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Vitamins had ruined my life.

Not that there was much left to ruin, but still.

I know blaming vitamins for my horrible life sounds strange. After all, vitamins are supposed to keep people healthy. Also, they’re inanimate objects. But thanks to them I was stuck in the Jackson Center Mall watching my father run around in a bee costume.

I sank into the chair by our cash register as Dad walked up to two women. They looked around when he started talking, searching for a way out. They wouldn’t find one. In our section of the mall, there wasn’t much around, which was how we could afford our booth.

I watched the women smile and step away, an almost dance I’d seen plenty over the few days I’d worked here. After they left, Dad came over to me, grinning, and said, “Kate, I think I made a sale! Those two women I just talked to said they’d tell their husbands about the reformulated B Buzz! tablets. Isn’t that great? Now I think I’ll fly—get it?—down to the department store and see if I can give samples to people as they walk out.”

I handed over the samples—small plastic bags stamped with the Perfect You logo—and watched him lurch down the hallway, off balance because of his costume. As soon as he was gone, I got out my history homework.

This was not how I’d pictured my sophomore year. Not that the first half had been wonderful so far, but this was definitely an all-time low.

Four hours and one history chapter later, the mall closed. Dad and I boxed up the extra vitamins he’d been so sure we’d sell, and then I waited while he ran the box back to the storage space we rented from the mall.

“Pretty good day, right?” he said when he got back. The antennae he was wearing bobbed up and down as he talked. “Todd and I sold one bottle of B Buzz! in the morning, and I bet those two women come back tomorrow. Don’t you think they will?”

I shrugged, because it was much easier than telling Dad I was sure they wouldn’t. It was also easier than mentioning that we owed eighty bucks for the rented bee costume, and that was far more than the amount we’d taken in from the one bottle of vitamins it supposedly sold.

When we got home, Mom was sitting at the kitchen table flipping through the checkbook and frowning. She’d been doing that a lot lately.

“How did it go?” she asked, putting the checkbook down.

I left before she could say anything else, heading back to my room. I took a second to stop in the living room and stand in front of the television though, watching as my brother, Todd, lifted himself up off the sofa long enough to say, “Kate, you freak, move. I’m watching something important.”

Last week Todd decided he wanted to be an actor. So far all it meant was that he spent even more time than usual watching television. For a college graduate, he sure was on the fast track to nowhere.

“You can’t learn to act watching basketball.”

“You can’t. I can. Now move.”

I started singing and kept it up until he lunged at me.

I have a terrible singing voice, and not in the “I’m saying it’s terrible to be modest” kind of way. Last week, when I quit the school choir, the director tried to keep the joy off his face but couldn’t quite contain it.

I hadn’t cared about that, though. I knew my voice sucked, and quitting was a relief. The only reason I’d stayed as long as I had was because of Anna. All fall I’d suffered through practices, hoping she’d come back. That she’d want to be in choir again. That she’d want to be my friend again.

That maybe she’d at least talk to me again.

In the fall, I thought there was no way life could get any worse.

I was wrong. So very, very wrong.

Almost a month ago, my father got up and went to work at Corpus Software like always, running late because he’d gotten caught up in his latest video game, forgetting about his job in favor of slaying dragons or driving cars or whatever it was that had him obsessed that week.

But then, when he got to work, his desk was broken. Really broken.

It had split right down the middle, and everything breakable—picture frames with photos of all of us, his coffee mug, and the clay thing my brother made during the two weeks he wanted to be a potter—was broken.

The one thing that hadn’t broken was a small brown glass jar of vitamins. Perfect You vitamins. Dad had bought them from a secretary who was moving out of town and spent her last day at work selling them. He’d only bought them to be nice.

But, long story short, Dad decided that the whole desk-breaking thing was a sign he needed to change his life, and that the unbroken vitamin bottle meant something.

So he quit his job to sell Perfect You vitamins.

Yes, really.

He cashed in his retirement fund, bought box after box of vitamins, and then rented a tiny freestanding booth in the mall. He even hired someone to work with him, but Gary quit last week, after Dad told him he couldn’t pay him. That’s when I had to quit choir and start working with Dad after school.

So now I had no best friend, and I had a job at the mall selling vitamins with my father.

Life had definitely gotten much worse.
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I saw Anna as soon as I got to school the next morning. When Dad dropped me off, she was standing on the sidewalk holding hands with her boyfriend, Sam. She waved in my direction as I walked toward her, and for a second I hoped she was waving at me even though I knew she wasn’t. I hated how easy it was for her to act like she’d never known me.

I hated how I still hoped she would notice me.

No one ever asked me why Anna and I weren’t friends anymore. I guess everyone automatically understood that when Anna became popular, there was no way she had room in her life for me. Even the Jennifers, three girls I’d tried to be friends with in the fall until I realized they drove me crazy, never asked what happened.

Actually, one person had asked about Anna. Will Miller said, “So what’s up with you and Anna?” about a week after school started, but I knew he was just being an ass. Will was like that, one of those guys who was cute and knew it. He’d hooked up with at least half the girls in school, and last year, I swear that every week he made out with a different girl before class. I hadn’t liked him since the day I met him.

I tried to avoid him, in fact, but this year he was in my first-period class. It was bad enough I had to start every morning with biology, and Will just made things worse.

For instance, when class was over, we ended up walking into the hall at the same time, and he said, “Hey, what did your frog ever do to you? I saw you hack its legs off.”

I sighed. Will always seemed to take some sort of perverse delight in talking to me, but lately he’d been even more annoying about it than usual. “I didn’t hack its legs off. My scalpel slipped.”

“Wow, promise me you aren’t going into medicine.”

I glared at him and he grinned, unleashing his dimples. I looked away and saw Anna coming down the hall, walking in the middle of a group of girls we used to make fun of. Two of them waved at Will, and one said, “Any chance we can get you to go shirtless for the next pep rally?”

He shrugged, still grinning, and Anna said, “Think about it, will you?” Her gaze moved over me like I wasn’t even there.

I walked away, telling myself I didn’t care and wishing I could forget her like she’d forgotten me.

Of course Will caught up to me. “What do you think? Should I do it? I know you’ve secretly been dying to check me out.”

“Right, because if I see your scrawny chest I can die a happy woman.” Will actually had a very nice chest. The thing was, he knew that too, because he was always willing to run around shirtless with JHS RULES! painted on him during stupid pep rallies.

“I like that a glimpse of my chest could provide you with the equivalent of a rich and full life.”

“The key words in my sentence were ‘see your chest’ and ‘die.’ The ‘happy’ part was me trying to be nice.”

“So you say.” He unleashed the dimples again, smiling like he knew something, and I felt my face heat up because Will really was cute and I wasn’t as immune to him as I wanted to be.

I didn’t want him to guess that, though, so I forced myself to look at him. Or at least look at his forehead.

“All right, you caught me. I’m secretly obsessed with you and spend all my free time writing about you in my journal. ‘Dear Diary, today Will was an ass for the 467th day in a row. He’s so dreamy.’”

He laughed and then leaned in toward me, touching the tip of my nose with his index finger. For some reason, I felt a little breathless. “Are you okay?”

“Aside from you, yes.”

Okay, here’s the truth. I knew exactly why I felt breathless. I had, let’s say, “thoughts” about Will, and not the kind of thoughts I wanted to have, where I was able to forget he existed and also meet an amazing guy who really liked me. No, I had thoughts like me and Will somehow getting trapped in a classroom and Will realizing he wanted me, and I … well, let’s just say I had a vivid imagination and leave it at that.

The problem was, I had these thoughts a lot. A LOT.

Will put a hand on my arm. It was very warm, and I stared at his fingers resting against my skin, cursing my overactive brain and reminding myself to breathe.

“Seriously, I’m sorry about everything with Anna.”

That snapped me out of any “thoughts” I might have been thinking, and I shoved his hand off and walked away. I hated the way I felt around him, the way I wanted him. I hated that he was the only person who’d ever asked me what happened when Anna and I stopped being friends.

I hated that he was the only person who’d acted like her forgetting me meant something.



three

Dad picked me up when school was over, leaving Todd “in charge” at the mall. We went home, so I could change and pack myself some dinner, and he sat on the sofa and played the video game he and Todd had bought and started a few days ago.

I thought it was weird and pathetic that Dad sometimes acted like he was Todd’s age or worse, my age, but Mom didn’t seem to care and always thought it was funny when he used to call in sick to stay home and finish whatever game he was playing. She said Dad was young at heart, and that he reminded her it was important to have fun.

I would have settled for his kind of fun being less about quitting his job to sell infomercial vitamins, but then I hadn’t gotten a say in any of that.

“You want me to pack you something to eat?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “I’ll eat when we get home so I can catch up with your mother. She said she’ll make pancakes.” He grinned at me. “You and me can split a stack. Get it?”

“Funny. And I can’t. Homework.” I smeared peanut butter on a piece of bread and looked in the fridge for jelly.

“You almost ready to go?”

“Almost.” All I could find was orange marmalade. Ick. I finished making my sandwich anyway. With all my homework, plus the fact that I had first lunch block at school, which meant eating before eleven each morning, I needed to eat dinner before I got home from work.

“You look a little stressed,” Dad said when we got to the mall. “You want to close up early tonight and go the movies? I want to see the one about the guy who moves into the cursed house.”

“I really do have a lot of homework. Besides, Mom’s making pancakes, remember?”

“Oh, right, I forgot.” He looked disappointed, but then he spotted Todd talking to two girls and darted off in the direction of our booth, waving his arms to try and signal something. I slowed down and hoped no one had seen me come in with him. Sometimes being around Dad was like being with a little kid.

Todd left about ten seconds after I got to the booth, as usual, and when the mall finally closed, the register had twenty dollars less than it had the night before. (“Todd and I forgot to eat breakfast before we came in, so we had to get food and stuff,” was Dad’s explanation.)

We also hadn’t sold a thing.

“Hey, maybe we should take some samples down to Sports Shack and catch people leaving,” Dad said. “It’s a potential customer base with a built-in interest in staying healthy, plus they always let people shop late.”

“Homework,” I reminded him again.

“Just for a few minutes? You can even pull the car around while I do it. Okay?”

A chance to drive wasn’t something I would pass up, and Dad knew it. I’d gotten my license when I turned sixteen, but Mom refused to let me drive unless she or Dad were in the car until I was seventeen because Todd had driven our car into the garage door two weeks after he’d gotten his license.

And because I’d failed my driving test the first time I took it. But driving over all those cones could have happened to anyone, really.

I went and got the car, then drove over to the parking lot by Sports Shack. Dad was standing by the exit to the parking lot, trying to talk to everyone who came out. I drove around the mall twice, enjoying the feel of being in the car by myself, and when I got back, Dad was talking to an older guy in a Sports Shack uniform, holding his hands out like he did whenever he was sorry about something, and all the employees were standing by the huge floor-to-ceiling windows, watching.

Great. As if the bee costume wasn’t enough of an embarrassment. I drove to an unlit portion of the parking lot and waited, hoping no one could see the car. Or me.

“Wow, was that guy uptight,” Dad said when he finally got to the car. “I explained that I worked in the mall too, but he didn’t care. Hey, how come you parked way out here? And how come you’re sitting all hunched over? Are you sick?”

“Just tired,” I said, and was careful to keep my head down as we drove away.

The house smelled like pancakes when we got home, and Mom was on the phone with Grandma. I could tell because she kept rubbing her fingers down the space between her eyebrows like she had a headache.

“No, things are fine,” she said, and waved at me, then blew Dad a kiss. “Look, can I call you tomorrow? Great. No, really, please forget what I said before. We’ll get by.”

She hung up and blew out a frustrated breath. “I think I might have burned some of the pancakes. Sorry.” She looked at Dad. “You know how my mother is.”

Dad went over and gave her a big hug, lifting her up off the ground. She laughed, and on that almost happy note, I left before she could ask him how sales were. Or before she could really start talking about Grandma.
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Todd took me to school in the morning because Dad had spent all night working on a Perfect You project and wanted to catch a few hours of sleep before the mall opened.

“Project?” I said. “What kind of project?”

“I don’t know, Kate,” Todd said, frowning at the dashboard and tapping the gas gauge with one finger. “I was kind of asleep when he told me. It’s inhuman to be up this early, you know.”

“You think? I only have to do it five days a week.”

“Yeah, but you’re in high school. I’m not, and I didn’t sign up to be your chauffeur. I mean, it’s bad enough that now I have to get up before ten so I can be at the stupid mall when it opens.”

“Oh, poor freeloading baby who has to get up and work for a few hours. Maybe if you didn’t stay up all night talking on the phone you’d be more rested.”

“You want to walk to school?”

“Please. Mom would kill you.”

Todd grunted, because we both knew I was right, and then slammed on the brakes as the light up ahead turned red. While we waited for it to change, he ran his fingers through his hair, grinning when he noticed a girl in the car next to us watching him.

Aside from having the same hair color, a dark reddish-blond, Todd and I don’t look very much alike. This is because I’m average-looking and he’s so good-looking that girls in cars next to us at traffic lights see him and give him their phone numbers. He gets more calls in a day (and at night) than I get … well, ever.

When we stopped at the next light, the girl in the car next to us asked Todd if he wanted to get coffee.

“I don’t have a lot of time later today, but how about now, before work?” she said.

I snorted, thinking about Todd’s definition of work.

Todd elbowed me and said, “I’d love to.” Then he drove to school like he was in a race.

“Great, now I’m here early,” I said as he dropped me off. “What am I supposed to do before first period starts?”

“I don’t care what you do as long as you get out of the car.”

“You suck.”

“I’ll be sure to think about that when I’m drinking coffee with … um …”

“Sarah.”

“I knew that. Anyway, I’ll be sure to worry about it while I’m with her and you’re stuck in school.”

I slammed the car door as hard as I could when I got out, but he didn’t even notice. Figured.

I went to the library and finished the English reading I hadn’t done last night, and then went to first period.

Jennifer M., who sat across from me, grabbed my arm as soon as I sat down. “I’m freaking out!”

I sighed. This was one of the many reasons I had stopped hanging out with the Jennifers. They were all constantly freaking out about something. “What’s wrong?”

“The PSATs. I’m taking them again, I think, but what if I do worse than last time?”

“You’ll do fine,” I said, and Jennifer T. leaned toward us and said, “See, I told you.”

That made the third Jennifer, Jennifer S., look nervous. Jennifer M. was Jennifer S.’s best friend, or at least she had been in the fall. Now she was spending a lot of time with Jennifer T.

I looked down at my desk and wondered if I could get away with putting my head down and taking a nap.

“What about you, Will?” Jennifer M. said, letting go of my arm in order to grab his. He sat across from her too, one desk in front of me. “Oh, wait, you did really good, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but I was just trying to keep up with certain people.” Will looked back at me and grinned.

“Kate, I thought you said you just did okay,” Jennifer M. said.

“I did,” I said through clenched teeth. “Will’s trying to be funny. Laugh so he’ll shut up.”

Jennifer M. said, “Kate, you’re funny,” in the same tone of voice she always used whenever she didn’t understand why I’d said something, and then started talking to Jennifer T. as Jennifer S. watched, still looking nervous.

Will looked at them for a second and then turned back around again, whispering, “Kate, don’t be like that. You know I only did so well because I yearn—see, SAT word—to follow you to college and steal your heart.”

“Uh-huh. Too bad for you I don’t plan on attending clown college.”

He grinned. “Only you would ignore the incredibly sweet thing I just said.”

“Only you would describe one of your asinine comments as incredibly sweet.”

“Asinine? Now there’s an SAT word. In fact—”

“Mr. Miller, do you mind?” Our teacher, Mr. Clark, had come in, reeking of cigarettes like always.

“Nope,” Will said, and then shook his head in apology when Mr. Clark glared at him.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered as Will turned back around. “You can always look up what asinine means in the dictionary. It’ll be easy to find because your picture will be next to the definition.” And then I grinned, because I’d gotten the last word in, and that hadn’t happened in our last three conversations.

I knew it was pathetic to be happy about something like that. And to actually keep track of who got the last word in. But hey, I had to take what I could get.

Especially because when I went to lunch, I saw Anna.

Since lunch periods at Jackson High are only twenty minutes long, I always get in line for soup or salad. It’s the busiest line, and the slowest, and by the time I get my cup of lukewarm soup and pay for it, I have just enough time to drink it before I go to class. Today the line moved a little faster than usual, though, and by the time I paid there was enough time to grab a seat and eat my soup before the bell rang.

That’s when I saw her. Anna was a cheerleader now, even though she’d always made fun of them before, and cheerleaders ate during first lunch block when there was a basketball game. I’d seen her a few times before, always surrounded by her new friends, always sitting right next to Diane.

Today, Anna was sitting with Tara.

Tara was a senior, and she was so popular that she could do anything. She ate when she wanted, went to classes when she wanted, and when she got a bad dye job and her hair turned orange, a bunch of girls dyed their hair orange too. If an actual world leader had that much power, we’d all be living under one big dictatorship. Scary thought.

I watched Anna laugh, grinning the way she did when she was happy but embarrassed. The last time she’d smiled at me like that was last year, when she was complaining about her eleventh birthday party and I’d reminded her it was ancient history and that she’d just gotten a solo in choir.

Last year, Anna would have been sitting with me, and we’d have been talking about whoever was in her seat now.

The bell rang, and I chugged my soup. It was lukewarm and salty, and as I threw the cup away I saw Tara and Anna get up. They hugged, and I saw Anna smile for real, radiant and wide, as Diane caught her eye. Anna used to smile like that at me.

Anna had treated me like crap and I knew it, but I couldn’t bring myself to hate her. In fact, looking at Diane, I wished I were her so much I felt sick with it.

I walked by them both on my way out of the cafeteria. Diane didn’t even see me, but Anna did. She saw me, and something flashed across her eyes, something that looked like sadness. I stopped, hoping she’d smile at me, but she turned away.

Just like she had the day I finally realized we weren’t friends anymore.
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I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know Anna. One of my first memories is building a tower of blocks with her in day care, holding one and waiting for her to tell me where to put it.

We did everything together. We both learned to swim in the same class at the community center. We both got bikes for our fifth birthdays, and learned to ride wobbling around the cul-de-sac at the end of her street. We both got our ears pierced when we were in fifth grade. We even bought our first bras together, although, to be totally honest, I didn’t really need one at the time.

Up until the middle of ninth grade, Anna was about eighty pounds overweight, had braces, and wore glasses, the kind with heavy, thick lenses. People made fun of her but she never cared, would just look at me and roll her eyes. Anna always walked and talked and acted like she knew exactly who she was and no one could tell her otherwise. She was as brave as I wanted to be.

Then, last March, Sam bumped into Anna in the hallway after second period and said, “Watch it, wide load.”

Anna had liked Sam since middle school, and her crush only got worse during our first year of high school. She was crazy about him, and seeing her face after he said that made me want to cry.

She did cry, although not until she’d made it to the girls’ room. I followed her and said everything would be okay as I handed her paper towels to use as tissues.

She made a face at me and said, “How can you say that?”

“Because it will be,” I said.

And it was, because Sam came up to her at the end of the day and apologized for yelling.

“See?” I said after he’d left. “I told you he didn’t mean it. You wanna come over for dinner after choir practice?”

She tugged the bottom of her shirt down over her stomach. “I’m fat, aren’t I?”

“Anna!”

“Kate, I am.”

“Come on, you look fine.”

“Liar,” she said, her voice curiously flat, and then the choir director came out and told us practice was starting and could we please hurry up and come inside?

At lunch the next day, Anna wanted to buy salad, not pizza.

“Why?” I said. “I mean, I can understand skipping sausage pizza, with those weird seed things in the meat. But this is pepperoni!”

“I want to eat better.”

“I just said it isn’t sausage.”

She gave me a look.

“Okay, fine, we’ll get salad. But Anna … is this because of yesterday? Because Sam said he was sorry.”

“He said he was sorry he yelled. He didn’t say he didn’t mean what he said, and I—I’m fat. I’m fat and wear glasses and I’m tired of it. I’m sick of being the ugly girl. I want to be pretty.”

“But I know Sam didn’t mean it,” I said, stunned by how angry she’d sounded. Anna always seemed so sure of herself, so proud of who she was.

“Of course he did,” she said, and stared at me so hard I had to look away.

For the rest of the school year we ate salads for lunch. Anna lost about twenty pounds. We had a lot of fun shopping for new jeans for her to wear, and on the last day of school, I asked her if she wanted to join the community center and use the pool.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Come on, I hear Sam is lifeguarding.”

“I can’t, okay? I have to go to my stupid aunt’s house in stupid Maine.”

“What?”

“I know. What am I going to do in Maine all summer? I’ll probably freeze to death my first day there.”

“All summer?”

She nodded.

“When are you leaving?”

She looked at the floor. “Don’t be mad, Kate, but … the day after tomorrow.”

“The day after tomorrow?”

“I wanted to tell you before, but I was afraid you’d hate me because I’m going to be gone so long.”

“Hate you?” I said, even though I sort of did because now I was going to be stuck in Jackson without her. “I’m going to miss you.”

She knew what I was thinking because she said, “I’ll call all the time and e-mail every day. You’ll get sick of hearing from me, I swear.”

I went with her and her mom to the airport, which was kind of scary because her mom cried a lot, and Anna called me from Maine that night. She said it was cold but pretty. “Everything is really, really green,” she said.

It was the only time she called. I called her once, about a week after she did, but all I had to talk about was Todd and how annoying he was, plus her aunt had to use the phone. And then Mom freaked out when she got the bill.

I e-mailed her every day for a while but, again, I didn’t have much to talk about, and whenever she wrote back she was always tired from doing stuff with her aunt and was never sure when she was coming home. I wondered why we didn’t talk more, but Anna said she had to beg to use the computer, and her phone situation was like mine. It seemed like we were both having pretty boring summers, and I figured things would get back to normal as soon as she got home.

Then my mom saw her mom at the supermarket a couple of days before school started, and I found out Anna had come home. I called her right away.

“You didn’t tell me you were back! How come you didn’t call me when you got home?”

“Kate, I’ve been home for two days and I’ve slept the whole time. My aunt made me get up at six every morning. How crazy is that?”

We made plans to meet at her house that night. I didn’t recognize her when she opened the door. She was tan, and her hair was longer and dyed the color of corn silk, so pale it was almost white. Her glasses were gone, and her braces had come off. She also weighed about seventy pounds less than when she’d left.

“Wow, you look different,” I said. She did. She looked like a model.

I was a little jealous. Okay, a lot jealous.

“I know,” she said, and when she grinned at me I didn’t even recognize her smile. It looked brighter and shinier somehow, different.

I should have guessed what was coming. Girls who looked like Anna didn’t hang out with girls who looked like me. It’s one of those laws of high school no one talks about but everyone knows. But she was my best friend, and she said she’d missed me, and when she talked about Maine she sounded just like she always had. (“So cold! But the ocean was gorgeous, Kate. I even went swimming a couple of times. Almost died from the cold, but I did it!”)

That was the last time we talked. She didn’t call me the night before school started to discuss what we should wear, and when I got to school she wasn’t waiting outside for me like she always did. She wasn’t in any of my classes or my lunch block, and whenever I saw her in the hall she was always walking away from me.

It was weird, and by the time she didn’t show up for choir practice I knew something was wrong. I called her that night and her mother said she couldn’t come to the phone.

“Is she sick?” I asked, and Anna’s mother just said, “I’ll tell her you called.”

When Anna didn’t talk to me again the next day, and didn’t even seem to notice me when I waved at her, I figured she was mad at me. She didn’t get mad often, but when she did she got really mad. I knew I should have called her more over the summer. I should have e-mailed more. I should have told her she looked amazing instead of being jealous and stupid and only saying she looked “different.” I should have called her the night before school started instead of waiting for her to call me.

I knew I needed to say I was sorry and make things right, so the next day I went to the bathroom by the cafeteria before last period. Anna always went in there to check her hair and makeup.

She was there when I walked in, standing in front of the mirror like always, and I grinned at her reflection. “Hey.”

Next to Anna, Diane Mullins was putting on lip gloss. She glanced at me in the mirror like I was some sort of weird bug and then turned toward Anna, dismissing me. “What do you think? Is this too red?”

Anna didn’t say anything to me. She just looked at me in the mirror like she’d never seen me before, and then she turned to Diane and said, “It’s perfect.”

That’s when I finally understood what was going on. Anna hadn’t stopped talking to me because she was mad at me. Anna had stopped talking to me because I was still me and she’d become someone else. She’d become somebody.

She wasn’t my best friend anymore. She wasn’t even my friend.

But I wanted her to be.

I wanted our friendship back. I wanted it enough to keep hoping even though I hated myself for it. I hated how she made me wish we could go back to the way things were.

I hated how I knew, deep down, that I would do anything to be her friend again.



six

When school ended, I walked out to Dad’s car, but Dad wasn’t in it.

“Todd, what are you doing here?”

“Hi to you too,” he said, and motioned for me to get in. I did.

“Where’s Dad?”

“At the mall. I said I’d pick you up.”

“Why?”

Todd was silent for a second, acting like he was concentrating on pulling out of the parking lot. “Just felt like it.”

“Sure you did. What are you avoiding?”

“Handing out flyers inviting people to the house for a Perfect You party tonight.”

“That’s not funny, Todd.”

He glanced over at me, and then back at the road. “I’m not kidding. Dad’s so-called project is a Perfect You house party. He stayed up last night reading about a woman who had one and made a ton of money.”

“And so now he’s inviting random people over to the house?”

“Oh no, it’s better than that. He’s called everyone he used to work with and then decided hey, why not invite total strangers, too? It seems a little—”

“Weird? Stupid? Insane?”

“All of them, which is why I’m going to see my friend Andy for a few days. You’ll have to work by yourself tonight, but I’ll leave a note for Mom to come pick you up, okay?” He dug around in the front pocket of his jeans, and the car swung into the other lane for a second.

“Todd!”

“Kate!” he replied, mocking me, and tossed a ten-dollar bill into my lap. “That’s for food. I know I’m supposed to take you home so you can do whatever it is you do before work, but I want to get to Andy’s place.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

He sighed. “Kate, I’m sorry you can’t leave too, all right? Just go get something to eat and then show up at your regular time. Dad had me make flyers for the party, but I didn’t make as many as he wanted, and when you get there he’ll probably have handed them all out. So at least you won’t have to worry about that.” He gave me one of his aren’t-I-great smiles, and pulled into the mall parking lot.

“That’s really nice of you,” I said tightly, getting out of the car. I wished I could run away like Todd.

“Hey,” he said, and I turned back toward him.

“What?”

“Tell Dad I’m going to Andy’s, will you? I forgot to mention it to him before.”

I glared at him, because we both knew he hadn’t forgotten. He just hadn’t wanted to deal with Dad when he got upset. Neither of us did.

And sure enough, when I got to the booth after hanging around the food court for a while, the first thing Dad said was, “Where’s Todd?”

I took a deep breath. “He’s gone to see Andy.”

“When? Wait, now?”

I nodded.

“Did he at least clean up the house while you were getting ready for work like he said he would?”

Todd hadn’t even mentioned that request to me. Not that it was a surprise.

“He didn’t—” I started to say, but Dad was looking at me with the big fake grin he wore when he was upset, so I just said, “He didn’t do any cleaning when I was with him.”

“Oh. Well, that’s …” Dad sighed, still smiling his big fake smile. Then it got brighter, became a little more real. “Hey, I have an idea. What if I drive you home real fast right now? Then you can clean and have your mother bring you back to work until closing when she gets home.”

Oh no. No no no. Dad was not sticking me with getting the house ready for his stupid party. I grabbed some of the sample bags he’d put out for today, Perfect You’s Awesome Kids! Chocolate Chew Vitamins, and walked off, heading toward the main mall hallway.

Dad didn’t call after me or anything, of course. He would do anything to avoid an argument, just smiled that stupid fake smile whenever he was upset and acted like everything was fine until it was. When Mom got upset over his plan to quit his job for Perfect You, Dad had fake smiled for days until she’d given in.

Still, I couldn’t believe he wanted me to go home and clean the house. It was his party, not mine, just like the whole Perfect You thing was supposed to be his dream job and not my forced after-school employment.

But then, avoiding things he didn’t want to do was Dad’s specialty. Whenever he didn’t like something or didn’t want to do it, he just wouldn’t do it. And if you got upset, he’d just smile and say he was sorry and still not do it.

I sighed, totally frustrated, and turned the corner into the main part of the mall. As I did, I felt something slam into my legs. I looked down and saw it was a little kid. He was staring up at me, mouth open, clearly ready to scream or cry or both.

Then he saw the Chocolate Chews in my hand and yelled, “Is that candy? I want some!”

“Derek, please wait a moment,” a woman said, walking quickly toward me, weighed down by shopping bags. I waited for her to say something else to the kid (like “Please don’t yell”) but instead she noticed me—and the Chocolate Chews—and her eyes brightened when I said, “Would you like a free sample?”

“Yes,” she said, as Derek tried to grab one of the bags out of my hand, yelling his head off the whole time. “But only one piece, though. I don’t like Derek to have too much candy.”

“It’s actually kids’ vitamins.”

“Oh, then it’s healthy,” the woman said, beaming. “Can he have the whole bag?”

“Sure, but there’s only one vitamin in it,” I said, a little taken aback by her and Derek, but opened the bag and gave the chew to Derek before passing it on to her.

Derek, I was pleased to note, had stopped yelling and was now grinning at me around a mouthful of Perfect You vitamin. It was probably the closest thing to a miracle I’d ever seen.
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