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Chapter One [image: ] The Text


Summer and I read Spread Your Wings magazine the way some people read mystery novels—in one big, exhilarating gulp. Summer’s favorite part was the essays at the end, written by other Spread Your Wings readers like us. In the September issue, it was the four chosen Flyers who wrote them. My favorite was the Ask Amelia advice column. It was like always receiving the right diagnosis and treatment to life’s problems. Crush doesn’t like you back? Diagnosis: broken heart. Treatment: remember how great you are anyway. (And if that doesn’t work, throw eggs at said crush’s house.)

I imagined writing egg house into the yellow notepad I’d have when I grew up and became a therapist, mending broken hearts.

“This Flyer was on the US national swimming team. How do we compete with that, Elena?” Summer asked. Her words rushed out like a fast-moving train. Hyper-speed was her default setting.

She twirled a red chunk of hair tight around her finger. We sat on my bed with a bag of Bugles and last year’s September issue of Spread Your Wings in front of us. Even though we both had our own subscriptions, we still liked to flip through one copy together. Summer kept hers safe in a plastic bin underneath her bed.

“You done?” Summer would ask when we read.

“Almost,” I’d say.

Summer read fast. I liked to do things carefully, absorb each word and let it sit in my brain until I was certain I understood what it meant.

“We compete by being number one fans.” I pointed across the room. I didn’t keep my issues in a bin; Summer and I cut them up and taped them to my baby blue wall. Pages from the past two years of Spread Your Wings covered every inch of space, pictures and articles and Letters from the Editor, Akshita Balay. Bright pink (Summer’s) and yellow (mine) Post-it notes glowed in between the pages with our thoughts written on them. Practice for if we were ever picked to be Flyers and got to write our own essays for the magazine.

“Yeah, but.” Summer inhaled a Bugle. “Only one of us should use it, we can’t have our applications looking the same.” Crumbs fell from her mouth and onto the comforter. She brushed them away with the back of her hand. Best friends aren’t grossed out by things like that, especially best friends since birth. Especially best friends who live right next door to each other. Our parents liked to tell the story of the first time we met, in our strollers, at the spot where our yards connect. They say we looked at each other like we knew we were being introduced to someone important.

We both stared down at the pages for a second. The paper was so glossy I could see the silhouettes of our heads almost touching.

“You can use the wall,” I said to the recipe for banana cream pudding.

She lifted her head and I could feel her looking at me.

“No, I couldn’t, it’s your wall, you should use it.”

“I want you to,” I said, eyes glued to the recipe.

When I snuck a glance at her she was smiling, her left dimple peeking out. I called it her Truly Happy Dimple. It warmed me up like actual summer. Like sunshine and salty air. The light at the end of a dark winter. I would’ve done anything to make Summer smile. Teachers told her to slow down when she talked. And when she took tests. And when she burst down the hallway like a red-haired hurricane. But I liked being the only one who could keep up with her. I was her personal storm watcher.

Even if that storm had been hitting a little harder lately.

“Thanks, Elena, you don’t need to use the wall to get chosen anyway, you’re great enough without it.” The sentence was a gushy blur.

“Yeah, right.” I studied the recipe. Three bananas, 1 cup of sugar, 1 tsp. of vanilla. If there was a recipe for me, Elena Martinez, it would be three tablespoons of dreams of becoming a therapist, five ounces of family, and one million cups of socially awkward. Summer was the only person I could talk to without my face blushing cherry red. Her recipe would include one pair of running shoes, ten bags of red Skittles, and unlimited scoops of the stars above our houses when we talked from our windows at night.

Summer looked over, and her long ponytail skimmed the pages.

“Don’t say that,” she said. “You are the fabulous Elena. The best student in our whole class. The most perfect penmanship I’ve ever seen. And my best friend.”

I leaned my shoulder into hers. I knew she’d understand it meant thank you. The next page of the magazine was the “Have Your Best First Day of School Ever” article, which was funny because we were only a month away from the last day of seventh grade. Instead of rereading Spread Your Wings’s tips on locker organization and cute lunchboxes, I thought about how in one month it would be vacation, full of long, school-less days with Summer. No different schedules keeping us apart, no classmates driving wedges between us.

“You done?” she asked a few minutes later.

“Almost,” I said.

A buzzing sound came from Summer’s bag on the floor. She rolled off the bed and landed on the carpet with a thud.

“Are you okay?” I asked. I leaned my head over. Summer was sprawled on the ground, reading a text.

“Yup,” she said. The Truly Happy Dimple reappeared in her cheek.

Summer stood up from the carpet, hair in her eyes. She picked up her backpack and started throwing her things inside. The half-finished bag of Bugles, her sunglasses, the Spread Your Wings we were reading.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Didn’t I tell you? I have plans with Riah.”

“Santangelo?”

“Yeah.”

Riah was in my language arts class, and was on the cross-country team with Summer, but she wasn’t someone Summer had ever rushed out of my room to hang out with before.

“No, you didn’t tell me,” I said. “I thought we were going to work on our applications.”

“I’ll do some of it at home and then we can finish another day.” She swung her backpack over her shoulder.

“But you need a picture of the wall,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound whiny about her leaving.

“I’ll take one later, Elena.”

She seemed annoyed and her smile was fading. It pricked me like a sharp pin. I could tell I was latching on to Summer too hard, like a tick, like something she couldn’t get rid of. She pushed her feet into her running shoes. My name was scrawled in purple marker on the toes. Summer asked me to sign them before her all-county cross-country meet last fall, for good luck.

“Sure. We’ll do it later,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. As much as I wished she would flop back on the bed, turn to the next page of the old September issue, and spill Bugle crumbs everywhere, I was determined not to be the annoying friend.

A pink Post-it fell off the wall and fluttered to the carpet like a leaf off a tree as she turned toward my door. There were leaves all over the ground at the all-county meet, and when Summer ran past me, she left a trail of their fire-colors behind. I’d held my sign straight up in the air, purple with letters written in silver glitter: RUN, SUMMER, RUN.

“Yes. Later. Obviously.” She kissed the air. “Love ya.”

Each of her footsteps down the stairs punched a new hole in my chest.

“Love ya,” I mumbled to the door.

“Not staying for dinner, Summer?” I heard Mom ask from downstairs.

“I can’t tonight, Mrs. Martinez, but thank you.”

“Stay, stay, stay,” my brother Edgar’s shrill, two-year-old voice begged. One of his toys played music. Most likely the plush clownfish that sang about life underwater.

Stay, Summer, Stay.

“I’ll see you later, Eddie,” she said sweetly.

Our front door closed too hard, because Summer didn’t know how to do anything softly.

I went to the window and pulled back the curtain. It was blue with clouds printed on it. The clouds were gray instead of white, like my room always held the chance of rain. I watched Summer cross the stretch of grass between my house and hers and disappear through the side door. A minute later she was at her bedroom window, directly across from mine. She looked over at me, waved once, and then her blinds dropped down quick as a blink.

I stepped away from the window and went to my closet. Past my row of dresses and the stacks of shoeboxes was a paper bag from Arthur’s General Store. I used most of the brown bags to cover the textbooks teachers assigned us on the first day of school, but not this one. I pulled a small notebook and feather pen from inside. The cover was deep purple suede and the spiral binding was shiny. On the inside, in what Summer had called “the most perfect penmanship” she’d ever seen, I’d written Lyric Libro. My lyric book, named in half Spanish and half English, like me.

If I was putting that Elena Recipe together, there would be a secret ingredient. A sprinkle of songwriting.

Writing songs was different from writing papers. I wasn’t trying to get an A. I was catching words that glittered like stars in my head. I thought about writing music on my future therapist notepad. A different kind of medicine for broken hearts.

Is there even a cure

For not feeling sure

A way to treat

A slamming door

The rhyme wasn’t quite right, but that was okay. I whisper-sang the words, trying to put a melody behind them. My voice was soft even though I wanted to belt out big, beautiful notes, wanted to know if I even could. I’d never tried to sing my songs out loud. Or any song, really. In chorus class, I’d move my mouth without making a sound. It was too scary not knowing what would come out, whether my voice would crack in front of everyone.

I wondered for a second if I should send one of my songs as the writing sample for my Flyers application. But I knew I wouldn’t. I’d send the essay I wrote in English class on why I wanted to be a therapist, and keep my Lyric Libro hidden in the paper bag in my closet where no one would ever find it.
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Chapter Two [image: ] The Extra Credit


One week before summer vacation, I was in language arts listening to Mrs. Parekh go over poetry terms for our final exam.

“What kind of poem often has romantic themes?” she asked us.

I wrote sonnet in my notebook. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a few hands go up.

“Riah?” Mrs. Parekh picked Riah Santangelo. Riah had midnight black hair that touched her shoulder blades. I thought of Summer sprinting out of my room to hang out with her three weeks ago. They’d hung out two more times since then, and each time I’d sit at my desk by the window and wait for Summer to come home, waves of loneliness and pathetic-ness rolling through my chest. I’d scroll through my phone looking for someone else to text, someone else to invite over, but there was only her. Being with Summer was smooth sailing. Safe. With anyone else it felt like I was out in rough water, stumbling around and slightly seasick.

“A sonnet.” Riah’s sneakers tapped the floor under her desk. The white soles were streaked with dirt. I hadn’t been able to figure Riah out yet. She wore the kind of clothes that stores put on mannequins in their front windows. The kind of clothes Mom said we could find cheaper somewhere else. But no matter what Riah was wearing she always had her running sneakers on.

“Correct. And what is a line of verse with five metrical feet, each having one unstressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable?”

Iambic pentameter went under sonnet. I liked the poetry unit. Poems were a little like songs, but less terrifying. Poems could be tucked away in books, read in quiet. Songs you had to belt out loud. You had to use your voice. And I wasn’t as good at using my voice as I was studying the words in my textbooks.

“How about… Elena?”

My head shot up and my face burned. I didn’t need a mirror to know my cheeks would soon be scarlet. Talking in class was bad enough, but being called on when my hand wasn’t up (which it never was) was a different level of nightmare.

“It’s. Um. Iambic pentameter. I think.”

“You know,” Mrs. Parekh said, smiling at me the same way she did when she returned my graded tests. I didn’t feel like smiling back. I looked down at my page of notes and breathed until the color in my face drained and my heart settled down. Mrs. Parekh asked a few more questions on rhyme schemes, but I stopped copying down the answers. Instead I scribbled small words in the margins, words no one would be able to read but me.

Being called on without warning

Is like a bunch of bees swarming.

Stinging, stinging, stinging

Until I’m bruised.

“Last item on the agenda is extra credit readings. Would anyone like to recite a poem for extra credit today?”

I glanced at my classmates. The readings were part of the poetry unit, and almost everyone else had read a poem for ten points of extra credit. Joey Demarco picked that poem about the wheelbarrow and the chickens and the raindrops, the one that’s only eight lines long. Kiki Park read the Robert Frost poem about going down the road less travelled. I decided that’s what I was doing in this class. Taking the road where I wouldn’t have to speak in front of everyone.

“I’d like to go.” Riah raised her hand again. I erased the lyrics I’d written in the margins. I wondered what it was like to be fearless. To be able to stand in front of my classmates without my face catching fire.

“Excellent. What poem will you be reading?”

“ ‘Caged Bird’ by Maya Angelou.”

Mrs. Parekh nodded and clasped her hands together, then motioned to the head of the room and went to sit in the back. I thought I saw her glance in my direction, but I looked away. Riah made her way to the front, her sneakers squeaking on the floor.

“ ‘A free bird leaps on the back of the wind,’ ” she began.

Her voice was clear and bright and the words drew me in like a spell. By the time she was done, I felt like I understood that caged bird. Sometimes I felt stuck in my own body, all these songs inside me that I was too scared to let out. Diagnosis: extreme shyness. Treatment: hide.

We snapped our fingers when Riah finished, the way Mrs. Parekh had taught us.

“Beautiful,” Mrs. Parekh said, and traded places with Riah. When Riah sat at her desk, I could see that her eyes were wet and sparkly. She rubbed a cheek against her T-shirt and tapped her sneakers some more.

The bell to change classes rang. I grinned and stuffed my notebook into my backpack. When I looked at the door, Summer was there, like always, since our language arts classes were next door to each other. The routine of it was enough to make me forget about Mrs. Parekh calling on me. During our unit on The Outsiders, Mrs. Parekh had written I know you know your stuff. I’d love to hear your voice more in class. in blue pen on the last page of one of my tests. But my mouth stayed shut, my hands writing the answers to her questions in the margin of my notebook instead.

“Elena? Can you stay behind?” Mrs. Parekh asked. The rest of the class filed out. A few of my classmates looked at me like I was in trouble, and my stomach twisted. I’d answered her question. Even with my face red and my palms all sweaty. What had I done wrong? Summer still stood at the door, but Riah was with her now. I went over to Mrs. Parekh.

“If this is about earlier, I’m sorry. I was just caught off guard,” I explained.

Mrs. Parekh half smiled. Her skin was warm brown and her kind eyes watched me from behind wire-frame glasses.

“It’s not about that.” She tilted her head. “Well, actually I suppose it is. You know participation is ten percent of your grade, yes?”

“Sort of.” I remembered reading that in her syllabus on the first day of school and crossing it out with my pencil.

“And you know that based on your participation throughout the year that would give you an A minus for a final grade?”

“An A minus?” Just as the panic tore through my chest, I heard laughing from the doorway behind me. When I turned, Summer and Riah had their heads close and their hands clamped over each other’s mouths.

“Extra credit would help. Like the poetry reading, for example?”

I forced myself to look away from whatever was happening in the hall, the way it pushed my heart up into my throat, and turned back to Mrs. Parekh.

“An A minus could ruin my chances of being number one in the class,” I whispered.

Mrs. Parekh leaned against the radiators that ran along the wall of the classroom.

“Elena, you are so bright. Don’t you think the world deserves to hear what you have to say? Because I do.”

I didn’t know what the world deserved to hear, because the only thing I could hear was Summer laughing out in the hall with Riah. The heavy feeling I’d had when she rushed out of my room settled on my shoulders. But she came back, I reminded myself. Even when they hang out, she always comes back. Up her driveway and the creaky wooden stairs to her bedroom, to her window right across from mine.

“If I promise to participate more for the next two weeks, can I improve my grade?” I asked.

“I know your grades mean a lot to you. But I want you to participate because you see that you have important things to share with the class. Not to get an A.”

“I understand. I really do.”

Mrs. Parekh didn’t look convinced, but she nodded.

“All right, Elena. You can go. I’m sure you would hate to be late for your next class.”

I rushed for the door, ready to spill to Summer about what Mrs. Parekh had said. But she wasn’t there. The hallway was almost empty. I was alone and late. I dashed down the hall, wishing I was as fast as Summer so I could catch up with her. We only had two classes together this year, gym and earth science. In earth science, we sat on tall stools next to each other at the lab bench, our textbooks sprawled open in front of us like Spread Your Wings magazines. One time Mr. Collins asked me about the pH level of soil when my hand wasn’t up, and Summer read the answer I’d written in my notebook. She blurted it out before my cheeks could heat up too much, before I could try to stumble through my answer even though it was right there in front of me. Mr. Collins wrinkled his forehead and told her to raise her hand, but when he turned away, Summer just nudged me and smiled.

That’s the way it was with Summer. I let her into the textbooks in my brain, all the information I had stored in there. And when I needed it, she’d give me her voice.
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Chapter Three [image: ] The Pickleball Paddle


I wrinkled my nose at the dirty-laundry-mixed-with-hairspray smell of the girls’ locker room and made my way to my spot. Summer was already there. She had changed into a loose red tank top and black leggings. She sat on the bench between the rows of lockers, scrolling through her phone. I dialed my locker combination and took my gym clothes out while I filled her in on what had happened in language arts.

“She’s going to Elena-fail you if you don’t read a poem in class?” she asked.

Summer knew an A minus was as bad as an F to me.

“Pretty much.” I held my clothes against my chest. Around me other girls stripped off their school clothes to change, but I had never been able to change in front of people that easily. Not even Summer.

“Why don’t you read Shel Silverstein? Everyone will be laughing too hard at the poem to even notice you,” Summer suggested.

“Right. Standing up in front of the class with everyone laughing at me. That’s exactly what I want.”

Summer smirked and flipped her phone around to show me the screen.

“New strategy. Just ask yourself what Cailin ‘Magnet’ Carter would do.” A picture from Cailin Carter’s page was on Summer’s phone. She knelt on a striped towel in a yellow bikini, her head leaned back to the sun. The caption said quick trip to Miami.

“I wouldn’t be in this position if I was Cailin Carter,” I said. I saw the little red heart that indicated Summer had liked the picture. “I’d be in Miami on a school day. Wearing sunglasses the size of my face.”

Cailin was one of the stars of On the Mat, a new six-episode documentary series about Lone Star Elite, the biggest and best cheerleading gym in Dallas, Texas. The first season came out a few months ago. Everyone was watching and posting about it, and especially about Cailin. She was tiny and pretty and perfect and had a little Southern twang in her honey-sweet voice. For the last six weeks Summer and I had watched a new episode every Thursday after school in her sunroom. We loved it even though neither of us had ever been a cheerleader before. And when Cailin fell out of her stunt at the world championships, my heart ached for her as badly as if it were me.

“Two minutes, people,” our gym teacher, Ms. Debra, called out from the head of the locker room. Then the door slammed behind her.

“Oops.” I took my clothes and sneakers and darted into the shower stall, sliding the curtain closed behind me. If I could just change out there with everyone else, I would have been ready to go. But changing feels just like standing up in front of the class and reading a poem. I’d be exposed. Exposed for my thick legs and the way my soft stomach spilled over my waistband. I pulled my T-shirt and sweatpants on as fast as I could and then ran out to the gym. I didn’t like to spend too long in that small stall. Partly because I didn’t want to be late, partly because it smelled like mildew, and partly because of what I’d heard Summer say about me outside the curtain two weeks ago, when she didn’t know I was in there.

I found my spot next to Summer where our class was huddled, pushing away all the sad lyrics that filled my head from the memory.

“We’re playing pickleball.” Ms. Debra had what looked like Ping-Pong equipment in her hand, but the paddle and ball were oversized. “It’s tennis but with a paddle instead of a racket.”

Ms. Debra started to explain the scoring rules and said we’d be playing in teams of two. Summer and I stood at the edge of the circle. I saw Kendra Blair and Sara Smith shift closer to us. Kendra and Sara were on cross-country with Summer, but Summer said they spent most of the spring practices sipping out of their Hydro Flasks and talking to the boys on the team. I’d seen a lot of posts on their pages with filters that gave them cat ears and pink noses, but none of the two of them actually running.

They stopped when Kendra was almost shoulder to shoulder with Summer.
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