have chosen it. But I just can’t bring myself to choose that.

I can’t bring myself to let them win. To let Jackson win. To let the world win.

June would say it’s because I’m too competitive. It’s the excuse she always gives when she’s losing at a board game, which she almost always does.

And maybe I am. Maybe I can’t admit defeat. But this feels like more than defeat. This isn’t Monopoly. We’re not just turning in all of our little green houses to the bank and forfeiting the game. This is real. A real house. A real family. Real memories steeped into the walls.


The bank is foreclosing on your house! How do you react?

A Keep packing. Can’t argue with the almighty bank.

B Steal all the toilets and fixtures. They can have the walls, but they can’t have the towel bars!

C Refuse to accept the inevitable.



I rip the notice from the door, crumple it up in my hands, and toss it onto the porch. I slam the front door closed behind me and stand with my back pressed against the wall, breathing hard. My eyes squeeze shut, so I don’t have to see the boxes. The furniture. The walls. My nine-year-old self standing by the window, her face glued to the glass, wondering when he was coming back.

Back then, it was always when. It was never if.

The if came later.

“Please,” I whisper to the quiet house, as though I’m trying to rally its support. As though I’m begging it to fight back too. Don’t let yourself be taken. Stand your ground. Lock your doors. Turn your floors into hot lava. Whatever it takes. Haven’t you loved us back? Haven’t we been just as much a part of you as you have been of us? Do you really want strangers living in your walls?

I don’t expect the house to respond. But somehow it does.

Because just then, there’s a knock on the door.
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Before Jackson died, unexpected knocks on the door usually meant one thing: he was back. The last time he came back, however, he didn’t even make it to the front door. Mom and I heard his car pulling into the driveway. We both recognized the familiar roar of that engine. It was my sixteenth birthday. We were doing the dishes after breakfast when the sound stopped us both short. We exchanged a knowing look. It was a look we reserved for moments like this. A silent vow. A reconfirming of the pact that bonded us.

Then, without a word, we both dried our hands and headed outside, intercepting him before he could even make it up to the front porch.

I saw the car first. Jackson’s blue 1968 Firebird convertible glinting in the morning sun. That car was one of the only things Jackson took seriously in life. Along with a popular late-nineties post-grunge band called Fear Epidemic. He’d bought the Firebird the day he graduated from high school, approximately eleven months before I was born. It was with him the day he died. I wasn’t.

I saw Jackson next. He was drunk—not a surprise—and he had a bleached-blond woman in a leather miniskirt hanging on his arm—also not a surprise. She appeared older than some of the others. More worn, like fruit that had been left in a dehydrator too long.

I remember exactly what the two of them looked like standing in our driveway. They looked like strangers. They looked like washed-out remnants from another time. Artifacts dug up from the dirt.

“Marylou,” Jackson slurred to the girl. “I’d like you to meet my daughter.”

The woman stared at him, as though this weren’t actually her name and she was trying to decide whether or not she cared. Apparently, she didn’t. She reached out a bejeweled hand to shake mine. “Hi. You must be the famous—”

“Ali,” I interrupted her before she had a chance to utter the name that I’d long since given up. That I could barely stand to hear spoken aloud anymore.

“Ali,” Jackson repeated with a twinkle in his eye. “That’s right. I forgot. She doesn’t like the name I picked out for her. She goes by Ali now.”

I fought the urge to remind him that I’d actually gone by Ali my whole life. Everyone I knew called me Ali. He was the only one who’d ever called me by that other name.

I’m still not sure why my mom ever agreed to Jackson’s ridiculous name choice to begin with. She was probably too hopped-up on labor drugs at the time to disagree. Or maybe she was just too hopped-up on the charm of Jackson. They seemed to have similar effects on a person. They both numbed you until you couldn’t feel a thing. Until you believed that you lived in a world where pain was impossible.

“I’m up in Fort Bragg now,” Jackson said, even though no one had asked. “Less than an hour up the California coast. Would be nice if you came to visit sometime.”

“What are you doing here?” Mom asked, stepping up to stand beside me, creating our usual unified front. Her voice was calm, reasonable. A result of years of practice. You didn’t raise your voice at Jackson. Or get too worked up. Because he had this mysterious talent for always making you feel like you were the unreasonable one. Like life was one big joke and you just lacked the sense of humor to get it.

“Just thought I’d come see my daughter on her birthday,” Jackson responded, winking at me. “It’s not every day a girl turns sixteen.”

Mom stiffened beside me. I knew why. She was surprised. Surprised that he had not only remembered the date but had also gotten the age right. It was little things like that that poked holes in your anger. That made you second-guess—for even a split second—your silent promises to never let him back in.

Something jangled in Jackson’s hand, pulling my gaze downward. It was his key ring with the single silver key dangling off of it. The same nondescript key ring he’d had for as long as I could remember. The same jangling sound that populated my sporadic childhood memories.

He nodded to the Firebird idling behind him in the driveway. The very vehicle that had taken him away seven years ago ironically kept bringing him back. Never on a consistent basis. Never with any warning or phone calls or texts. Always just showing up, the roaring engine audible from the top of the driveway, the polished chrome wheels blinding all passing traffic.

The top of the car was down, and the white leather appeared freshly conditioned. Jackson looked like he hadn’t bathed in days, but the car, per usual, was immaculate.

“Want to take her for a spin?” Jackson asked.

Mom answered for me. “She doesn’t have her license yet.”

“Well, let’s go down to the DMV and take care of that right now,” Jackson said with the enthusiasm of a father pitching a trip to Disneyland to a small child.

“She’s not going anywhere with you, Jack,” Mom replied tightly, setting her hands on my shoulders.

Jackson rubbed the dark scruff around his jaw and smiled back at my mother. That same disarming, charismatic smile that she’d fought to break free from since high school.

He tossed the key ring straight up in the air. I imagine he had every intention of catching it. But the alcohol had affected his coordination. I watched the sparkling metal twirl and dance before falling to the asphalt next to his feet with a clank.

It made him laugh so hard, he nearly fell over. Marylou—or whatever her name really was—laughed too.

That’s when Mom sent them away. She bent down, scooped up the keys, thrust them into Marylou’s hands—the decidedly more sober one—and told them to leave. I didn’t argue. I’d stopped being that kid who gave her absent father the benefit of the doubt years ago. I’d stopped blaming my mother for making him leave. I knew exactly why he left.

He left because that’s what Jackson did.
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The knock comes again. This time, more urgently. My stomach caves in on itself as I push my back further against the door, like I’m trying to literally hold the visitor at bay. Although it feels more like I’m holding back an insurgent army.

Go away.

There’s no one it could possibly be who I would want to see right now. Ever since that last visit from Jackson two years ago, the only surprise visitors we’ve been getting around here are the collecting kind. The kind who pin notices with big red dates to your door.

And yet, the knocking doesn’t stop. The visitor won’t leave.

Finally, I get so fed up, I turn and yank the door open, ready to take out all of my anger and frustration on whoever is standing there. I don’t care who it is. A debt collector, the UPS man, the Pope. Whoever is pounding on my door deserves everything that’s bubbling to the surface right now, ready to stream out of my mouth like a river of hot lava.

But it’s the object in the man’s hand that stops me short. That clamps my lips shut. That pushes everything back inside. It’s the first thing my gaze lands on. Not the hand holding it. Not the strange man the hand is attached to.

The large yellow envelope with my name scribbled across the center.

The moment I see it, I know that it’s from Jackson. Not just from the lazy handwriting—the incomplete Os and undotted Is that reminded me of burning sauce on the stove and stacks of unopened final payment notices stuffed into boxes. But because Jackson is—was—the only person who still uses that name.

The room does a full rotation, causing me to look away and then look back at the envelope just to make sure I’m not imagining it.

“Are you the daughter of Jackson Collins?”

The voice forces me to look up. Up, up, up. Until there’s a face. An unfamiliar face I’ve never seen before, but I immediately distrust. Not because he looks like a distrustful guy, which he doesn’t—he’s clean-cut, with pressed khakis and a friendly, toothy grin—but because he’s now associated. Just saying Jackson’s name—just holding an envelope with Jackson’s handwriting on it—will forever stain him in my memory.

My head feels heavy, thick with possible reactions to the very simple question of “Are you the daughter of Jackson Collins?”

Shut the door.

Tell him to leave.

Play dumb.

Anything to avoid the real answer. Because the real answer has never served me. Not when Jackson was alive and, I am certain, not now that Jackson is dead.

But somehow, the real answer is what comes out. “Yes.”

“I’m Pete. I knew your father before he died. He rented a room from me up in Tacoma.”

Tacoma.

So that’s where he died. We didn’t know. When the call came from the hospital, there was no information on the caller ID. Mom didn’t ask, and I didn’t blame her. But now, I find the name of the city tumbling around in my brain like metal screws in a dryer.

Tacoma.

I guess it makes sense. He went back to them. To the band he loved. The music that inspired him. Fear Epidemic was formed in Tacoma. All the members were from there. Jackson always liked to say that he made that band. That he discovered them and told all of his friends and that’s why they became famous.

“It’s just south of Seattle, Washington,” Pete explains, clearly interpreting my silence as confusion.

“I know where Tacoma is,” I say quickly. Rudely. But I don’t care. I don’t want to talk geography with this stranger holding an envelope with my real name on it. I want him to get to the point. Tell me what’s inside. Because unless he does, I’m not sure I’ll actually be able to take it from him. I’m not sure I’ll be able to open it on my own. I can’t handle any more of Jackson’s surprises.

I thought his last surprise was the final one.

Death usually is.

Pete clears his throat. “Right, well, anyway. He wanted you to have this. He made me promise I’d bring it to you.”

He smiles and holds out the envelope, looking like a dutiful Labrador retriever delivering a Frisbee, waiting for praise. I stare at the name. Jackson’s handwriting, even messier than usual.

Did he write it when he was sick?

While he was dying?

Was it the last thing he did?

“What is it?” I ask, my gaze darting suspiciously between the man and the envelope.

The saying “Don’t shoot the messenger” flutters through my mind, but I ignore it.

He looks confused for a moment, as though he were under the impression that I already knew he was coming. He must not have known Jackson very well if that’s what he assumed.

He glances behind him and jerks a thumb over his shoulder. “That.”

I follow his gaze, and that’s when I see it. I’m actually not sure why I didn’t notice it before. But there it is. Just like I remembered. Jackson’s most prized possession.

Why didn’t I hear it pull up? Why didn’t the sound jolt me to attention like it always did?

Maybe it was never the car that was so deafening, demanding attention. Maybe it was Jackson.

I flounder for words, glancing between Pete and the blue 1968 Firebird convertible parked in the driveway, waiting for him to tell me that this is all a big joke. Haha! What a funny prank. One final rug for Jackson to pull out from under me.

Because the alternative is just too hard to believe. Jackson never left behind anything valuable. Jackson left behind messes. He left behind deep holes that can never be filled.

“A-a-are you sure?” I finally manage to get out.

Pete laughs at my reaction. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she? Real classic, that car. You’re a lucky girl to have a father like that.”

A lucky girl.

Never in my eighteen years of life have “lucky” and “father” ever been so close together in a sentence.

“Well, I gotta run,” Pete says. “A friend is picking me up and driving me to the airport.” He thrusts the envelope into my hand. “Paperwork is all in here. Oh, and here’s the key.”

Pete reaches into his pocket and pulls out a simple silver key ring.

The breath hitches in my chest.

The last time I saw that key ring was more than two years ago. On my sixteenth birthday. It’s exactly as I remember.

It’s funny how time can weather a man, fade a memory, change a name, but it seems to do nothing to objects. They’re like little time capsules buried in your life, digging themselves up all on their own, regardless of whether or not you’re ready to see them again.

“Well, enjoy her,” Pete says. “She’s all gassed up.” He tosses me the key. Somehow, despite the numbness that has invaded my entire body like a plague, I manage to catch it.

Pete turns and jogs down the front steps. I stare dazedly at the key ring in one hand, the envelope in the other, and then finally, the car in the driveway. I still can’t bring myself to believe that it’s mine. That Jackson actually left me something. But then I open the envelope, ripping through the tape that sealed it, and pull out the piece of paper inside. I take in the ornate blue border, the faint “State of California” watermark, the words CERTIFICATE OF TITLE printed in all caps across the top. And my name—my full legal name—typed in a crisp black font.

Jackson’s handwriting may have been sloppy, untrustworthy, and barely legible, but this piece of paper is clear enough.

Suddenly, a very different sensation travels through me. An unfamiliar sensation. It’s so foreign, I can’t even be sure I’m correctly identifying it.

But it feels a lot like hope.



FRIDAY

Run away, go away

Hide away, sneak away

There’s got to be

An easier way

To face each day.

—“Nearly a Saint,” from the album Anarchy in a Cup by Fear Epidemic

Written by Nolan Cook, Slate Miller, Chris McCaden, and Adam French

Released January 2, 1998



7:42 A.M.

RUSSELLVILLE, CA

INVENTORY: 1968 FIREBIRD 400 CONVERTIBLE (1)

The next morning the Honda won’t start. I can hear it trying, like it really doesn’t want to be another item in the long list of things that have let me down in life. I give it a few words of encouragement. I find that sometimes helps. I mean, it’s not that I can really blame the car. It’s almost as old as I am.

“Come on, old girl,” I say, as though I’m trying to coax a tired horse that doesn’t want to leave its stall. I rack my brain for every cheesy motivational cliché I can think of. “You can do it. I know you can! We’re in this together! A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. Don’t be the weakest link! Teamwork makes the dream work!”

For some reason, that one does the trick. The engine turns, and the car revs with a newfound optimism for life.

“Yeah! That’s what I’m talking about!” I shout as I pump the gas.

The optimism must be contagious.

When I get to school, there’s an electrical charge in the air. And it’s not just from all the seniors anxiously shuffling their feet on the carpet, counting the seconds (21,600) until we’re out of here for good. It’s a frenetic energy. A mix of relief and total panic. Most of the people in my class don’t know what happens after graduation next week. Including me.

I thought I knew.

I thought I had it all figured out.

Then those hideous notices started appearing on our front door.

The computer lab is jam-packed. Every seat is taken, mostly by underclassmen trying to finish up papers and turn in assignments. They still have a week left of school.

I crane my neck, scanning the three rows of terminals, and notice a freshman girl signing off and gathering her things. She stands, and I immediately start moving in her direction. But I skid to a halt when I see who’s sitting at the computer right next to the now-vacant seat.

My throat goes dry and I consider turning around, waiting for another station to open up, or perhaps even waiting until my first free period to come back. But before I can make any sort of decision, he glances up, and our eyes meet.

For a long time, we just stare at each other, a stream of awkwardness passing between us like electricity running down a wire. It feels strangely like a standoff between rival gang members. He looks away first, but only to peer down at the empty seat and then to peer back up at me, his mind putting the pieces together, his eyes judging the distance between his chair and the one I will soon occupy. I notice his body visibly stiffen.


Uh-oh! You’ve just run into your ex-boyfriend in the computer lab. What do you do?

A Turn around and run out the door like a pack of Rottweilers is chasing you.

B Grab the first guy you see and start making out with him.

C Sit down right next to him. Because you’re totally, 100 percent over it.



I blink, coming out of my momentary trance, and approach the chair. As I walk, I mentally calculate how long it will take for me to log in to my e-mail, check my inbox, and get the hell out of this room.

If there’s one thing to look forward to after today, it’s that there will be no more awkward encounters like this one.

I sit down. He clears his throat. I flash a weak smile. He flashes one back. I lunge for the keyboard. He stares hard at his computer screen. Neither of us speaks.

Until . . .

“Hi,” he says tightly.

I fight the urge to close my eyes, wishing I could rewind the last sixty seconds, catapult myself back in time, back to the moment I decided to sit in this seat.

“Hi,” I say back, keeping my gaze trained on my screen as I log in with my student ID and password.

“How have you been?” he asks.

No, Nico, I think as my stomach caves in on itself. Don’t do that. Don’t make idle conversation. Don’t try to chitchat. Don’t acknowledge my existence. Just don’t.

I should have known. I should have known Nico Wright is incapable of just pretending nothing happened. Of just going back to being the comfortable strangers we once were. Isn’t that the unspoken rule between people like us? The unspoken pact we made after that dreadful night one month ago?

Erase each other’s numbers.

Destroy all the evidence.

Ignore each other in the hallways.

Try to wipe the memories from our minds—the good and the bad. Especially the bad.

I did all of those things. I kept my end of the silent pact. But Nico is too polite for that. He probably couldn’t ignore someone if he tried.

“Fine,” I say coolly. “You?”

“Fine,” he replies.

I nod. Is that it? Is it over? Pleasantries exchanged? Boxes checked? Obligations fulfilled?

“How’s your mom?” he asks.

Apparently not.

Another fleeting smile. “She’s great. How are your parents?”

He shrugs. “The same.”

I’m not sure if he meant “the same” as in they’re also doing great, or “the same” as in they haven’t changed since we . . .

Well, since we changed.

I decide it doesn’t matter. I never knew Nico’s parents anyway. We always spent most of our time together at my house while my mother was at work. Or at Chateau Marmutt, surrounded by slobbering dogs. Or taking long drives along Route 128 in his truck. In fact, I never even realized how little I knew about Nico’s life until it was all over. And by then, there was no reason to ask any more questions. Besides, I think I already had all the answers I needed.

I turn away from him and focus back on my computer screen.

I can feel Nico’s gaze linger on me for a few seconds before he, thankfully, turns away too. I log in to my e-mail account and hold my breath. There are ten new e-mails in my inbox. The subject lines of all of them read:

Re: 1968 Firebird 400 Convertible for Sale

Last night at Chateau Marmutt, as soon as I finished filling water bowls and taking all the dogs out to go to the bathroom, I used the front desk computer to draft a Craigslist post for the Firebird.

I added a few pictures of the car that I’d snapped before leaving for work, and I set the price as “Best offer.” As I worked on the description, I could hear Jackson’s voice in my head. Like years of listening to the same song on repeat.

“This baby’s not the base model. It’s the 400. It’s worth much, MUCH more.”

As I stare at the responses in my inbox, I instinctively prepare myself for the disappointment. Maybe it’ll be nothing. Maybe the car was only valuable to Jackson. Like a ratty old stuffed animal you’ve had since you were a kid. It means the world to you, but everyone else looks at it like it’s diseased and flea-ridden.

I click on the first one, and my heart lurches in my chest. Actually, I think it might have just skipped several important beats.

Hi, my name is Tom Lancaster. I own a classic-car restoration shop up in Crescent City, CA. We buy and sell classic cars. Your Firebird is a beauty. I realize Crescent City is a bit of a haul for you, but I can offer you $32,000 if you can drive it up to me. Of course, I’ll have to inspect the car, but from the pictures, it looks like it’s in immaculate shape. You must have taken good care of it throughout the years. Please respond ASAP and let me know if you’re interested.

Oh my God.

Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.

I immediately feel my lungs fill with air. Beautiful air. I feel like I’m breathing for the first time ever.

Thirty-two thousand dollars!

It’s enough. Enough to change everything. Enough to fix everything. Enough to tear those atrocious red-ink notices off our front door forever.

Enough to finally erase all of his mistakes.

Because there’s no way this car is not in top condition. It was the only thing Jackson ever cared about. The only thing he never neglected. His wife, his daughter, his overdue bills—those were just minor details in his life, easily put off.

The car, however? That was important.

And now that same car—the one I’ve come to loathe, the one that represents everything that’s ever been flawed about my life—is being valued at thirty-two thousand dollars. Suddenly the years of neglect, abandonment, lies, lost jobs, missed payments, scribbled Post-it notes stuck to the fridge—I’m sorry, I have to do this—it all seems to fade into the background. It all crams together, tighter and tighter, a universe contracting, a lifetime shrinking, until it’s nothing more than a tiny black dot. A decimal point.

A decimal point on a check worth $32,000.

I hastily click through the rest of the e-mails. There are a few offers from people in Portland, Oregon; one from someone in Seattle; and two from down south near San Francisco. Each one of them commends me on such a beautiful car, but Tom Lancaster’s bid is definitely the highest.

Before I can blink, I’m on Google Maps, calculating how long it will take for me to drive the car up to Crescent City. Google spits out a distance and a time. Two hundred seventy miles. Five and a half hours. I can do that. I can leave right after school. I can get there tonight.

I google “Tom Lancaster, Crescent City” and immediately find his classic-car restoration shop. It looks nice, but most of all, it looks reputable. He has almost all five stars on Yelp, and many of the reviews mention him by name.

This is legit.

This is really happening.

I can drop off the car, find a cheap hotel, and take a bus back tomorrow morning. I’ll have thirty-two thousand dollars in my pocket. I think I can afford a hotel room and bus fare. I’ll be able to pay the bank before Mom even gets back from Sacramento. I might even have time to unpack all the boxes!

I can only imagine the look on her face when she walks in to see everything as it was, everything as it should be.

I quickly hit reply to Tom Lancaster and start to type. But my fingers halt when I swear I feel Nico’s eyes on me. I glance furtively over at him, but he’s staring straight ahead, typing something onto his keyboard.

I finish my e-mail to Mr. Lancaster, letting him know that I would very much like to sell him the car and that I can have it to him by nine o’clock tonight. I hover the cursor over the send button.

This is really it. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for all my life. Waiting for, but never daring to expect would ever happen. This is Jackson finally paying us back. Finally shoveling dirt back into the hole instead of out from under our feet.

It’s really happening.

Then why in the world can’t I bring myself to push send?

My finger shakes over the mouse button.

Do it, Ali, I command myself.

He means nothing to you.

This means everything to you.

This is the answer. This is the solution. This is the “but” I’ve been looking for.

My breathing grows shallow. I close my eyes and force myself to think about every time he left. Every time that car was an accomplice in his getaway scheme. Every notice in the mail that my mother received, alerting her that he had opened another credit card in her name. Every time the phone rang and another cold, emotionless voice informed us that unless payment was received soon, actions would be taken. Every dollar he stashed away, hidden from my mother, so that he wouldn’t have to grow up. So that he could continue to live his immature, carefree life without consequences.

But there are always consequences.

Someone always pays.

And it was usually us.

Then, as if on cue, my phone dings with a new text message. I glance at it and my stomach immediately contracts.

You currently have 10% of your data plan remaining. We have not yet received payment for . . .

It’s another low data warning from our cell phone provider. I’ve been getting them all week. I angrily delete the message, turn back to the computer, and click send.

“Last-minute assignment?” Nico asks, startling me. When I look over at him, he nods toward my screen, which thankfully is showing my inbox again. The last thing I need right now is Nico asking questions.

“Something like that,” I mutter.

I glance at his screen and see that his inbox is open too. And for the first time, this strikes me as odd. I can’t remember Nico ever coming to the computer lab before. He has a gorgeous MacBook that he takes everywhere, like an extra appendage. I’ve never seen him without it. I used to tease him that he probably slept with the thing at night. It even became an inside joke between us. We named it Snuggles.

I gesture ambiguously toward his screen. “What are you doing in here? Where’s . . .” I fight the urge to call it by its nickname. “. . . your laptop?”

He turns his attention back to his e-mail, and I watch his Adam’s apple pulse as he swallows. “It’s . . . in the shop. I dropped it.”

I can tell instantly that he’s lying. When you grow up with a father who’s a professional perjurer, you start to pick up on signs. You start to see them on everyone. Mom likes to joke that we should both start playing poker.

I feel the familiar rush of heat flood to my cheeks. The frustration simmering just under my skin. The scream bubbling to the surface.

And then suddenly that’s all I can hear.

The screaming. The sobs. The sound of the car door slamming.

“Don’t lie to me, Nico! Stop lying!”

I shake my head, chasing the memory away, and focus back on the computer, reminding myself that it doesn’t matter. Not anymore. Nico can lie to whomever he wants now.

“I’m sorry about your laptop,” I mutter politely. “I hope they can fix it.”

“Thanks,” he murmurs, and that’s that. End of conversation. End of obligatory small talk. Maybe now he’ll actually stick to the pact.



2:32 P.M.

RUSSELLVILLE, CA

INVENTORY: 1968 FIREBIRD 400 CONVERTIBLE (1)

The final bell of my high school career rings, and I gather my stuff and head to my locker. Classes today have been a joke. I just left English, but it might as well have been Martian for how much anyone—including the teachers—are taking today seriously.

The whole thing feels like a huge formality. Finals are over. All the assignments have been turned in and graded. We’ve all been measured for our caps and gowns. I’m honestly not sure why we seniors are even here today. Except maybe to say good-bye to our classmates. Although that feels like a formality too. Hardly anyone ever leaves this town. If our class is anything like Mom’s was, we’ll all still be here, living the same lives, working the same jobs two decades later.

On my way to my locker, I check my phone to find an e-mail response from Tom Lancaster.

Excellent! I’ll stay late at the shop tonight to meet you. Here’s the address. And my phone number is below, in case anything happens. I can’t wait to see the car in person.

Well, there’s no turning back now.

With a sigh, I pocket my phone and dial in my locker combination. I open my locker for the last time and stare into it for a good thirty seconds, like I’m trying to memorize something. Take a snapshot of what high school feels like so I can store it away and never look at it again.

I close the locker door and nearly jump out of my skin when I see June standing there. Like she’s just been waiting to scare the bejeezus out of me.

“June!” I say, clutching my chest. “Don’t do that.”

“Sorry,” she says with a giggle that tells me she’s not at all sorry. “But I have something for you. I’ve been waiting to give it to you all day!”

She swings her backpack around and unzips the main compartment.

“Voilà!” June says, pulling out some kind of thick booklet made out of multicolored construction paper. She holds it out to me in the palms of her hands, like an ancient offering ceremony.

On the cover is a picture of June and me when we were really young, standing together in front of Russellville Elementary. I recognize the photo. It was taken on our very first day of school. In the picture, June is wearing what can only be described as a collage—a bathing suit, a pink tutu, Converse high-tops, and a bejeweled denim jacket. I, on the other hand, was going for a bit more of the basic look—jeans and a T-shirt. Although June’s sense of style has calmed down a bit over the years, mine is pretty much exactly the same.

Right underneath the photo, in silver puffy paint, June has written our names.

“It’s a scrapbook!” June announces with a beaming smile. “I’ve been working on it all week! It’s a graduation present!”

“June-bug,” I say, my voice cracking. “I can’t believe you did this. I didn’t get you anything.”

She waves this away like it’s an annoying fly. “Oh, please, you’ve been a tad bit busy.”

June is the only one at school who knows about the foreclosure. It’s not exactly the kind of information you want advertised on the school marquee.

Holding back an embarrassing gush of tears, I flip open the scrapbook and literally jump back as a splattering of glitter puffs up like an A-bomb cloud, coating the front of my shirt in a dusting of sparkles. I should have known better than to open the book so close to my clothing. June is obsessed with glitter.

As I flip through the pages, I’m instantly sucked into a vortex of happy memories. June has somehow managed to capture our entire friendship in this one booklet. Everything from ticket stubs for movies we’ve seen to the board game we made together. She even included the angry letter we wrote (but never had the guts to send) to the author who ruined our favorite book series.

“You’re not going to throw it away, are you?” June asks, pulling my attention away from the pages.

I glance up at her in surprise. “What? No! Of course I’m not going to throw it away! Are you crazy?”

“I just know you,” she says. “You’ll keep it for, like, a few months, and then you’ll go through one of your decluttering phases and throw it—”

“June,” I interrupt. “I’m not going to throw it away. Ever. I love it.”

“That’s right,” June says, giving me a pointed look. “And you don’t throw away things that you love.”

Well, I walked right into that one, didn’t I?

I give her an equally pointed look back. “June. Don’t start.”

June opens her mouth to start, but I cut her off before she can get going. “Please. I don’t want to go through this again.”

“But maybe if you just let him explain . . .”

I sigh. She’s going to go through this again. “I did let him explain. And he blatantly lied to my face. It’s over.”

June’s mouth puckers up the way it always does when she’s mad. She’s a classic Staffordshire bull terrier. Loyal, wiggly, playful, but don’t piss her off.

“Let’s just drop it, okay?”

She seems to relax. “Okay. But you’re coming over tonight for the party, right?”

I busy myself with unzipping my backpack and placing the scrapbook inside so I don’t have to look her in the eye. “Actually, I just got a text from my mom. She’s asking me to come up to Sacramento this weekend to help her with a catering job. I have to leave right now.”

June’s shoulders sag. “Oh. Well, do you want me to come with you? We could road-trip it.”

I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. You stay here. Have fun. Celebrate the last day of school. I’ll text you when I’m back.”

June gives me a hug and tells me to drive safe before disappearing down the hallway to find Tyler, her boyfriend (and ride home).

I swing my backpack onto my shoulder and head toward the parking lot. I know I should probably tell June where I’m really going. Or tell someone. I realize driving off to the northern tip of California all by myself to meet a strange man from Craigslist is the stuff that horror movies are made of, but I don’t want to have to explain it all. I don’t want anyone to argue with me, try to talk me out of it, make me walk through a list of pros and cons. There are no cons. There’s just one pro.

We need that money.

And I need that car to be out of my life for good.

I hurry to the third row of the parking lot where I parked the Honda this morning, but I stop abruptly when I notice someone sitting on the hood of my car.

No, not just someone.

Nico.

He has one leg propped up, the other dangling off the side. His backpack is lying on the ground next to the tire.

And for just a split second, I’m not here. I’m there. Two months ago. Before it all fell apart. Before I opened the glove box and discovered that everyone keeps secrets. Even him.

This is where I could always find him. Every day after school. Waiting for me on the hood of my car. His favorite Russellville High hoodie zipped halfway up. His dark blond hair mussed from the wind, his blue-gray eyes focused somewhere far away. It’s his trademark look. Whenever he’s not talking directly to you, he’s looking at that indistinct point in the distance.

Back then, I thought it was because he was searching for something. Always searching. Never finding.

Now I know it was because he was hiding something.

When I spot Nico sitting on my hood, my first thought is to wonder if he’s hit his head and now has amnesia. Or if perhaps I’ve time-traveled two months into the past. Because those are the only two explanations for why he’s suddenly slipped back into our former routine. Our abandoned routine. A routine that now lives in the same box where I packed up every single thing that reminded me of him, including the birdhouse—especially the birdhouse—and hand-delivered it to the nearest landfill.

“What are you doing here?” I ask tightly.

He doesn’t smile. Not like he used to do whenever he saw me approach. His expression looks hesitant, guarded. And that’s when I know that this is not our former routine. This is something new. Something unfamiliar and uncharted.

Which means I don’t know what to do with my hands. So I stuff them into the pocket of my sweatshirt, jangling my keys between my fingers.

He doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he asks one of his own. “Where are you rushing off to?” I marvel at how much he sounds like a detective catching a wanted criminal who’s about to skip town and head for the border.

“Nowhere. June’s, maybe.” I shrug, averting my gaze.

When I dare to look back at him, he’s staring at me, his eyes intense, like he’s trying to see right through my skull. Read my thoughts.

“No, you’re not.”

Anger instantly flares in me. “What do you mean, no, I’m not?”

“I mean, I know you’re not going to June’s.”

“What’s it to you where I’m going?” I fire back. “What are you even doing here? Do you need a ride or something? Is your car in the shop too?”

He flinches. He can hear the sarcasm in my voice. He knows I know about the lie. I have no idea where his laptop is, but I know it’s not being repaired. As far as I’m concerned, everything Nico says now is a lie. And who knows? Maybe it always has been. All the way back to the beginning. To the time he told me I was the first face he noticed in the crowd.

Maybe even further than that. How much do we really know about the boy who moved to town? Is he even from Reno? It’s anyone’s guess at this point.

Nico slides his foot down so that both legs are now dangling off the side of my car. He leans forward, holding my gaze so tightly, I almost feel it again. That flicker, that beautiful uneasiness. But I chase it away with the truth.

“You do realize,” Nico says smugly, resting his hands on the hood like he’s going to propel himself straight into outer space, “that you’re never going to be able to drive that car to Crescent City by yourself?”

[image: images]

Russellville is the type of town that very few people ever move to and even fewer people ever leave. But Nico was an anomaly from the beginning. He moved here three weeks after the start of senior year. A mysterious stranger appearing out of nowhere and with seemingly no past. At least, not one that he openly talked about. We knew he’d moved from Reno with his mom and dad. We knew he lived on Clover Street in a small two-bedroom house with a patchy brown lawn and a gate that didn’t always latch. But no one had ever actually been inside his house.

I spent the entirety of our three-month relationship trying to figure out what breed of dog Nico was. He was always surprising me. Always jumping right out of every box I tried to put him in. At the beginning, I swore he was a golden retriever—happy-go-lucky, quick with a joke, and eager to please—but by the end, I knew I’d been deceived. He was clearly some kind of terrier. Cute while they’re around, but don’t turn your back on them for a second or they’ll dig up your entire life.

I open the door to the Honda. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Nico slides off the hood and turns to face me. “Yes, you do. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I saw the e-mail. And then I found the Craigslist ad.”

I groan. I knew he was looking at my screen. I should have just waited for another computer to open up.

“I know what you’re planning,” Nico goes on, “and you shouldn’t do it alone. It’s not safe.”

I roll my eyes. Good old protective Nico. Everyone’s favorite Boy Scout. Won’t even let me stand on the side of the road by myself after I’ve broken up with him. Too bad the one part of me that did end up needing protecting was left wide open.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Do you know how dangerous this is?” Nico replies angrily. “Driving a strange car to a strange city to meet up with someone from Craigslist. There are weirdos on Craigslist.”

“Relax. I googled him. He owns a reputable car shop. It’s even on Yelp.”

“You could end up getting mugged or kidnapped or raped.”

“You watch too many crime shows.”

“Real crime shows. About real people getting really murdered.”

“I’m not getting really murdered. I’m just driving the car up to Crescent City and coming right home.”

“No, actually, you’re not.”

I sigh, trying to keep hold of my slipping composure. “Nico. I’m not your girlfriend anymore. You don’t need to protect me.”

He scoffs. “I didn’t say I would go with you.”

Humiliation warms my cheeks. I get in behind the wheel. “Good. ’Cause I don’t need anyone to go with me.”

I’m convinced that this is the end of the argument until Nico places a hand on the car door, stopping me from closing it.

“Nico, let go of my car.”

“I’m just wondering,” he says, feigning curiosity, “how you plan to get the car to Crescent City.”

I stare blankly up at him. “I just told you, I’m driving it.”

An infuriatingly cocky smile makes its way onto his face, like he knows a secret I don’t.

“What?” I demand.

His smile doesn’t falter. “Did you even look at the pictures you posted?”

I groan. “Didn’t anyone teach you that it’s rude to spy?”

“Did you?” he repeats.

“Of course I looked at them. Why?”

“I don’t think you looked close enough. Otherwise, you’d know that you’re not driving that car anywhere.”

I ball my fists against the steering wheel. “Yes, I am. And you are not going to stop me. You’re getting away from my car. Right now.” I reach for the handle and try to pull the door closed. But Nico doesn’t release his grip.

“Did you get a good look at the gearshift in the center console? Did you happen to notice the lack of letters like P and D? That car is not an automatic transmission. And if memory serves”—he grins defiantly—“you can’t drive stick.”

My whole body deflates and I berate myself for not thinking of this on my own. I was so desperate to take the photos and get the Craigslist ad posted, I didn’t even notice. Of course the car is a stick shift. I remember Jackson driving it. I remember when he used to let me shift gears for him from the passenger seat. I always fantasized about the day I’d be old enough for him to teach me how to drive the car for real. But he was gone long before my feet could ever reach the pedals.

Nico tried to teach me to drive stick shift in his truck once, during our ill-fated eighty-eight days together. I failed miserably. After countless tries, we ended up just hopping into the bed of the truck and . . .

You know what, it doesn’t matter. The point is, I couldn’t make it three feet without stalling out. How am I ever going to make it three hundred miles?
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