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For Ellie Batz, who was impossible to forget, and Cheri Steinkellner, who was impossible to ignore




CHAPTER ONE


I don’t consider myself to be precious, necessarily, but give me air-conditioning or give me death.


Maybe the only thing worse than a midwestern winter is a midwestern summer, especially when your AC is broken. We are going on our second straight week of record-breaking highs here. This is the universe’s way of showing it has a sense of humor, since I am personally going on my sixth straight month of record-breaking lows.


“I have got to get a new air conditioner.”


I actually say this out loud, just to hear a voice. Anyone’s voice, really, these days.


“I have seriously got,” I say again, crawling to the side of the bed and tricking my body into standing upright, “to get a new air conditioner.” And then, a little louder: “I am requesting a new air conditioner from the universe.”


Like if I say it enough times, the air-conditioning fairy will arrive. (Hey, you never know.) I give it twenty seconds. Alas, no fairy. Other than, you know, me.


I dare my feet to walk me to the bathroom so I can take a whiz, and then I lope back out to my bedroom, and all of this cardio makes me hot enough to formally debate “cooling-off options” that don’t involve leaving my room.


I’d remove my clothes, but I’m already wearing only my lucky boxers, and every time I take them off these days, I’m like: What’s so wrong with me that I’m almost a senior and I still haven’t been naked with another person?


Great. See? And now I’m even hotter.


I keep my boxers on and move to the next option.


The mini-fridge that Mom got me two birthdays ago isn’t quite big enough for me to comfortably lay my head inside—believe me, I’ve tried—and if I took out my broken AC and cracked the window, I’d have to confront the reality that I might hear, like, birds, or worse: the merry squeals of neighborhood children. And who has the stomach for that kind of unannounced joy at this hour?


So I go low-tech, slumping into my beanbag chair and fanning myself with a take-out menu. That’s when some sweat rivulets drip from my elbow onto the floor, and not just that—that wouldn’t be so bad—but my sweat hits a random page of an application for this lame student filmmakers’ competition. Apparently I never got around to completing the application last fall, let alone sending it in. I can’t seem to finish anything these days, except, oh, dessert.


I kick the form under my desk and decide to sneak downstairs and just stick my face in the freezer for a minute. Hey—maybe it’ll shrink my pores at the same time. The school counselor calls that kind of thing multitasking, which she also claims is a dangerous myth. No, really. This is an actual, hand-to-God quote: “Multitasking is a dangerous myth, Mr. Roberts.”


She always calls me “Mr. Roberts,” probably as mildly embarrassed to say my first name as I am. Can’t blame her there.


“Studies show that humans are able to pay attention to only one thing at a time, Mr. Roberts—are you listening to me?—and I’d prefer for you to pay more attention to your schoolwork than to your movies.”


But the counselor was dead wrong, because as she was yammering on that day about how there’s no such thing as multitasking, I was nodding and making earnest faces and imagining how incredible it would be if the school was hit by a freak comet. I was, you know, multitasking.


Obviously this was all before I stopped attending classes altogether.


Mom is downstairs on the wicker couch in our sunroom, snoozing as always. I tiptoe by and open the freezer, hoping some Popsicles will have magically appeared (the Popsicle fairy?), only to find a buttload of Healthy Choice meals.


OPEN QUESTION: Is it still a healthy choice if you have three of them in one sitting? Because that’s how many are scattered around Mom’s feet right now. She’s really let herself go. See, Mom sort of eats her feelings—and this year has been nonstop feelings. The difference between us is that I can basically demolish a large pizza in under fifteen minutes and actually lose a few pounds, if I’m also worrying about my future while chewing.


I walk past a landfill’s worth of unopened mail on our kitchen counter, with this hair salon postcard advertising “1/2 off BOLD new summer looks” sitting on top. “Maybe I’ll trim my own hair today,” I mumble to myself, careful not to wake Mom.


She’s actually really cute when she’s asleep.


Anyway, I could use a “BOLD new summer look,” or an anything new summer anything. I’ve had the same haircut since I was a toddler—a style you might call “longish and brown.” So maybe I’ll finally do something different with it. To spice up the day. I don’t know. My therapist has encouraged me “toward optimism.”


I shut the freezer and trudge back upstairs to root around for a beard trimmer on Dad’s shelf in the medicine cabinet. When he left, he just left. Meaning: All his stuff is still here. If you know anyone in the market for pleated knee-length shorts, let me know ASAP.


UPDATE: I’m back in my bathroom with Dad’s rusty old trimmer. It buzzes right on, and I consider it a minor financial triumph that at least the electricity hasn’t been turned off around here. Maybe the local energy company has made it an unofficial policy not to screw with my mom for a few months. Our little community has basically written us an ongoing blank check of worried looks and faux concern—which is what happens when your big sister gets killed in a car wreck right outside the school on the day before Christmas break.


Oh. Spoiler alert.


So I’m lifting Dad’s clippers to my sideburns—or attempting to, anyway—but I lose control of them, alarmed by a thud at my bedroom door. Jesus, I barely even heard Mom come up the stairs. Rare.


Thud. Thud. Thud.


Now the knocking is twice as loud, and not only because I’ve taken my earplugs out. (I’ve been wearing earplugs for a while now. They give the world a comforting dullness.)


“Mom, come on. You know this is ‘me time.’ ”


It’s been “me time” for about half a year now.


“It’s not your mother,” says my not-mother. “It’s your Geoff.”


Great. It was bound to happen. Old friends have a way of creeping up on you.


“I’m coming in.”


“I’m naked,” I lie.


“I don’t care, Quinn.”


Oh, it’s Quinn, by the way. My name. What I’d give to be a John or a Mike or even an Evan. To be an Evan is to have been guaranteed a completely tragedy-free life, right from the get-go. What kind of dad names his first and only son Quinn?


(The kind who walks out without taking his pleated knee-length shorts or rusty clippers with him, that’s the kind.)


Geoff kicks my door open. A liiiittle dramatic. My lock hasn’t worked in, oh, forever.


“Dude,” he says, grabbing his nose and laughing through his hand. Evidently it smells like I haven’t had a shower in a month-ish, which I haven’t-ish. “Your room makes me embarrassed to be a teenage boy,” Geoff says, stepping inside. “And that’s saying something, because I literally name my farts, for Pete’s sake.”


Poor Pete. Who is Pete? And why do people do such terrible things, just for his sake?


“Hey.”


“Hey,” Geoff says. “What happened to your head?”


I look back at the bathroom floor. A severe clump of my hair is lying in a heap by the sink, like it was making a prison break from my scalp and got gunned down. (If you haven’t seen Escape from Alcatraz, by the way, put it on the list. Great movie.)


Anyway: “You startled me,” I say to Geoff, “right in the middle of a thrilling autobiographical haircut.”


But I’m not really pissed. In fact, the part of my head that’s now missing the clump is feeling a little cooler, maybe. My first accomplishment in weeks. Heck, months.


“It’s a good thing you’re not ugly,” Geoff says, and then: “It’s actually kind of a not terrible look for you,” he adds, squinting at me like it’ll help shrink his exaggeration.


“I wasn’t really asking for reviews,” I say. “But thanks.”


It’s a bit of an insult to get judged by Geoff on my “look,” as it were. I don’t have a particularly adventurous sense of fashion, myself—give me jeans and a T-shirt and let’s call it a day—but Geoff’s outfits never even fit right. His clothes appear to be actively leaping from his body at all times, as if they’re afraid to be seen in public with him. Today he’s in a Steelers T-shirt, a pair of vaguely tragic camouflage cargo shorts, and neon-yellow flip-flops. Not to mention, bless him, an attempt at a mustache. This is new. Or new to me. It’s been a while.


“We’ve got to get you out of the house, dude,” he says. “Like to a movie or an Eat’n Park or something. Anything. It’s time.”


My pulse thumps. I have to pull it together and start locking our front door. Food delivery guys just let themselves in these days and head straight up to my room. And now this.


I’m not ready for this.


“No way,” I say. “It’s a weekend. I don’t want to run into anyone from school out there.” I start waving my hands at the general direction of the window, like there’s a zombie apocalypse happening on my block. A zombie apocalypse and not just, you know, Western Pennsylvania.


“It’s Wednesday,” Geoff says, laughing. “And it’s the summer. So everybody’s probably at the pool. You can duck down when we drive by.”


It actually sounds amazing to dive into the pool right now. A freezing one. Headfirst. In the shallow end.


“Dude,” Geoff says, noticing a stack of pizza boxes in the corner of the room that have, in my opinion, begun to take on an artistic still-life quality. “We’re throwing those away. Today.” But then he just looks at me and goes, “So?” Like I invited him over, which I did not! “What’s the game plan?”


Accidentally, I speak: “Well, I kind of need to get a new air conditioner.”


Geoff wipes his arm across his forehead. “Gee, you think?”


He crosses to grab a ruler from my desk, which is covered in a layer of dust that I want to describe as thin but is, in fact, thick. Bordering on “duvet.”


“What are you doing?” I say. “Like: redecorating?” Man, it’s been ages since I’ve had a scene partner. My dialogue’s rusty.


“I’m measuring your window.”


I perk up. “Oh, are we jumping to our deaths?”


Geoff shoots me a straight boy’s version of daggers, which are actually more like bullets. Please, like a straight boy would ever knife somebody to death. That would require a degree of closeness I don’t think they’re genetically capable of. “Dead teenager jokes, Quinn? You, of all people?”


“My timing’s off. Sue me.”


He ignores me instead, the in-person equivalent of sending a call straight to voice mail. Not that I’ve been on my cell much these days. Like, at all. “I’m just getting some dimensions,” he says, “and then we’re going out to buy you that air conditioner.”


But I’m barely listening, because now I’m staring past Geoff to the rocky driveway outside, where he and Annabeth and I set up a lemonade stand when we were little. Ugh. I hate that word: Were. The only word I hate more than were is was. Annabeth is so not a past-tense kind of person. Frankly, my sister could be so present, it was intimidating.


I blink hard and kind of hope a zombie apocalypse might really appear: a real-life Night of the Living Dead (excellent popcorn flick), except set in the daytime, in our yard. Somebody bite me, please, I would yell out the window. But nope. No zombies. It’s just that rocky driveway out there, with no lemonade stand in sight.


“All right,” Geoff says, “all set.” The floor creaks, which must mean he’s moving toward the door. I’m on pause, stuck looking outside.


Then: “Hold up,” I say. “How much do you think air conditioners cost?”


I’m a little low on cash these days. Last night I had half a Hot Pocket for dinner and a packet of Theraflu for dessert. It actually wasn’t so bad. That stuff will knock you out.


Geoff’s tapping something into his phone. “I dunno. We’ll use my mom’s card if we have to.”


His parents have a nicer house than we do. Actually, ha, everybody does.


Now Geoff’s in my bathroom, which never ends well. But when I go to tell him no, and to use the one downstairs, my shower squeaks on. Plot twist.


“Dammit,” I hear him mutter. He scalded his hand, I know it. Our sole luxury around here is instant hot water, and also an agreement that you don’t have to make eye contact at the dinner table. Which is actually pretty great.


“Get in,” Geoff shouts to me.


“I’m not taking a shower with you,” I say—as a joke, obviously.


“You wish,” he goes, but not in a mean way. Also, we’ve never really talked about that, but I think he knows I do not wish. Frankly, there have been really good sandwiches I’d rather lose my virginity to than Geoff. He’s not my type.


(I am still narrowing down my type.)


We switch places, and when he’s back in my room, I step into the moldy chamber that’s also known as my shower.


“I’m giving you two minutes,” he says from outside the door.


“Lay off,” I call back. “It’s not like Pittsburgh is going through a drought.”


Geoff pushes the door back open and shakes his head at me. “Quinn, your friggin’ life has been a drought. And this summer, we’re gonna make some rain.”


So . . . yikes, am I right? I literally spend half my life wanting to rewrite Geoff’s taglines.


“Very poetic,” I say, covering myself up. “I’d do a slow clap for you, but I don’t want to expose my junk.”


He rolls his eyes and heads back into my room. I keep trying to think of good excuses to get him out of the house so I can just lie down in the bathtub and maybe try to fall back asleep. But it’s been so long since I’ve engaged in an intellectual debate that stretched beyond “pepperoni or plain” that my brain stalls.


“This is your one-minute warning!” he yells.


I let the water gush into my mouth, and I close my eyes and plug up my ears with my fingers, and in the insistent tip-tip-tip on the tin roof of my head, I decide to decide that making some metaphorical rain this summer isn’t the worst idea of all time.


Look at me. Attempting optimism.


I make a note to share this with my therapist at the next session. That’ll buy me some brownie points. It’s funny how I try to piss off my school counselor but try to impress my therapist. Throw the word “Doctor” in front of somebody’s name and all of a sudden I want her to like me.


“Fifteen seconds!”


Who am I kidding. I want everyone to like me.


“Okay, hang out in the hallway,” I say to Geoff. I towel off in my room and throw on a clean-ish pair of shorts and a definitely not clean T-shirt, and then I slip on some Vans and duck my head out to check if he’s still there or if I just made this whole thing up. If I’m back to my old ways, naively imagining things will turn out okay, like they do in the movies.


“You ready to jump-start June?” Geoff goes. He’s there all right, sitting against the hallway wall, playing a game on his phone and not even pausing to look up. God, his outfits are ridiculous.


God, it’s good to see him.


“I guess we’ll find out,” I say.


He leaps to his feet and pockets his cell.


“Just, be quiet going down the stairs. My mom is sleeping.”


I watch his eyes flick over to the buzz mark in my hair, and right when I think he’s going to say, Put a hat on—because my head really does look like a yard-work accident—instead he just goes, “See you in the car,” and he smiles.


That’s the thing about best friends: They don’t really care what you look like. The real ones don’t, anyway.


He clomps down the stairs. He isn’t quiet about it at all. Straight boys.


I take one more survey of my room, wondering how it’ll feel to return to such a storm of dirty laundry and empty Hot Pocket containers later on today.


“Let’s go,” Geoff whisper-shouts from downstairs.


I’ve gotta get out of here. Nobody ever talks about the fact that grief’s best friend is boredom. Why is that? Why aren’t we warning people about this?


“Shotgun,” I call back.




CHAPTER TWO


Not to sound like an old lady, but has the outside world always been so loud? Or felt so awkward? For instance, there’s maybe nothing more awkward than sitting on a lawn mower in Aisle 4 of a busy Home Depot, without a cell phone to pass the time, while your best friend is off finding an employee. Like: All-time awkwardness record.


“Oh my God, Quinn Roberts.”


Scratch that. There is something more awkward than all of that. It’s being caught doing it.


“Oh, hey,” I go. I knew this would happen. The zombie apocalypse has arrived, and it’s starring Liz Morgan. “How’s it going.”


Liz was on the pep squad with Annabeth their freshman year. Annabeth wasn’t the biggest fan of Liz, but my sister was so plainly decent to everybody that the entire school considered her to be, like, a second-tier friend.


I was third-tier, by association.


“How are you?” Liz says, while kind of absentmindedly peeling away a layer of country-club sunburn from her arm. She’s first-tier, by the way—and giving me the kind of look you’d give a turtle that’s been stuck on its back for six months.


You have to understand: Usually humans forget even the most crippling events if they’re not personally inconvenienced themselves. My sister’s blazing car blocked the only open exit from school that December afternoon, and thus Liz Morgan and every other student became a kind of victim. Trapped for an extra hour on the last day before winter break. . . .


“Um, I’m okay,” I say, remembering to cover the buzz mark in my hair.


Then: “Liz!” Geoff says, reappearing, thank God, and trailed by the kind of Home Depot employee who looks like he majored in Hating Teenagers at some junior college in Ohio.


“Mm, hey,” Liz says. She might not know Geoff’s name. Regardless, I catch him checking her out—though, frankly, Stevie Wonder could probably catch Geoff checking Liz out.


“Uh, is someone buying an air conditioner or not?” the Home Depot employee says, and Liz giggles and covers her mouth and goes, “Well I’m not,” and then she backs away and takes off like this is the most hilarious and embarrassing mix-up in the history of comedy. Girls, man.


Geoff sighs in her wake. He’s never had a girlfriend. I mean, look at his shorts.


The Home Depot guy casually puts his hand on the single most expensive air conditioner out of about a thousand options. “So, how big a room are you cooling off?” he asks me, and I realize I should stand up and pretend to be a human.


“Um.” I look at Geoff like maybe he’ll just sort of intuitively know my bedroom’s square footage—his mom is an architect—but then I tell myself to answer this question. Seriously, I go, Answer the question, Quinn, to myself. Because maybe answering an easy question like this one will help build my confidence up to the harder ones I’m bound to be getting any day now, like: Do you think you’ll graduate with the rest of the seniors next year? or, Are you still planning on making your famous movies now that Annabeth is gone? or, Speaking of Annabeth, why didn’t you show up to your own sister’s memorial?


“The room’s big enough to fit a twin-size bed and eleven pizza boxes,” I say to the Home Depot guy, fast, and Geoff busts out laughing in a way that’s so musical, it practically borders on “inappropriate underscoring” for the scene we’re having.


In other words it’s the best song ever.


The employee narrows appropriate AC models down to two, and I blindly point at the one that I think looks the “cutest,” God help me, and then Geoff goes, “Let’s pay for this thing,” and whaps my shoulder pretty hard. I act like it hurts, but it actually feels good. It feels like another person.


We make our way to the parking lot. It is so unbelievably hot out that I can smell my Speed Stick wafting up like an Alpine fog. Beats the alternative.


“Hey, you did good back there,” Geoff says, after we slide the air conditioner box into his trunk. And I do mean his trunk. When your dad owns the biggest car dealership in town, you get your own car, and it’s not even “pre-owned.”


“What do you mean I did good?” I say. “You bought this damn thing.”


“It was your first time being spotted in public,” he goes. “And you didn’t even flinch.”


He’s talking about Liz, of course. But he’s wrong: I did flinch. I flinched when I saw Liz clicking her nails against her phone screen, because she has the exact same panda bear phone case that Annabeth has. Had. It’s weird how you remember the little details. I don’t even remember what I had for lunch yesterday.


“Quinn,” Geoff says.


Actually: lie. I had a microwaved burrito and one spoonful of plain yogurt, having mistaken it, tragically, for vanilla.


“Hmm?” I say.


“I said, do you wanna get an icy or something?”


That sounds really good, actually. “Nah,” I say. “I think I just want to go install this thing and take a nap. I had a really long night.”


Of sleeping, I don’t say. A long night of sleeping. Like: thirteen hours. I’m telling you, Theraflu works.


“Okay, no problem,” Geoff says, unlocking the car doors.


But then his phone dings as we’re climbing in, and he checks it, and he grins. Geoff has four distinct grins. This is his “trouble grin.”


“What?” I say.


He looks at me. He’s still grinning.


“What?”


He turns on the car. “Sorry,” he says. “Our plans just changed.”




CHAPTER THREE


Forget what I said earlier. Best friends very much do care what you look like. Especially when they are dragging you to your first ever college party, tonight.


“Yeah, you guys, this is going to be tricky to fix.”


Meet Zoë Phillips. Geoff and I are in her parents’ basement, three neighborhoods over behind the park. Zoë is circling me like she’s a trainee witch who’s been left alone with the cauldron for the first time.


“You just have to be kinda quick about it,” Geoff says to her, “because Quinn and I have to get downtown before traffic hits.”


Zoë is a former classmate of ours who got her GED and is going to cosmetology college this fall—not “beauty school.” Do not call it beauty school in front of her, believe me.


“Just don’t do anything too crazy,” I say to her. Zoë’s own haircut seems to have been achieved by . . . setting fire to it? Sticking her head into a food processor? Hard to tell.


Zoë gathers most of my hair in her hands and then bites her lip. “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” she says, grabbing a strangely large pair of scissors. Like, the kitchen kind. “Demanding miracles after you left the house looking like this.”


That makes me feel kind of bad. If there’s one thing I’m usually not that self-conscious about, it’s my looks. I even did some modeling when I was little. I mean, just local stuff, but it was still modeling. Apparently there’s a whole new thing to question about my life now: if the way I feel inside is actually eroding my shell into something legitimately ugly.


I watch Geoff collapse into this fugly love seat and act like he’s having a seizure, just to make me laugh. It works.


“So, big plans tonight, guys?” Zoë says. Her voice is unsteady. A single clip of hair falls to my shoulder. She takes a step back. Here goes everything.


“Just some party,” Geoff goes, “at my sister’s new place, in Squirrel Hill. Had to make sure Quinn didn’t show up looking like a lost bet.”


He gives me the thumbs-up in a way that’s so earnest, I have to look away. Too much kindness in one day and I might internally combust, or worse: cry.


I don’t cry in front of people.


“Cool,” Zoë says, in a drone. She gives up on the scissors, reaches for electric clippers, and looks at me in the mirror. “You ready?” she asks, with a tone that suggests that she, in fact, is not ready.


“He’s ready,” Geoff says, when I realize I haven’t answered yet, probably a full thirty seconds later. Perhaps I’m just hypnotized by how hard Zoë’s hands are shaking.


• • •


I could have just given myself a buzz cut, of course, but at least Geoff got to hang out around a real live girl for twenty minutes (he’s never really “been” with a girl). Anyway, that’s the most optimistic way I can frame my new haircut. And believe me—they all got cut, every one of them. Picture a cue ball with lips.


Geoff’s tapping his fingers against his steering wheel and humming, attempting to “add harmonies” to a song on the radio that’s in an entirely different key. When he makes a surprise right out of Zoë’s parents’ subdivision, I use the moment as an excuse to crank down the volume.


“Wait, why aren’t we going left?” I ask. “Why are we taking the parkway?”


Geoff keeps drumming right along, still hearing a song that I’m not. “I thought we’d take the long way. To, like, avoid going past the school.”


Oh. That’s pretty thoughtful of him.


“Oh.”


Geoff knows I still haven’t been back, not since the day before Christmas break, and so I still haven’t seen the guardrail that Annabeth crashed into, headfirst, dying “instantly or close to instantly.” Those were the last words I heard about her final moments, after the principal himself ducked into my health class and pulled me into the hall and told me he had some “difficult news” for me. I was sure it was going to be about my mom—I’m always stressing out about her health, because of her weight—but no, it was Annabeth: “Your sister, Quinn, has been in an accident, Quinn.” I’ll never forget that, the way the principal said my name twice in the same sentence, before he explained how Annabeth had run the red light at the bottom of the hill outside school. How she had gotten sideswiped and spun on the ice into the guardrail. How, incidentally, she had died “instantly or close to instantly.” And right then, I smelled the smoke from her car.


That’s the same day I started wearing earplugs. That’s the same night I gave up on becoming a screenwriter, or an anythingwriter, or an anything.


“Well, maybe we can drive by it sometime later this summer,” I say to Geoff. He’s still tapping his hands. This generic brass-and-fake-leather bracelet he always wears is adding annoying tambourine sounds.


“Sure thing,” he goes, “but, just a heads-up: There’s this, like, weird portrait of Annabeth painted on the side of the school now.”


“Okay?” I’m not following.


“The principal had the middle schoolers do it. As a spring art project tribute thing.”


“Okay?” He’s stalling. “And?” There’s always an and with Geoff.


He pulls onto the parkway. “Dude: Your sister kind of ended up looking like a . . . like a giant pug.”


Somehow, this makes me laugh. If you think I’m a confusing person, imagine actually being me.


“Why are you laughing?”


“That’s just ridiculous with a side of ridiculous,” I go, opening his glove compartment to get a Jolly Rancher, which is melted beyond oblivion. “It sounds like a straight-to-DVD Disney release: My Sister, the Pug.”


Oof. No reaction. That can’t be good. People used to say I was witty. The guy who could find the funny in any situation.


“Anyway,” I go.


It’s quiet for a little while, and when I reach to adjust the volume back up, I catch Geoff wiping his nose against his arm. I should be the one crying, but I’m not. It never dawns on me that as an American, you’re legally allowed to cry in front of others. Maybe I’ve just seen too many old movies. Tough guys never cry in old movies.


“Hey, actually—can you get off at the next exit?” I say. “I should swing home for a sec. I wanna put on a clean shirt for the party.”


“Quinn, we both know you don’t have any clean shirts.”


“Ha.”


I’m thinking of so many mean things I could say about his “mustache.”


I punch his arm, instead, and his car swerves, which makes my stomach nervous. My stomach is like a weather vane. It knows what I’m feeling before I do, always. Maybe that’s why I’ve been the emotional equivalent of a Hot Pocket for half a year. “I might not have any clean shirts,” I say, “but my dad does.”


“D’okay,” Geoff says, using his turn signal like the responsible young man he apparently turned into during my recent absence.


“I’ll be two seconds,” I say, when he pulls into our rocky driveway with no lemonade stand in sight. But he doesn’t stay in the car. He follows me right up the front steps, and right into our foyer, and right past the powder room with the broken toilet seat, until we find Mom—with her head in the freezer like she’s an ostrich who couldn’t find any suitable sand.


“Babe?” Mom says, pulling her beautiful face out. Seriously, she’s beautiful. Fact. “Where did you go?” She shuts the freezer door. “And what happened to your gorgeous hair?”


That’s a stretch. My former hair was about as gorgeous as bathwater after a bath, after a rugged hike. My current haircut is, at least, practically see-through.


“It’s the new trend, Ma,” I say, running my hand over the stubble. “All the cool kids are doing it.”


“Well . . . at least I get to see that handsome face again.”


“Hi, Mrs. R.!” Geoff says, pushing past me and giving Mom the kind of hug people write songs about.


“Geoffrey, Geoffrey, look at you. A regular man.”


Geoff feigns a whole aw-shucks routine, but you can tell he’s secretly thrilled to be getting attention from a female, any female.


Mom reaches her hand forward and tries wiping Geoff’s upper lip. “You’ve got something there, Geoffrey,” she says, and he pulls back and hops up to sit on our counter, where he attempts to say with a totally straight face: “It’s a mustache, Mrs. R.”


But that just turns Mom into an instant giggle machine. It is so good to hear her feeling good about something.


“Sure it is, Geoffrey,” she says, winking at me. “Sure it’s a mustache.”


I take off. “Geoff and I are hanging tonight”—backing out of the kitchen before she can put up a fight that I didn’t ask for her permission first—“so I’m gonna throw on a clean shirt.”


Wait for it. Waaait for it.


But she doesn’t put up a fight or say I can’t go. She just looks at Geoff and right away both of their eyes are watery, like it’s been their big secret plan all along to get me out of the house. Which, who knows, maybe it has been.


“Call me if you’re going to be later than eleven!” Mom yells when I’m hopping up the stairs three steps at a time. Six months of inactivity have suddenly turned me into a well-rested iron man.


“You bet!” I yell back.


Except my phone isn’t charged. It isn’t even plugged in. I don’t even know where it is, to be honest, because I sort of blocked that day out. I haven’t turned my phone on since the accident, when I figured out why Annabeth got into the accident to begin with, dying “instantly or nearly instantly,” as if the timing of somebody’s death matters. They’re dead. Roll the credits.


I ransack Dad’s old closet to try and find his least offensive shirt. It’s a delicate proposition: This is my first college party, and I agreed to go only because it’s a group of people who don’t know anything about my past, and won’t look at me like I’m the only surviving seabird after a devastating oil spill.


Also, there’s going to be beer.


But the Asshole Formerly Known As Dad’s shirts always tended toward Hawaiian prints and polyester button-ups. These are not the shirts of a man who owns the area’s number-one car dealership or hugs his kids. These are the shirts of a shifty junior manager who walks out on his wife on her birthday. I’m stuck.


I give up and go to Dad’s shelf in the medicine cabinet, grabbing some okay-looking Polo cologne and giving my T-shirt a solid five pumps, figuring three of them should mellow out by the time we show up to the party.


“You kids done catching up?” I say from the bottom step, rounding my way into the kitchen like everything’s normal again.


But I don’t think they heard me, because they’re . . . whimpering? No—because they’re whimpering, period. Mom is holding Geoff and rocking him a little bit, each of them acting out the very scene I still haven’t had with her myself yet.


I study my shoes and pull off a pretty good pretend cough. “Let’s go,” I say. “Before traffic gets bad.”




CHAPTER FOUR


We’re on the street outside Geoff’s sister’s place in Squirrel Hill, looking up at a couple of big-shot college kids who are leaning out a window, smoking. I had the bright idea to stop and pick up something “nice” for the party, so when someone finally buzzes us in and we trudge up the four floors (without an elevator), I count it as a minor setback when a girl in a fedora swings open the door, looks at what I’ve brought, and calls back to the group: “Great. Another hummus.”
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