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For Meredith



How It Begins for Avery


“We need to talk,” Dad says.

He’s got his hand on the door to the garage when I walk into the kitchen for breakfast. He’s wearing his Important Business Deal suit, with the power tie I gave him last year for Father’s Day. (Mom picked it out. Of course she wouldn’t trust my fashion sense.) And, yes—there—he glances at his watch.

I translate: Body language + watch consultation + four terse words = He doesn’t want a conversation. He’s going to talk; I’m supposed to listen.

“Oh, sorry,” I say, flipping my messy just-out-of-bed ponytail over my shoulder. I add an eye roll for effect. “I didn’t get the memo from your administrative assistant. Did we have a meeting scheduled this morning?”

“Avery,” Dad says, and I’ve succeeded. There’s an edge of helplessness in his voice, a hint of How is it that I can negotiate multimillion-dollar deals practically in my sleep, but I can’t get my fourteen-year-old daughter to treat me with respect?

I just have to be careful not to push him into You know, my parents spanked me when I was a kid, and that kept me from back-talking them . . . and I did three hours of farm chores every morning before school . . . and even though we didn’t have two pennies to rub together, we had one another, and that’s all we needed . . .

Blah, blah, blah.

For the record, my parents have never spanked me, and never would.

And Mom would never allow Dad to force me to do farm chores, even if we lived on a farm.

I don’t think.

“About this summer,” Dad says, and I regret the eye roll.

“Yes?” I say cautiously. I can hear in my head how my friends would tell me to play it: Beg. Or go over and kiss your daddy on the cheek and throw your arms around his shoulders and tell him, “You’re the best dad in the world! You decided I can go with Lauren and Shannon to soccer camp for the whole summer, right?” And then he’s got no choice. He has to agree.

That kind of thing doesn’t actually work very well with my dad. It’s like my friends’ fathers were all stamped out from some generic Business Executive Father mold—some Easy-to-Wrap-Around-Their-Daughters’-Little-Fingers mold—but mine wasn’t. I think it’s from the spankings and the farm chores and the being born poor.

“Where’s Mom?” I ask.

“She had an early meeting,” Dad says. “Important new client.”

Mom’s an interior designer. Dad and I secretly make fun of the slogans she’s been trying out for her new business. Her latest is “The things around you can set the tone for your entire life.”

Dad glances at his watch again.

“But your mother and I talked last night, and—”

“Don’t you mean, ‘argued’?” I ask. I reach into the refrigerator for a yogurt. I pretend I really care whether I get blueberry or pomegranate. “I heard you when I came downstairs to get my phone charger. What was Mom saying? ‘Fourteen is the worst age for a girl to be unhappy’? And ‘Three months with Avery furious and miserable, and you’ll wish she were a thousand miles away’?”

Dad has pretty good posture to begin with, but I see his back stiffen.

“What else did you hear?” he asks.

You think I stuck around to hear my own parents trash-talking me? I want to ask. But we don’t ask questions like that in my family.

I open a yogurt and slide a spoon into it.

“Nothing,” I mutter. I only skim the surface of the yogurt. Then I change my mind and dig the spoon in deep, flipping it to bring up the blueberries hidden on the bottom. “Dad, you know I want—”

He isn’t listening. He holds up his hand in that way he has, all Wait your turn. I’m talking now.

“We figured out a compromise,” he says. “You get one week at soccer camp. Then you come to Spain with me.”

That’s a compromise?

“But, Dad, you’ll be away working all the time, and I won’t have any friends there, and even Mom wouldn’t be able to come for very long, not that I’d want to spend the whole summer just with her anyway, but . . .”

There’s a word I can’t quite bring myself to say, because it’d be too much like groveling, or admitting a weakness: Lonely. Don’t you know how lonely I’d be? Or how much that would wreck me? Dad wouldn’t understand how the summer before freshman year has to be all about building up confidence, getting ready to start strong. Lauren has an older sister, and she’s told us about girls who messed up their whole high school careers the first week of ninth grade.

I switch tacks.

“And you know soccer’s my thing, and I have to get really, really good at it this summer if I’m going to make varsity in the fall, and . . .”

And what if Lauren and Shannon make varsity, and I don’t?

Dad has been talking about Spain for weeks, and it’s like we’ve developed rules for this argument. At some point, I’m supposed to say, Look, I know it’s a big deal, you offering me the chance to go to Europe for a whole summer. I get it. I’m not a spoiled brat. It’s just, this isn’t the right summer. And whenever I bring up varsity, Dad is supposed to say, You’re already an amazing soccer player. You’ll make the team no matter what. He’s supposed to be my biggest cheerleader.

But Dad doesn’t say any of that now. It’s like he’s deaf. He keeps talking, like I haven’t said a thing.

I realize I haven’t heard what he said either.

“What?” I ask.

“I said, this is what we came up with: You can bring a friend to Spain with you.”

“I can?” I take a step back. This is new. This is . . . well, acceptable. Maybe.

“You mean Lauren and Shannon could come with me?” I ask. “Or Maya or . . .”

Suddenly, I’m picturing my whole eighth-grade soccer team with me in Spain. We’d play soccer in some really cool Spanish park. (Or fútbol. I know they call it fútbol there.) We’d shop in a pack, grabbing up all sorts of European fashions. We’d flirt with really hot European boys. We’d sightsee just enough that we could drop a casual Oh yes, when I was at the Alhambra . . . into conversations when we went back to school in the fall.

We’d go back as the coolest freshmen in the history of Deskins High School.

“One friend,” Dad says. “One. And it has to be someone responsible and trustworthy and, preferably, older. I thought of the perfect person. Kayla. I checked with her family last night, and they’re thinking about it, but it’s probably going to work.”

“Kayla?” I repeat blankly. “Don’t you mean Kennedy? Or Kylie?”

I can’t decide which is more annoying: that he thinks he can pick a best friend for me, or that he can’t even remember the names of the friends I already have. Not that Kennedy or Kylie are such close friends. I’d call them second-string. Maybe third.

“No, I mean Kayla,” Dad insists. “Kayla Butts.”

I almost drop my yogurt.

“Kayla Butts?” I repeat. “She’s not my friend! When was the last time I even saw her?”

Kayla Butts is this girl whose mom was best friends with my nanny when I was little. They live out in the middle of nowhere, an hour or two from Columbus, so it was always a big deal when they’d visit. Angelica, my nanny, always wanted to show me off, so she’d put me in some frilly dress. And then Angelica would bribe me to be good by letting Kayla and me do things that weren’t usually allowed: drinking chocolate milk, not white, with lunch; climbing to the top of the jungle gym at the park, instead of having to stop halfway up . . . I can remember Kayla’s mom laughing and saying she’d catch us if we fell. But we never fell. I almost always cried when it came time for Kayla to leave, because I’d gotten the frilly dress dirty, or Angelica was extra-mean when she went back to enforcing rules—or I just didn’t like having to stop playing what I wanted.

But my crying when Kayla left made everyone think Kayla and I were BFFs.

Back then, maybe we were.

But for years after that, Kayla and her mom would still swing by at the holidays and drop off Christmas presents for me. Which was silly, because I’m pretty sure Kayla’s family is kind of poor.

Maybe Kayla and her mom even came this past Christmas, and I just don’t remember.

“You and Kayla always played together better than any of your other friends,” Dad says. “That’s what Angelica always said.”

“You mean when I was five?” I ask. “And she was seven? Dad, news bulletin—five- and seven-year-olds, fourteen- and sixteen-year-olds—it’s not the same! I don’t play with Barbie dolls anymore either. I bet I couldn’t even pick Kayla out in a crowd. You really want to make me spend the whole summer with a total stranger?”

“No,” Dad says. “With a whole country full of strangers. Some of whom might become friends. It’ll be good for you.”

And then he opens the door and walks out, like the conversation is over.

I grab my phone and immediately text Shannon and Lauren: My dad is crazy! He IS going to make me go to Spain!

Shannon texts back, Nooooo . . .

Lauren texts a bunch of frowny face emojis, along with the one that’s crying so hard the tears flow upward. Then she writes, You have to talk him out of it!

I can’t, I write back. Then I just stare at the words on the screen. I can’t bear to send them.

But it doesn’t matter. I know my dad.

This is really going to happen.



When It Registers for Kayla


“I am a girl who’s going to Europe,” I whisper to myself in history class. “I am a girl who’s going to Spain.”

I’m trying out the idea, trying to make it seem real. I’m carrying the words around the way Grandpa carries a lucky penny everywhere he goes.

But maybe I’m a little too loud, because Stephanie Purley turns around in front of me.

“What’d you say, Butt-girl?” she asks.

Kids started calling me “Butt-girl” in kindergarten, because of my last name. The nicknames got worse over the years, so it’s like she’s bringing back a golden oldie. Maybe she thinks she’s being nice.

But it’s crazy how nobody forgets anything in Crawfordsville. Roger Staley is still the kid who ate paste in kindergarten. Jayden Allen is still the kid who peed in the principal’s office in second grade.

I’m still “Butt-girl.”

Stephanie Purley was Little Miss Snowflake for the whole town of Crawfordsville in first grade. She’s always on a float in the annual Christmas parade for something. She was “Prettiest Girl” in eighth-grade superlatives. She was freshman-class homecoming attendant last year. She’s been a cheerleader forever.

She’s wearing her cheerleader uniform now, even though I kind of thought sports to cheer for were over for the year. Maybe it’s just one of her outfits that look like her cheerleading uniform.

Most of them do.

The rules of Crawfordsville High School—the rules that let people like Stephanie Purley tolerate people like me—are that I’m supposed to mumble, “Nothing,” and look down at the study guide on my desk. The one I’m supposed to be filling out. And then Stephanie Purley will go back to flirting with Ryan Decker in front of her, and I’ll be like an annoying fly she shooed away, or an ugly cockroach she squashed flat.

But today I am not just Butt-girl. I am also a girl who’s going to Spain.

Someplace not even Stephanie Purley has been.

“I was talking about what I’m doing this summer,” I tell her. I look her straight in her pretty blue eyes. “I’m going to Europe.”

“You?” Stephanie asks, and there’s everything in that one word: How would someone like you afford that? People like you, it’s a big deal just to go to Dayton or Toledo or Columbus. You are not going to a whole other continent!

Truth is, it’s kind of a big deal for anyone from Crawfordsville to go to Dayton or Toledo or Columbus.

Truth is, even Stephanie’s not so dumb that she can’t find her way to the natural conclusion: that I’m lying. Kind of like back in fourth grade, when I had that unfortunate episode of making up stories that nobody believed.

“I have a job,” I say quickly. “I’m traveling with a family that wants me to be, like, kind of a nanny.”

And even though this is Stephanie Purley I’m talking to, not anybody I’m remotely friends with, I suddenly want to spill everything. How when Mom got off the phone last night with Mr. Armisted, she had tears in her eyes, and she kept saying, “Oh, Kayla, you are going to have opportunities I never had! This is, like . . . a godsend!” How she’d been worrying that everything I’d been dreaming of for the summer—getting my driver’s license, working at the Crawfordsville Dairy Queen—wouldn’t happen because the car insurance would cost too much. Because the nursing home cut her hours again.

But I can already see the smugness flowing across Stephanie’s face.

“Oooh,” she says. “Should have known. You’re the type who’d go all the way to Europe and still do nothing but change diapers. Only, baby’s diapers this time, not old people’s.”

“I don’t change diapers at the nursing home!” I protest, outraged for Mrs. Hudson and Mr. Lang and, well, certain other people I care about who have to live in nursing homes.

Like my dad.

Before Stephanie can say anything about him, I go on.

“The girl I’m ‘babysitting’ in Europe is fourteen,” I say. “Almost as old as me. So there. No diapers. Her dad has to go to Spain for a business trip, and he wants her to go along. For the experience. But her mom can’t go, because of her own job. So they want me to go with Avery instead. To keep her company.”

If I were talking to almost any of the old ladies at the nursing home, I would have added, It’s like I’m a paid companion. Like in those regency romances you’re always reading.

But I have learned something since kindergarten, when I thought I could talk to other five-year-olds the same way I talked to my best friends at the nursing home—all of whom were over seventy.

Metamucil jokes—not a big hit in the kindergarten set.

To Stephanie, “paid companion” would probably sound like something dirty.

And suddenly, I’m not so thrilled with the comparison myself. In the regency romances Mrs. Lang, Mrs. Shrivers, and Mrs. Delaney are always urging me to read, the paid companions are mostly there to find lost gloves and tell the hero that the heroine truly is in love with him, no matter how much she pretends otherwise.

The “paid companions” never get to be the heroines themselves.

They might as well be maids.

This is not the 1800s, I tell myself. Nobody’s expecting you to be a maid. Nobody will even know you in Europe. You can be anyone you want.

But I can feel my face settling into the patented how-Kayla-Butts-gets-through-the-school-day empty expression. The one that pretends that nothing anyone says can hurt me.

Stephanie snorts.

“Whatever,” she says. “Even in Europe, you’ll still be Butt-girl.”

Stephanie turns back around. But I can’t bear to pick up my pencil and start filling in blanks on the answer sheet about all the European explorers who came to America, and what two hundred forty years of American history have done to us all.

What if the whole world outside Crawfordsville is just full of Stephanie Purleys, there to put me down?

What if Avery is like that now too?



Avery, Leaving Home


“You know you’re going to miss me,” I tell Mom.

We’re standing in my bedroom, my suitcase between us—packed, zipped, and ready to go. I know how Mom will play this: She’ll ask if I’m sure I packed enough underwear, or remind me that if my clothes are wrong for the European scene, I have to make Dad let me go shopping.

She won’t say anything about missing me.

But Mom surprises me by wrapping her arms so tightly around my shoulders that I fall forward, my knees banging against the suitcase, its telescoping handle digging into my ribs. For a moment, she’s the only thing holding me up.

Instinctively, I push her away.

“Mo-om!” I protest. “I can’t breathe!”

She lets go, and I right myself, solid on my own two feet again. But there’s a weird moment where our eyes meet. Hers have gone all watercolor, a flood of tears kept penned in place by her eyelashes and perfectly applied mascara. On her face—with her blue eyes, her straight nose, and her gently framing ash-blond hair—the effect is really pretty. Of course, everything’s always pretty on Mom. She works hard to keep it that way.

“Oh, no,” I say. “You are not doing that to me. I’m not going to cry.”

Anymore, I think.

Mom’s gaze slides away. She still hasn’t said anything. She swallows hard.

I ignore the lump forming in my own throat.

“I was going to be away this summer regardless, remember?” I ask. “Only, soccer camp would have been a whole lot closer. You could have even come to visit some weekends, if you’d just . . .”

Mom keeps her face turned to the side. I see the first tear escape the mascara corral and slip daintily down her cheek. Then her face quivers and twists. The pretty crying has gone ugly.

“Mom?” I say uncertainly. This isn’t like her. But I’ve never traveled so far away from her before. It’s not like I have hope anymore, but I still seize the opportunity. “Mom, really, you could stop everything right now, if you just tell Dad—”

Mom’s shaking her head hard. No, no, no . . .

“Don’t you see?” It’s like the words are ripped from her mouth. She’s almost snarling, which is so not like my mom. Not with me. “I can’t stop anything. I don’t have any control over . . .”

She spins around and sprints toward my bathroom. This is totally not like her. I’ve never seen her move so gracelessly.

“Avery? Celeste? The car service is here,” Dad calls from downstairs.

I step out onto the landing.

“Mom’s in the bathroom,” I say. “Um, crying.”

Dad stares up at me from the foyer, the front door open before him. Even at this distance, I can see a muscle twitching in his jaw.

“I’ll come up and get your suitcase,” he says. “You go tell the driver I’ll be right out.”

I pick up the backpack I’m using as a carry-on and walk over to the bathroom door. I knock.

“Mom? Dad and I are leaving now,” I say.

There’s a muffled sound from behind that door that might have been a good-bye, or might have been just a sob. I back away from the door.

Down in the car Dad’s company sent for us, I slide onto leather seats. The driver holds the door for me and points out complimentary water bottles and mints. He’s so formal it’s almost funny. Mostly, Dad likes to drive himself to the airport, and he’s only ever taken Mom and me on shorter trips where that makes more sense. So this is my first experience with a car service.

Maybe someday I’ll be in the corporate world like Dad, and I’ll travel in style like this all the time, I tell myself.

The thought of Mom’s weird sobbing upstairs makes it so I can’t enjoy that fantasy.

Or . . . probably my friends and I will get a limo for proms and homecoming dances in high school, and the limo will be like this, I tell myself, seizing on something a little more immediate.

That’s if I still have friends, after I’m cut off from everyone this summer.

I hear the driver shutting the trunk behind us, and the sound makes me jump. A moment later, Dad climbs through the open door across from me.

“Is Mom okay?” I ask.

He raises an eyebrow.

“She said she flashed ahead in time, and the emotions caught her by surprise. . . . I mean, it’s only four years until you leave for college,” he says. “Probably your mother and I will both cry that hard, on that day.”

“Remind me to sneak out without telling anyone, then,” I mutter.

I want to make Dad laugh—I want to be able to laugh myself. But it’s like he doesn’t hear me once again. He’s staring so fixedly at the seat back in front of him that the driver has to say three times, “The airline you’re flying is United. Is that correct, sir? Sir? Sir?”

We’re not even out of our neighborhood when my phone pings with a text from Mom: Sorry about that!!! That wasn’t how I wanted to say good-bye. Have an incredible time in Spain!! This IS an amazing opportunity for you!!!!

I analyze the text like it’s a passage on a language arts test. The multiple exclamation points show Mom is trying way too hard. The “incredible” and “amazing”? Hyperbole.

And she still hasn’t said she’ll miss me.



Kayla: A Journey of a Thousand Miles Begins with . . .


“Excited?” Mom asks, glancing over at me from the driver’s seat of our ancient Chevy.

“Or are you nervous?” Grandma asks from behind me. “You shouldn’t be nervous. There’s nothing to worry about. You get a nervous stomach, it will just make you throw up.”

I should feel grateful that Grandma and Grandpa wanted to come to the airport with us, to see me off. But—and this is assuming I manage not to throw up, and embarrass myself that way—I kind of feel like we’re going to look like the Clampetts from The Beverly Hillbillies when we get there and all pile out of the car.

I remind myself that at least we don’t have a rocking chair strapped to the roof of our car.

Then I remind myself that I can’t make Beverly Hillbillies references around Avery. She doesn’t need to know that most of the people I normally hang out with remember watching shows like Beverly Hillbillies and Green Acres when they were new. Not reruns.

“It’s more like none of this seems real,” I say. I watch the cornfields whip by outside the car window. The leaves sway like they’re waving good-bye. “It feels like a dream.”

“A good one, I hope,” Grandma says.

“Now, why is it,” Grandpa asks, “that there’s a special word for a bad dream—a nightmare—but there’s not any word for a really, really good dream?”

“Maybe there is in Spanish,” Grandma says.

Oh no, Spanish, I think. And despite Grandma’s warning about nerves, my stomach twists. Starting tomorrow, if I want anyone besides Avery and Mr. Armisted to understand me, I’ll have to speak Spanish. I’ve had two years of it at Crawfordsville High, but it’s not like my teachers ever expected any of us to really use it. Spanish is one of those classes they make easy on purpose. The tests are usually open notes.

Grandpa taps the back of Mom’s headrest.

“You gave Kayla the good-behavior run-down, right?” he asks. “Told her she’s not allowed to fall in love with any of those Spanish boys? Told her if they start talking to her in their fancy Spanish, all boo-wane-us dee-uss seen-your-rita, they’re just trying to—”

“Dad!” Mom says, at the same time that Grandma says, “Roy! Stop it!”

“What?” Grandpa says. “Isn’t anyone going to be impressed that I learned Spanish?”

He’s probably the only person on the face of the earth whose accent is worse than mine.

“I trust Kayla,” Mom says, and she shoots me a little glance that kind of apologizes for Grandpa.

When Mom was born, Grandma was forty and Grandpa was forty-five. They thought they’d never be able to have children, so even now they call her their “miracle baby.” That’s when they’re not just agreeing with the rest of Crawfordsville that Mom’s a saint for how she’s handled everything since Dad’s accident.

When I was born, Mom was only twenty. I guess to Grandma and Grandpa, twenty years is nothing. So sometimes they act like Mom and I are sisters, not mother and daughter.

We don’t look like sisters.

Mom is tiny and perky and constantly in motion, like a hummingbird. She has this cap of dark curls that she dyed orangey red once when she was in high school, so she could play Annie in her senior-year musical. She did that even before she got the role. I’ve seen her high school yearbooks—I think she was kind of the Stephanie Purley of her graduating class. The one who won everything. Only . . . nice. A future saint.

I look more like my dad. He was a linebacker back when, well, you know. Back when he could walk. Back when he was himself. Grandma says I’m just big-boned, and there’s nothing wrong with that. The Stephanie Purleys of the world say there is something wrong with that—they say I’m fat. (The word pairs so well with my last name. And its synonyms.)

Maybe I could get away with being one of those fat girls who at least has a pretty face, except that I don’t. I have dirt-colored hair that just kind of hangs there. My eyes are the color of sludge. My nose and my mouth and my ears are all too big.

One time when I was in middle school I burst into tears talking to Mrs. Carvis, one of my favorite old ladies at the nursing home. I told her it wasn’t fair that I was so ugly. She said, “Honey, you’re beautiful. Everyone young is beautiful. But I guess no one realizes that until they’re old.”

I pretended to cheer up, for Mrs. Carvis’s sake. But all I could think was, Great. That means I’ll be even uglier in the future.

Mrs. Carvis is dead now. When all your best friends are in a nursing home, you get used to losing people.

“That’s the next highway you want, right?” Grandma asks, pointing to a sign by the side of the road. “Two seventy?”

Mom squints off into the distance. I think she probably needs new glasses, but she says she doesn’t have time to go to the eye doctor.

I know it’s really that we don’t have the money.

“Yes, two seventy,” she says. “Then the next exit we take will be the one to the airport.”

She slows down and turns her blinker on, and the car behind her honks. Even I can tell she’s not driving right for the big city. I look around and wonder if I missed seeing some sign that said, NO PICKUPS OR OLD CARS ALLOWED. All the cars I can see around us are new and shiny and expensive-looking, straight out of a TV commercial.

Behind me, Grandpa whistles.

“Kayla, look quick—is that a Maserati?” he asks. “Red car, two lanes over? Never thought I’d see one of those with my own two eyes.”

“Whose eyes were you going to see it with?” Grandma asks. “Roy, it’s just a car. Four tires, an engine, steering wheel . . . It’s not that different from any other car. Settle down.”

She gives him a playful punch on the arm, and they grin at each other, and that makes it so I don’t have to answer. I’m grateful. This is just Columbus, just an hour and a half from home, and already I’m overwhelmed. Why did I ever think I could fly in an actual airplane, cross an entire ocean, step onto a completely different continent? People like me don’t do that.

Is there some way to get out of this? I wonder. If I really did throw up, if I fainted, if . . .

The car gives a jerk and there’s a sound like gunfire.

“Mom!” I cry.

I look over and she’s gripping the steering wheel like her life depends on it—like suddenly the car has a mind of its own and it wants to smash into every car around us. The car bucks and veers into the next lane. My head slams into the window. Mom jerks the wheel back and my neck wrenches the other way.

And then somehow we’re stopped by the side of the highway, the other cars whizzing past us at top speed.

For a moment we’re all totally silent. Just being able to breathe feels like a miracle. Then Grandma says, “Was that . . .”

“Tire blew out,” Grandpa says. “Right side on the front.”

Only then do I realize the whole car’s tilted in my direction.

Mom lets out a shaky breath.

“I knew that tire was bad,” she whispers. “I just thought it could wait. . . . I could have killed us all.”

“But you didn’t,” Grandma says firmly. “You saved us all, steering out of that. You and the good Lord watching over us.”

A semi passes by, seemingly just inches from Mom’s door. The whole car shakes.

“Kayla, remember how I keep promising to show you how to change a tire?” Grandpa says. “Guess you’ll get that lesson now.”

Mom glances at her watch.

“I’m going to miss my flight, aren’t I?” I ask. And it’s weird how I can’t decide: Would I be delighted or devastated? Would I be relieved or distraught if this one little tire blowout meant that I never get to go to Spain at all?

Before I can figure myself out, Mom says, “Of course not. You know we left way early. I just have to let Mr. Armisted know it will be . . . oh, what do you think? One thirty before we get there?”

Mom reaches into her purse for her phone, but she doesn’t flip it open to call right away. I see how she bites the inside of her lip and does her smile-frown-smile routine, the same way she does at the nursing home to steel herself for ordering some difficult resident to stay in his room all night or eat strained carrots or be ready for a sponge bath.

“Back in the day, I could change a tire in five minutes flat,” Grandpa brags. “Won a contest once at the trucking company, you know.”

“Roy, that was thirty years ago,” Grandma says. “Nowadays it takes you five minutes just to stand up.”

“Let’s prove her wrong, Kayla,” Grandpa says, winking at me.

We all pile out of the car through the passenger-side doors. Mom has to scramble over the emergency brake. I don’t time anyone, but it feels like it takes fifteen or twenty minutes for Grandma and Grandpa to maneuver their way out. Grandpa wobbles a little once he’s on his feet. He and Grandma both put on their church clothes to see me off, and her skirt and his thin cotton pants whip around in the stiff wind from the passing cars. Grandma’s beauty-parlor-perfect curls quake, and the extra-long clump of white hair Grandpa usually combs over his bald spot flaps around like a tattered flag. It kind of looks like the breeze might knock both my grandparents flat to the ground.

I wonder how long it’s been since Grandpa changed a tire.

“I’ll change the tire, after I call Mr. Armisted,” Mom says, as if it’s all decided. “Kayla, you help Grandma and Grandpa down into the ditch, where no one will get hit.”

I’m surprised Grandpa doesn’t argue. But it’s like stepping out of the car made him smaller and older. Defenseless. Carefully, I thread my arms through my grandparents’ elbows and lead them downhill. Mom follows us down into the ditch, the phone to her ear. I can hear what she says: She turns the whole scary blowout and veering into other lanes of traffic—and right now having our hair whipped practically off our heads with every car that passes—into “just a minor problem.”

She pauses. Then I hear, “No, no, you really don’t have to do that. I’m sure we—” Another pause. “Oh, okay.” Her voice has gone stiff and unnatural. “We certainly would not want to make you late.”

Mom snaps her phone shut. Somehow there’s a break in the traffic just now, and so that one sound seems unnaturally loud, as extreme as the tire blowing out.

“He insisted on sending a taxi to pick you up,” she says. “And someone to change the tire for us. Even though I said we were perfectly capable.”

“Well, that was nice,” Grandma says soothingly. “See, honey, this is proof that Kayla’s going to be with kind people all summer long. . . .”

She pats Mom’s back. Mom looks around dazedly, as if she’s just now noticed how deep this ditch is.

“But this is where we’ll have to say good-bye to Kayla,” she says. “The last place we’ll see her for the next eight weeks.”

Mom’s like me, I think. She’s kind of wishing we could cancel everything, and I could go back home. I could stay in Crawfordsville with Mom and Grandma and Grandpa for the rest of my life.

For a moment it feels like I have all the power. The words are on the tip of my tongue. I could say, You know what? Forget this. I don’t want to go to Europe. I don’t want to go anywhere. I don’t need anything I don’t already have in Crawfordsville.

But that would be a lie.

The moment passes. In no time at all, a yellow car with the word TAXI on the side is pulling up behind our tilted, broken-down Chevy. And then Mom and Grandma and Grandpa are hugging me, and we’re all crying . . .

And then we’re all letting go.

And I’m leaving.



Avery at the Airport


“I told you this is a bad idea,” I say.

Dad ignores me. I have to stop myself from tugging on his arm like a little kid, to get him to really look at me. It seems like if he just looked into my eyes, he would understand that I don’t just mean it’s a bad idea to take Kayla Butts with us to Spain. It’s a bad idea for me to go to Spain. It’s probably even a bad idea for him to go to Spain.

Today, especially after that weird moment with Mom saying good-bye, everything feels like a bad idea.

Why doesn’t Dad understand that already?

Dad stabs his finger at his phone screen, lifts the phone to cradle it against his shoulder.

“Yes, I can hold,” he says into it.

We’re sitting on a bench right inside the doors for departures at the airport. The doors keep whooshing open and shut, and it’s annoying. People stare at us. It’s weird that the bench is even here; nobody else needs to sit down. You’re supposed to come in and go to the counter and check your luggage and then go to your gate right away. That’s what normal people do.

I’ve already had enough abnormal for the day. I can’t handle any more.

“We could go on through security,” I suggest. “Kayla can just meet us when she gets here.”

If she gets here, I think. Maybe she’ll totally miss the flight. That would be okay. And since Dad would have to reschedule her plane ticket, anyhow, maybe I could talk him into making it for one of my actual friends, instead.

Or maybe not.

Dad’s shooting me one of those looks that makes me feel about three inches tall. It’s like he’s thinking, What’s wrong with you? Didn’t we raise you better than this?

Can’t he understand how much Mom’s crying threw me off?

“That would be cruel,” he says. “Kayla’s never flown before. She wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Right, because it makes so much sense that you’re taking me to a foreign country with someone who’s never even flown before, who doesn’t know what she’s doing. You’re even paying her to go with us, and she—”

Dad’s not listening. He’s saying into the phone, “I need you to send someone to change a flat tire. Look for a blue Chevrolet Aveo off on the shoulder. It’s on eastbound two seventy between thirty-three and the Sawmill Road exit. . . .”

Now he’s giving his credit card number.

“How do you know that tow truck will even show up?” I ask, as soon as he’s off the phone. “It’s not like you’re going to miss your flight to check on them. I bet they’ll just charge your credit card and not do anything.”

“You sound like your mother,” Dad snaps. “Stop it.”

“You sound like yourself,” I snap back at him. “That’s worse.”

And then Dad looks at me. I try to make my face into a hard mask, one that says, You know I’m right. And, You can’t hurt me. And, I don’t care what you say. I can do that at school, on the soccer field, anywhere I’m with my friends. There was that one nasty boy I stared down at Morgan Perez’s end-of-eighth-grade party when Shannon wanted him to leave her alone. I got him to go away just with a look. My friends thought I was practically a superhero after that.

But it’s like I can’t get Dad to see my mask. He’s staring into my eyes, and his eyes are so sad, so . . . old. For a minute it’s not like he’s David Armisted, successful business executive, so important his company wants him to fly to a totally different country to save the world for capitalism. He’s someone who can be hurt and disappointed and confused and scared.

He’s someone who can fail.

I want to say something to cheer him up. Like I do on the soccer field with a friend who’s lost her confidence: You can do it! Go for it!

But Dad’s talking. He’s saying, “When did we forget to teach you to be kind? To care about anybody but yourself?”



Kayla: Traveling with Strangers


I am a girl who’s riding in a taxicab to the airport. Me. Kayla Butts.

My mood flips, and I want to giggle. I want to call Mrs. Lang back at the nursing home, the person I know who watches the most soap operas. People really do ride in cabs, in the world outside Crawfordsville, I would tell her. Some of the stuff that happens in soap operas really does happen out in the real world. For real. I want to call Harley Seitz, who’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a best friend who’s actually my same age. We’re still friends, I guess, but it’s like 99.999 percent of her brain and her time has been taken up with her boyfriend, Gunnar Graves, ever since they got together last fall.

Guess what? I would tell her. There are other fun things in the world besides kissing Gunnar. Maybe I’m going to have a better summer than you. Maybe I’m going to fall in love with a hot cabdriver and . . .

This thought almost makes it so I can’t even look at the man driving my cab. I peek out through lowered eyelashes—because what does it matter? A hot guy wouldn’t like me, anyway—and it turns out that my cabdriver is old. He’s got white hair.

I know how to talk to old people. I lean forward.

“Do you like driving a cab?” I ask him. “Have you been doing this for a long time?”

He looks at me in the rearview mirror, and I realize he also has dark skin and the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. I’d been too emotional and then too giddy to notice that before.

He is not anything like the old people I know back in Crawfordsville.

But he’s answering my questions. I think. He opens his mouth and sounds come out, but it’s not a language I recognize. Or maybe it is—maybe it’s even English—but his accent is so thick I can’t make out a single word.

“What?” I say. “Can you talk slower? Please? My ears are a little clogged, so I can’t hear very well.”

I flush, because I’ve automatically given one of the excuses I always use with Mr. Wicks back at the nursing home. He had a stroke last year that garbled his speech, and it really bothers him when people can’t understand. So I always make it seem like it’s my fault, not his.

The cabdriver must not understand: Now he seems to be talking faster. Straining hard, I catch the words “Somalia” and maybe “professor.”

Is there a place called Somalia? Maybe in Africa? And was this cabdriver maybe a professor when he lived there? No way could he be a professor here. Who would understand him?

The cabdriver gestures at the passenger-side front seat, where books slide around. The only book cover I can see holds a bunch of curlicues and dots—is it written in some language so foreign they don’t even use the same alphabet?

The driver pats the books, and his hand lingers in a way that makes me think of Grandpa pulling out old maps and photographs in the spring and fall, when he misses planting and harvest. Some of Grandpa’s pictures are so faded now that I can barely make out ghosts of images, but he claims he can still identify the model numbers of every John Deere tractor and combine; he can remember the reason for every little bend in the otherwise straight rows of corn.

Suddenly, I miss Grandpa so much. The cabdriver and I don’t understand what the other person is saying, anyway, so I let Grandpa’s story spill out of me. It’s like talking to Mr. Angstrom or Mrs. Lyles, two of the nursing home residents who aren’t ever conscious, so it’s safe to tell them anything I want. It’s weird how comforting it can be to sit in their darkened rooms and hold their hands and whisper things I don’t dare tell anyone else.

I do this with my dad sometimes too.

“My grandfather used to be a farmer,” I tell the cabdriver now. “His farm was in our family for five generations, but the way the economy went, that wasn’t enough. So he borrowed money to buy more land. And then in the 1980s, the interest rates got really bad, and lots of farmers went bankrupt and lost everything, and Grandpa was one of them. He had to take a job as a truck driver. But he would never clean his floor mats, because he said maybe some corn or soybean seeds might accidentally fall there and sprout, and then he could say at least he owned that much of a farm. He carried around dirt in his truck the way you carry around books. It’s kind of the same thing.”

The cabdriver answers, talking faster than ever, his words even more incomprehensible. No, wait, there is one word I can understand: “war.” The cabdriver says it again and again: War . . . war . . . war . . .

Was there a war in his home country? Is that why he ended up here?

My face reddens even more. Somalia . . . Maybe I have heard of that country before. Maybe I have heard of a war there. Sometimes when we go visit my father at the VA nursing home, the other patients tell us their stories. Some of them are older than the Iraq and Afghanistan veterans, but not as old as the Vietnam vets. Maybe some of those men talk about fighting in Somalia.

You have to be respectful to people who survived a war. Maybe this cabdriver fought in a war and I’m babbling away to him about dirt.

The cabdriver takes his hand off his books and gestures at something rubber-banded onto the sunflap over his head. Maybe he’s saying, This is my family. He pulls down a picture of lots of people with dark skin. Grandparents and parents and children. The women and the girls wear coverings over their heads, letting just their faces show, not their hair. I guess that means they’re Muslim. I don’t know anyone like this family back in Crawfordsville. But this is like all the old people at the nursing home whipping out pictures of their families.

“They look like nice people,” I say politely, just like I say to all the people in the nursing home. I tell old people this even when I know for a fact that their kids and grandkids never bother visiting. Even when I know for a fact that their grandkids or great-grandkids are some of the worst bullies at Crawfordsville High School.

I don’t know the cabdriver’s family. Maybe they really are nice people. Maybe people outside Crawfordsville are nicer than people in it.

Can I dare to hope that that’s true?

Now the driver points out the window—we’re almost to the airport. My stomach twists a little and I rehearse the instructions Mom relayed from Mr. Armisted: The cab ride was already paid for, so you don’t worry about that. The cabdriver will get your suitcase from the trunk, and then you can go on into the airport. Mr. Armisted and Avery will watch for you—remember, I sent that picture so they’d be sure to recognize you—but if you don’t see them right away you can always call . . .

The cabdriver pulls up to the curb. He gets out and goes around to the trunk, so I do too. He puts my suitcase down on the sidewalk, then leans toward me.

“Good-bye, granddaughter of a farmer,” he says, and it seems like he’s trying hard to pronounce the words the same way I would. “Have a good trip.”

He understood what I was saying. He understood me better than I understood him. Maybe he even understood every single word I spoke.

I feel a little like I’m standing here naked, my ugly, blobby body on display for anyone to see.

But he’s saying nice things, I remind myself.

I stammer out a “Thank you.” I want to apologize, too, for not understanding him. But someone’s calling my name behind me: “Kayla? Kayla?”

I turn around, and Mr. Armisted and Avery are walking toward me.

Mom said they wanted to arrange a meet-up for Avery and me before we were actually leaving for Spain. But Avery had soccer tournaments every weekend, and then she had soccer camp, and Mom got stuck working a lot of nights and . . . it never happened. Avery was also really busy last December, and the only time Mom could take her her Christmas present was one Saturday morning when I had driver’s ed. So I haven’t seen Avery since two Christmases ago. She had braces back then, and she’d gotten tall in a way that reminded me of a baby giraffe just learning how to use its long legs. (Mr. Lang at the nursing home likes to watch nature shows, so I’ve seen a lot of baby giraffes taking their first steps.)

Avery doesn’t have braces anymore. She has such straight, white, perfect teeth that it reminds me how much my dog tooth sticks out on the left side. I pull my lip down to hide it.

Avery also isn’t baby-giraffe gawky and awkward anymore. She’s dancer graceful, or maybe teen-model graceful. She moves like she knows people are watching her, like she thinks they should watch her. (I mostly move like I’m darting from shadow to shadow, hoping nobody notices me.) Avery’s got stretchy black leggings on—yoga pants?—and they cling to her legs just right, and her long blue shirt blouses out just right, kind of like a minidress, but classy, not slutty, because of the leggings underneath.

I pull my shirt down to cover the label on my jeans. I hope if Avery saw it, she doesn’t know that Faded Glory is a Walmart brand.

Avery doesn’t seem to be wearing any makeup, and that makes me feel like the eyeshadow and mascara I put on is too dark and heavy. She flips her long, thick ponytail over her shoulder, and it’s like the practiced moves girls have on YouTube.

Mr. Armisted grabs my hand and shakes it.

“Kayla!” he says heartily. “You made it! With plenty of time to spare.”

“I . . . guess so,” I mumble.

It always throws me off to talk to other people’s fathers, but this is worse than ever. I mainly recognize Mr. Armisted from the annual Armisted family Christmas card, where they all looked so glossy and glowing and happy. I used to study those photos so carefully; I knew I would seem awkward and weird if I stared like I wanted to when we would go visit Avery and he was there.

“The cabdriver didn’t have any trouble finding your mom’s car?” Mr. Armisted persists.

“No. I mean, I don’t think so.”

I have to hold myself back from asking, Do you know how much you look like a dad on a TV sitcom? Only real?

Seeing Mr. Armisted in person again reminds me of a game I used to play when I was little. I’d look through the sale circulars that came in the mail, and Grandma and Grandpa would tease, “Oh, Kayla, are you in the market for a new chain saw?” or “Kayla, you looking for a new pickup truck?” when really I was just looking at the ads that featured male models so I could pick out the one that looked like the best dad.

Even at three or four years old, I already knew that my own father would never again be able to do anything but lie in a bed. He would never again be able to pick up a chain saw. He would never again be able to steer a truck or build a pole barn or cast a fishing line.

He would never again be able to hug me.

Or just shake my hand.

Even if your dad hadn’t had that accident, he would never have been like Mr. Armisted, I tell myself. He wouldn’t have worn shirts with polo pony logos on the pocket. He wouldn’t have flown around the world making millions. He wouldn’t have wanted to. He was proud of being a marine. Proud to serve his country.

I look away from Mr. Armisted, but my brain is still churning out wouldn’t haves: Even if your dad hadn’t had that accident, he never would have hired some other teenager to be a “paid companion” for his daughter. He wouldn’t have needed to. He would have taught you to take care of yourself.

“Were you talking to the cabdriver just now?” Avery asks. She doesn’t put out her hand to shake, but she kind of smiles. It looks like she’s trying to, anyway.

“Yes,” I say. Did I break some rule I didn’t even know about?

“Do you know him?”

Better than I know you, I want to say.

There is no way I’m telling her about Grandpa. Or anyone or anything else that’s important to me.

“Just being friendly,” I say, attempting a failed smile of my own.

“Oh,” Avery says.

And then it’s like none of us knows what to say to the other two. We stand awkwardly for a moment, until Mr. Armisted grabs my suitcase and says, “Well, let’s go, then. Off to Spain!”

I notice that he leaves Avery to carry her own suitcase. Or pull it, I mean—unlike mine, hers is on wheels. But is that fair when she’s the daughter and I’m just the paid companion? Should I offer to carry hers?

I don’t think I can say anything. It might make me cry.

Forget worrying about speaking Spanish. Forget worrying about being in a foreign country. How am I supposed to live with total strangers for the next eight weeks?

Why do the Armisteds want me to?



Avery: Complications


“Avery, put your phone away,” Dad says.

We’ve checked our luggage and gone through security, and now we’re sitting at the gate. Our flight is delayed fifteen minutes—because of thunderstorms in Chicago, or something like that. Dad’s been explaining to Kayla that the whole airline system is interconnected, and the plane we’re supposed to fly on might be coming from Dallas, and still be delayed by Chicago weather.

I don’t care. I’m texting back and forth with Shannon and Lauren, who are on their after-lunch break at soccer camp. They claim the drills they ran this morning were harder than any I did there. I think they’re just being wimps, but I don’t say that. I’m telling them about Kayla, and how embarrassing she’s been ever since she got here. I want them to know exactly how much I wish one of them were with me instead.

Then K stared at Auntie Anne’s like she’s never seen one before, I write.

Never eaten a cinnamon pretzel? Too sad, Lauren writes back.

Maybe she hasn’t, Shannon writes. Didn’t you say she lives in Nowheresville? Maybe she’s never even been to a mall.

Maybe that’s y your dad is taking her to Europe. B/c K’s disadvantaged, Lauren writes.

She must be texting five or six other people at the same time she’s texting me. You can always tell with Lauren. She starts using abbreviations when she’s losing interest in a conversation.

“Avery!” Dad says in a low voice, his teeth gritted like he’s trying to yell at me without anyone else noticing. “Didn’t you hear me? I said, put the phone away. Stop texting. Participate in the conversation we’re having in real life.”

I could say, Texting is real life. I could say, Oh, yeah? I’d be happy to if you’d have let me bring a real friend with me. I could say, I’m not having a conversation with Kayla. You are. But I take one look at Dad’s face and say, “I’m just telling them good-bye. It’s rude not to do that.”

Quickly, I type, Gtg. Boarding. Next time I text I’ll be in Spain!

It’s not a bad thing to make them feel a little jealous. Remind them that even if I have to put up with Kayla, I get to do it in a cool place.

Dad still has that look on his face like he’s about to explode. I’m saved from whatever he was going to say next because his phone pings. He looks at it and groans.

“Now it’s a forty-five-minute delay,” he says. “We’re really going to have to run to catch our next flight.”

“Run?” Kayla repeats, like that’s something else she’s never heard of.

“During the layover,” I say. I want Dad to see that I’m trying with Kayla. Or to think that I am. “We’re flying from here to Washington, DC, where we’ll change planes, and then the new plane will take us on to Madrid. That plane will be at a different gate, maybe even in a different terminal. How fast we run could be the difference between making the flight and missing it. Dad, remember that time we had to run to make that flight home from Aruba? Because customs took so long?”

Kayla bites her lip.

“I know we have a layover,” she says in a tight voice, like I’ve offended her. “I read the schedule your dad sent.”

Maybe I really did sound like, How stupid are you, not to know this? instead of Here. I’ll be kind and explain everything.

“And I said we’d eat at the DC airport, didn’t I?” Dad chimes in. “Looks like there won’t be time for that now. We should get sandwiches here. Avery, come help me carry things. Kayla, you can stay here and hold our seats. What do you want us to get you?”

Dad’s in boss mode. This is how he sounds on the phone, talking to people at work. But I have a bad feeling about the way he divided us up.

Sure enough, as soon as we’re in the Wolfgang Puck to-go line, he says in his hardest, coldest voice, “You will stop making fun of Kayla to your friends. And you will erase that entire conversation from your phone. The one about Kayla being from Nowheresville.”

I gulp.

“Dad, that was private!” I protest. “Nobody else was supposed to see it! Why were you reading over my shoulder?”

“Because you were so clearly tilting away from Kayla, trying not to let her see,” he tells me.

“Well, I never said Kayla was from Nowheresville,” I defend myself. “That was Shannon. I can’t help what my friends say.”

Dad’s lips are pressed into a thin, disapproving line.

No, I’m reading his face wrong. It’s more like . . . he’s in pain.

“Avery, thirty years ago, I was the one from Nowheresville,” he says. “You know I wasn’t on an airplane until I flew to that first job interview in New York.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know that story,” I say. “You panicked because you thought you’d have to pay for the Coke they gave you on the plane, and you barely had enough cash with you for the cab to the interview, and this was before you had a credit card, and you were imagining yourself as a homeless person in New York City the rest of your life.”
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