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one


SO I’M KIND OF IN THE MARKET FOR A new best friend. Reasons:

1. My old best friend, Sophie Burns, has apparently decided that we are not friends anymore. I’m still not clear on the exact reasons for this, but from what I can tell, it has something to do with us starting seventh grade. At the beginning of the year she found some new, more popular friends (Kaci Mitchell and K.J. Reynolds), who love to do nothing except talk about boys, boys, boys. And when they’re not talking about boys, they’re texting them, following them, or getting their hair highlighted in order to be noticed by them. Don’t get me wrong, I like boys as much as the next person. (Especially Kevin Hudson, who, as far as I’m concerned, is the cutest boy at Heights Middle School, so totally cuter than Sam Humphrey, who everyone thinks is the cutest boy, but who definitely isn’t due to his arrogant personality.) I just don’t think they should be talked about and obsessed over all the time.

2. Everyone needs a best friend. Under normal circumstances, getting a best friend this late in the game would be almost impossible. I mean, everyone at my school either already has a best friend from elementary school, or they’ve already found their new middle-school best friend and ditched their old best friend for no reason (read: Sophie Burns).

Which is why it’s totally lucky that I’m getting a new sister. And not a baby sister either. (Which would actually be a disaster, since who wants a baby crying and screaming and making messes all over the house?) No, I’m getting a real, honest-to-goodness thirteen-year-old stepsister. Her name is Blake (I know! How cool is that name for a girl?), and she’s coming to live with us. Like, today.

“Do you think she likes green?” I ask my mom as I brush some green paint onto the wall of my room. Well, our room. Me and Blake are sharing until my mom can get all her fitness equipment cleaned out of our third bedroom. (Not like she minds. I mean, she used her treadmill maybe once, and her elliptical, like, twice. So really they’re just these big dust magnets that are taking up space.)

Anyway, I decided to paint before Blake got here, and I picked this super-pretty sea-foam green that makes the whole room open up and look bright and airy. (I heard that on a home-improvement show. I know it’s weird that I watch home-improvement shows. But really, they’re pretty interesting. Like, did you know you can paint your refrigerator? Seriously, how cool is that? I tried to get my mom to let us paint ours red, but she was totally not having it.)

“I’m not sure,” my mom says, all distracted. She’s over in the corner, sitting at my desk and looking at menus for her wedding. It’s in three weeks. And she just got engaged to Blake’s dad, Will, like, two months ago. It’s been totally crazy, especially for my mom, who likes to have everything done five million years ahead of time.

“What do you mean you’re not sure?” I say now. I take a step back and look at the wall. “Don’t you think this color is gorgeous? It’s called Sea-Foam Shell. How can that not be gorgeous?” A drip of paint slides down the wall, and I reach over and try to blot it up with the little foam brush they gave me at Home Depot. But I guess the paint must be super fast-drying or something, because it kind of just, uh, glops onto the brush. Hmmm. Well, whatever. I’m sure some touch-ups are to be expected. Even the pros can’t just get it all smooth and perfect on the first try.

“No, it is gorgeous,” my mom says. “Sorry, honey, I’m just distracted.” She holds up two menus. “Do you think Italian food would be okay for a wedding? This place has an opening, but I’m not sure if Italian food is a good choice.”

“I love Italian,” I say. “That sounds delish.” I dip my brush into the paint and start putting another coat onto the wall. This color is definitely a little darker than I thought it was going to be. But you can never really tell from a paint tag what the color is actually going to look like on the walls. Which is why you should always buy one of those little test cans. But really, who has time for one of those? I mean, Blake is going to be here TONIGHT. And I still have to make up our beds with the matching green and purple bedspreads I bought.

Ding-dong. The doorbell rings, and I scream and drop the roller I’m holding onto the floor. Sea-Foam Shell goes dribbling all over. Yikes. Good thing my mom made me put a plastic sheet down. I don’t think paint comes out of carpet too well.

“Is that them?” I ask, panicked. “The room isn’t even done yet. How can they be here already?”

“I don’t know,” my mom says. She’s still looking through her glasses and down at the menus that are laid out on my desk.

“I’m a mess,” I say. I look at myself in the mirror. I haven’t showered yet, since I figured I’d do it after I got all messy painting. My cutoff jean shorts are splattered with bits of Sea-Foam Shell, my blond hair is a complete and total mess, and the old Villanova T-shirt of my mom’s that I’m wearing has a big rip in the bottom. And I’m not sure it was there before I started painting.

“Avery,” my mom says, “Will and Blake are our family now. You’re going to have to get used to not freaking out whenever they show up. They’re going to be living here. You don’t have to get all dressed up every time they’re around.”

Good point. Still. Blake is from New York. As in New York City. I’ve only met her a few times, and every time she was wearing some super-fabulous outfit and doing something totally sophisticated, like ordering a cheese plate for an appetizer or something.

Oh, well. I’ll just have to win her over with my personality. I rush by my mom and down the stairs, then fling open the front door.

“Hello!” I say.

“Hi,” Blake says. Her long blond hair is in two French braids down the back of her head. Hmm. Maybe I should put mine like that! Then not only would we be sisters, we’d be twin sisters. Fab! Of course, we don’t really look alike, but we could be fraternal.

“You guys are early,” I say.

“Sorry,” Will says. “We thought there would be more traffic, but the highways were totally clear.”

“Good thing we brought some of our stuff,” Blake says, “since the moving van won’t be here until later.”

Um, some of her stuff? I look doubtfully at the huge pile of things that are sitting on the porch behind her. And when I say pile, I literally mean pile. Clothes in big clear trash bags, a bunch of shoes that are tumbling out of a blue duffel bag, a big carton of books, a huge Ziploc bag holding a big ball of what looks like tangled-up jewelry, and a mini pink flat-screen TV with stickers stuck all over it.

“You have more stuff?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. “A lot more.”

“Great!” I say brightly, even though inside I’ve started to freak out slightly. One, because I’m kind of a neat freak, and it doesn’t seem like her stuff is, ah, very organized, and two, because our room is kind of small. But whatever. Having a sister is worth a little clutter, so yay, yay, yay! “Well, I guess we should get started bringing this stuff upstairs.” I step out onto the porch and pick up a few of Blake’s garbage bags. Blake picks up the smallest bag out there, the bag of shoes, and then follows me up the stairs.

Once we’re in my room, she drops the bag she’s holding and looks around. “You’re painting,” she says.

“Yeah,” I tell her. “Green. I hope that’s okay. It’s my favorite color, and I figured it would match with whatever you have. This shade of green kind of goes with everything.” Which isn’t exactly true. It doesn’t really go with her pink TV. Hmm. I wonder if you can paint TVs, too.

“It’s fine,” Blake says. She shrugs her shoulders. “Can I help?”

“Totally!” I say, thrilled. First day here and we’re already bonding!

She picks up one of the brushes and slaps it against the wall. Green paint goes splattering into a sunburst pattern. Yikes.

“Um, don’t you want to change first?” I ask her. “We have tons of old T-shirts. My mom’s really into running, so every time she does a 5K or something she gets a shirt.” I cross the room to my dresser and open my T-shirt drawer. “You could wear this one.” I hold up a yellow shirt that we got from my school’s “Run for Reading” 5K last summer.

“That’s okay,” she says. “I’ll be careful.”

Then she plops another brushful of paint right onto the wall. A blob of it goes running down and pools onto the plastic sheet that’s covering the carpet. Blake doesn’t seem to notice.

Hmmm. I wonder if it would be rude to go over there and tell her to be more careful. Probably. Besides, it wasn’t like everything was going so perfectly before she got here. I had some blobs and runs myself. They probably make some kind of paint touch-up kit or something that we can pick up at the hardware store later. Not that I wanted to spend the morning at the hardware store, but—

“This is boring,” Blake declares. She drops the paintbrush into the paint tray, and more paint splatters up and onto the wall. “Let’s go see if my dad will drive us to the mall.”

“Ummm …” I look around at my half-painted room, and her bags that are just sitting there. “Maybe we should try to unpack a little bit first?” I’m glad she wants to hang out and everything, but how can she think of going to the mall at a time like this? We’d have to come home to a disgusting mess, which is so not the environment you want to bring new purchases into.

“Okay,” Blake says, sighing like unpacking is a big imposition. She picks up one of her garbage bags and rips it down the middle. Which is kind of wasteful, when you think about it. I mean, it’s a perfectly good garbage bag. She definitely could have used it again. I pick one up and open it very carefully, hoping she might learn from my example.

“Where should I put my clothes?” Blake asks.

“Oh, I cleaned out half my closet, and we brought up that dresser for you from the basement.” I point to the corner where my mom put the dresser she used to use in our spare room, like, years ago.

Blake crosses the room and starts shoving her clothes into the drawers. “Done!” she declares, then slams the dresser drawer shut. Some jeans hang out over the side. “Now I just have to hang up my posters.” She digs around the bottom of the ripped bag and pulls out some crumpled-up posters (all of bands I’ve never heard of, but that seem very indie and hip, like the kind of bands you’d know about if you lived in NYC), which she tacks up on the wall behind her bed. I want to tell her that, um, I’m going to be painting that wall at some point and so she’ll just have to take them back down, but something tells me that’s not the best idea.

“So you like dogs, huh?” I say, as she tacks up the last poster, the only one that’s not of a band. It’s of a dog, sitting in a field full of daisies and looking very cute.

“Yeah,” she says. “I want to be a veterinarian when I grow up. But I’m not allowed to have one since my dad doesn’t think I’m ready for the responsibility.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous,” I say. “I’m sure you’re very responsible.” I try not to think about those jeans that are peeking out from the dresser and the paint splotches on the floor. She has to be responsible. I mean, she lived in New York City. She was allowed to ride the subway. By herself!

“I am,” she says. “And I have a dog at my mom’s house.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. I really miss him.”

Uh-oh. I know it’s ridiculous, but I have this fear that Blake and I will become best friends and everything will be going perfectly, and then out of nowhere she’ll somehow decide that she wants to go and live with her mom in Virginia. I know, it’s crazy, right? But when you’ve already had one best friend ditch you out of nowhere, a person can start to get a little paranoid.

“You know,” I say, suddenly getting a brilliant idea, “I bet my mom would be able to convince your dad to let us have a dog.”

“You think?” Blake tilts her head and bites her lip, and I move over and sit down next to her on her bed.

“Yeah,” I say. “My mom’s actually pretty laid-back when it comes to things like that.” I’ve always been a good kid, which means that when I want something, my mom usually trusts me to know that I can handle it. Which is really good when it comes to certain things, like this. Although … I’m not sure I really want a dog. I mean, I like animals and everything, but dogs shed, and they make messes, and they need to be walked, like, all the time. Maybe we could get a small dog, though. I’ve heard those are easier to exercise.

“I want a huge dog,” Blake says. Okay, then. “A black one.”

“Um … well, it will probably depend on—”

“So should we go ask her?”

“Right now?”

“Yeah.”

“Um …” I think about it. I mean, there’s no real reason not to, right? No time like the present and all that. “Sure.”

We head downstairs to where my mom and Will are making lunch in the kitchen. Blake’s shoe must have gotten a tiny little bit of wet paint on it, because as she walks, little bits of gummy paint get deposited onto the carpet. I really hope I have a chance to get to the hardware store.



two


SO IF YOU WANT TO KNOW THE TRUTH about how I feel about my mom getting married to Will, I think it’s pretty great. And I’m not just saying that because it’s what I think I’m supposed to say. My parents have been divorced since I was a baby, and my dad has never been around. So I don’t even remember what it was like for my parents to be together, and I’m really glad my mom’s going to finally have someone around to do things with. (And to kill spiders for her, since my mom is terrified of them. And mice, too. One time a mouse climbed into our washing machine without anyone knowing and got, like, washed with the clothes. It made her really hysterical, and I had to reach in and get it out. Which wasn’t that big of a deal. I just put gloves on and tossed it into the woods behind our house.)

Anyway, I don’t think my mom needs to have a man around to do that stuff, but it’s nice that she has someone to watch movies with and talk about books with and just … you know, be with. Will is her best friend. And that makes me really happy.

But as I’m falling asleep that night, I start to think that Blake doesn’t feel the same way. Maybe it has to do with the fact that her mom and dad just got divorced a couple of years ago, or maybe it has to do with the fact that she had to move from New York City to our small town in Massachusetts. I mean, she hasn’t done anything specific to make me think she might not be so into this whole my-mom-marrying-her-dad-thing. But she has been a little weird. Like with the “let’s get a dog” situation. She was all quiet when I asked my mom if we could get one, she was all quiet when my mom said yes, and she was all quiet when we went online and looked up a local animal shelter and made an appointment to go down there after school tomorrow.

I kind of wanted to talk to her about it, but I didn’t want her first night at our house to be awkward, so I chalked it up to her just being in a new place and being nervous. And by the time we were ready for bed, she’d definitely mellowed out.

So I fall asleep without bringing it up, and when we wake up the next morning, Blake’s in a super-chipper mood. She’s practically singing as we get ready (which is nice, even if she did take a thirty-minute shower, leaving me with, like, no hot water).

“So what’s the cafeteria like?” she asks as we wait for the bus. She keeps looking down the street, like she’s afraid she’s going to miss it. She’s never ridden the bus to school before, which is kind of funny. Although I guess she probably thinks it’s pretty funny that I’m afraid to take the subway by myself.

“Um, I guess it’s just a standard cafeteria,” I say. “You know, hot lunch line, that sort of thing.” Not that I have to worry about the hot lunch line. I have the same lunch every single day. A ham and cheese sandwich, an apple, Doritos, and two Oreo cookies. I rotate my drink between my fave three juices: apple, grape, and pineapple.

“No, I mean, where does everyone sit? Like, who are the popular girls?” She reaches into her Coach purse, pulls out a small tube of lip gloss, and lines her lips.

“The popular girls?” I ask warily. Blake isn’t supposed to be worried about the popular girls. She’s supposed to be my best friend. I decide to sidestep the question. “Well, if you want to get to meet some people, maybe you should stay after with me today for student council.”

“Student council?” She wrinkles up her tiny little nose and looks confused, like the thought of the popular girls being on student council makes no sense. Which it kind of doesn’t, since the popular girls aren’t really on student council. They mostly play sports—soccer, lacrosse, and track are where Sophie Burns and Kaci Mitchell and K.J. Reynolds can be found. And those three are the most popular girls in the school. Not that the kids on student council are dorky or anything. They’re just popular in a different way.

The bus comes rumbling around the corner then, and I mount the stairs and head for my usual seat—middle of the bus, right-hand side. But for some reason, Blake keeps walking right by me and toward the back.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s sit back here.”

“Um,” I say. “Well … uh, I always sit here.” The back of the bus is not somewhere you can just decide to go. You, like, have to be invited or something. Actually, that’s not even true. You can’t even be invited. You just have to somehow start sitting there at the beginning of the year. At the beginning of your life, even. And if you don’t, you can’t just decide you’re going to start. That’s so not how it works.

“Why?” Blake asks. “Are there assigned seats?”

“Well, no …”

“Then come on.”

I sigh, then follow her to the back of the bus, where Blake plops herself down in the second-to-last seat. She probably would have been crazy enough to have sat in the last seat, except it’s already occupied. By two boys. Sam Humphrey and Hayden Frye.

“Hey, Avery,” Sam says. He pops his head over the seat and looks at me. “Who’s your friend?”

Sam’s in our grade, super popular, and plays on the JV lacrosse team. Which is like a huge deal, to be in seventh grade and play JV. That’s, like, the high school team. People think he might be the next LeBron James or whatever the equivalent lacrosse star is. Not that I’ve ever seen Sam play. I don’t go to many lacrosse games. Although maybe I should start. School spirit and all that. Anyway, the only reason he knows my name is because we’re on student council together.

“Um, this is my …” Sister? Friend? Roommate?

“I’m Blake,” Blake says, before I can figure out how to introduce her. “Who are you?”

Sam grins, like he can’t possibly imagine anyone not knowing who he is. “I’m Sam,” he says. “And you’re cute.”

He sits back down in his seat, which is a good thing, because my mouth, like, drops open. I’m so shocked that I drop my homework planner onto the floor of the bus.

“So I guess I’m supposed to go to the main office,” Blake says as I retrieve the planner and try to brush some of the dirt off the pages. Gross. “To get my schedule and stuff. Ugh, starting a new school really sucks.”

“Um, hello,” I say. “Did you not just hear Sam Humphrey call you cute?”

“I know,” she says, all giggly-like. “I think he’s cute too. I just love guys with floppy hair, don’t you?”

“I guess so,” I say. The thing is, I don’t know if I like guys with floppy hair. I think I prefer their hair spiky. But that’s because the only guy that I would even think about liking is Kevin Hudson, and he has spiky hair. But I don’t like him because of his hair. I like him because he’s very smart and always lets me play his DS whenever the teachers aren’t looking.

And then, without even announcing it or anything, Blake stands up, reaches behind us, and takes off Sam Humphrey’s hat. Like, right off his head. And puts it on her own. She is wearing Sam Humphrey’s hat! Like it’s nothing! On her first day—no, her first five minutes at our school!

“Hey,” Sam says. “Give it back!” But he says it more in an “If you don’t give it back I’m going to take it and I’ll like it” kind of way, not like he’s really mad.

“Come and get it,” Blake says. She grins, showing off her perfect smile that’s never going to need braces.

“Fine,” Sam says.

And that’s how I end up squooshed up against the bus window, with Blake in the middle and Sam on the outside, while they talk and flirt the whole way to school.

    • • •

Whatever. I mean, it’s not like I wanted her to come to school and be a total outcast. That’s so not nice. But I thought she’d need me at least a little bit. You know, to show her around, to let her know where her classes are, to point out the girls to avoid, to tell her who the nicest teachers are. But I didn’t even get a chance to do any of that stuff.

The morning, a breakdown:

Before Homeroom: I walk Blake to the office and am then sent to class by Mr. Fierra, our guidance counselor. Which I think is so totally unfair, since I should be the one to be able to show Blake around. I’m going to be her sister, for God’s sake! I try to tell him that, but he won’t have it. He just sends me off to class and says I can find her later.

Homeroom: I meet Blake at her locker (which I only know the location of since I stole a look at the paper Mr. Fierra was holding when he was unfairly and rudely sending me back to class), and walk her to first period. But once we get there, I don’t even have a chance to tell her the girls to look out for before going to my own class, because Sophie Burns jumps out of her seat and yells, “Hey, new girl, come sit here!” like, right away. And Blake does!

First Period: I don’t see her at all.

Second Period: I don’t see her at all.

Third Period: I don’t see her at all, but Sam Humphrey asks me if Blake is going to be taking advanced math. Which I realize I have no idea about, so I just give him this super-vague answer like, “Wouldn’t you like to know?” because I don’t want to admit that I don’t know. Also, how annoying is it that Sam Humphrey is in advanced math? It doesn’t really seem fair, especially since I wanted to be in advanced math, but I missed the cutoff by, like, two points. (I wanted to be able to look at the Scantron sheet to double-check it, but the advanced math teacher, Mrs. Milhomme, said it wasn’t allowed, which is kind of ridiculous if you ask me, since with most things, you can definitely get a recount. Even presidential elections.)

Fourth Period: I don’t see Blake at all.

By the time lunch rolls around, I’m feeling slightly out of sorts, so I grab my lunch from my locker and take my seat at my usual table, with Rina Nichols and Jess Lukey. Rina and Jess are my friends from student council, and they’ve been BFF since, like, forever. They’re nice enough, but you can’t penetrate them, you know? Like, you’re always going to be the third wheel. It’s like being on one of those reality shows where someone’s going to get voted off, and you know you’re always going to be the one to go. The other thing about Rina and Jess is that they have this annoying habit of referring to each other as “bestie buddies,” which I just cannot get behind. Call her your BFF like everyone else.

“Where’s your new sister?” Rina asks.

“Yeah, is she going to sit with us? I can’t wait to meet her.” Jess takes a bite of her corn salad and looks at me expectantly. She’s eating from one of those bento box things. I wonder if I should get into those. They seem super healthy.

“I don’t know where she is,” I say honestly. I pull my phone out of my bag and send Blake a quick text. I’ve been holding off on doing that all morning, because I didn’t want to seem like a psycho stalker. But now that it’s lunch-time, I think a text is definitely allowed. WHERE R U? I hit send, then open up one of my Oreo cookies and lick out the frosting. Yum. My phone vibrates, and I reach down and look at it. WHO IS THIS? Okay, so apparently when we exchanged numbers in an email last month, Blake didn’t take the time to program me into her phone.

AVERY! SAVING U SEAT NEAR DOOR IN CAF XX

The reply comes fast. SITTING WITH SOPHIE—LOOK UP!

Oh, for the love of … I look up. And there she is, over in the corner, waving at me. “Come sit!” she mouths.

Obviously she doesn’t know that Sophie and I are so not friends. So I just smile at her, and shrug, and pretend I can’t hear her, and go back to my food, even though my heart feels heavy, like a stone sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

“Why is your sister sitting with Sophie Burns?” Rina wants to know.

“I have no idea.”

“Well, are they friends?”

“I’m not sure,” I say honestly. “They just met today.”

Rina and Jess don’t say anything. They know my history with Sophie, and they know better than to bring it up. “Well, maybe she wants to come to the student council meeting,” Jess says. “We need more people for the school charity project that’s coming up.”

“Good idea,” I say, forcing a smile on my face. I’m sure I could convince Blake to stay after for student council. Cheered, I eat the rest of my Oreos.

    • • •

But after school, when I find Blake outside and try to get her to stay after for the student council meeting, she says, “That’s okay, Avery. I don’t think I’m the student-council type.” And then she hops on to our bus and flounces all the way to the back.

So by the time I get to the quad (we have our meetings outside when it’s warm enough, since our faculty adviser, Ms. Tosh, thinks it inspires creativity), I’m not in that great of a mood.

I sit down on the ground next to Rina and Jess, after making sure I spread my jacket out. Grass stains are a total pain in the butt to get out of clothes. Even when you use a stain stick.

“Hey,” they say in unison.

“Hi,” I say, trying not to be annoyed at the fact that they’re speaking in unison, and my soon-to-be stepsister who was supposed to be my soon-to-be BFF is hanging out with Sophie Burns and flouncing to the back of the bus without me.

“Hey,” Kevin Hudson says. He’s sitting on the grass next to me. He gives me a little wave, and when he does, his arm brushes against mine, and I feel my heart get a little sparkly. That’s what I call it when a boy makes me get all weird. It’s like sparks that start in your heart and end up in your stomach and your brain and everywhere else.

“Is everyone here?” Ms. Tosh is asking. She’s super young and funny, but she’s also strict at the same time. You can’t get away with anything in her class, but she makes things interesting, and she’s fair.

“Yes,” we chorus.

“Okay, so today we’re going to be talking about the annual student council charity project,” she says. I sit up straight and shoot a look at Kevin. We’ve been talking about the school charity project for, like, ever. It’s kind of a big deal.

“Already?” he whispers to me. “I thought that wasn’t going to be until next month.”

“I heard they had to move it up because of the new middle school,” Rina says. They’re building a new middle school in our district, but it’s not going to be ready until halfway through the year, and when it is, they’re going to move us all over. I guess they figured that with all the confusion, it would be too much to have a charity project going on at the same time. I’m all for moving it up, since I’m a pretty impatient person, and I’ve been waiting for this for, like, all my life. Well. At least for the past two years, ever since the girl who was running it then came to our front door selling raffle tickets and I thought she was cool.

“Now, as your faculty adviser, I need to pick someone to be in charge of the project,” she says. She’s looking down at her notebook.

“I’ll do it,” Sam Humphrey says, without even raising his hand. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I should have told Blake that Sam was in student council. She definitely would have signed up then. But I wanted her to sign up because she wanted to spend time with me, not because she wanted to flit around, grabbing Sam Humphrey’s hat and flirting during student council. Which would have been very inappropriate.

“Thank you, Sam,” Ms. Tosh says. “But I’ve already picked the person who I’m going to be putting in charge. And that person is Avery LaDuke.”

“Me?” I squeak. I’m thrilled, of course. I mean, this is a huge honor! Seventh graders never get to run the charity project.

“Yes,” Ms. Tosh says, smiling. “Meet me before school tomorrow and we’ll go over all the particulars.” She pushes her totally trendy wire spectacles up on her nose and looks at Sam. “Sam can be your assistant.”

“Cool with me,” Sam says, shooting me a smile. “Congratulations, Avery.”

“Thanks,” I say.

Rina reaches over and squeezes my hand, and Kevin leans in and whispers, “Way to go, Avery.”

My face is flushed with excitement, and my super-sparkly feeling lasts the rest of the meeting and the whole late bus ride home.



three


“I JUST … I GUESS I JUST DON’T REALLY like any of them,” Blake is saying. It’s later that afternoon, and we’re standing in this really long hallway at the animal shelter, surrounded by cages and cages of dogs. Black dogs, brown dogs, spotted dogs, old dogs, young dogs, fluffy dogs, scruffy dogs … you name it, they’re here. It’s actually kind of depressing. Which is maybe why my mom and Will didn’t want to come back here. My mom doesn’t do so good with depressing. So they filled out the application and paid the adoption fee, and then they went next door to buy new backpacks at L.L. Bean—they’re going hiking in the Berkshires for their honeymoon—and left me and Blake to pick out the pup. “You don’t like any of the dogs?” the shelter worker asks. She’s this semi-snotty high school girl named Mia who’s wearing the brightest pink lipstick I’ve ever seen. She definitely doesn’t seem like the type to be interested in animals, but I guess you can’t judge a book by its cover. Or its lipstick, haha. “That’s a first. Usually peeps want to take them all home.”
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