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For Georgiana, Heidi, Maurine,
Susan, and Zan:


The staff of Magnolia’s Bookstore—
Best pals any writer could have





One



The story you are about to read is 100 percent true.


No, honestly.


Of course some things have been changed to protect the innocent. But you’d expect that. It’s standard operating procedure when it comes to based-on-true-events stories. If this were a techno-thriller, I could say SOP. And I suppose I could anyway. Parts of my story are quite thrilling, though there really isn’t anything particularly techno about them. Except for this one part where . . .


Okay. Wait.


I can’t believe this is happening.


I’m only a couple of paragraphs into this, and already I’m starting to tell things out of order. A thing which is pretty danged annoying, I must admit, though it does bring up an important question, which is as follows:


Where does my 100-percent-true story truly start?


I suppose you could say the whole thing started the day I was born. I’m thinking that’s a bit extreme, though. As an alternative, I’m going to go with the third grade, which I think makes me about eight years old. I’m choosing this because that’s the year my mom died, and my dad and I moved for the very first time.


Actually let me rephrase that. This is an important point, and I need to make sure I get it just right.


That’s the year my mom was killed in a hit-and-run collision, and my dad and I moved for the very first time.


Way back then, of course, I had no idea that these events were related, or that changing location on the spur of the moment was, paradoxically, about to become one of the most important constants in my life.


Just how often did we move? Let me put it this way: To the best of my knowledge, I am the only person in the entire United States to have attended fourteen different elementary schools between the third and sixth grades.


That’s 3.5 schools a year, in case you’re counting.


The pace slowed down a little bit in junior high to 2.5 schools a year, then settled down to an even two for the years I was in high school. Except for senior year, of course, but I’ll be explaining more about that in a moment.


Why did we move so much? You’re no doubt also wondering. The answer to this one is pretty simple.


I don’t know.


Or, here’s more of that getting-it-just-right thing again: I know now, but I didn’t know at the time. I didn’t even ask about it, to be completely honest. By the time I was old enough to question the way we lived, I was so used to the way Dad and I did things that I thought it was normal.


I did stop unpacking my suitcases after a while. This isn’t nearly as weird as it sounds. You put your clothes away in dresser drawers. I put mine away in suitcases. In both cases, folding was involved. It also wasn’t nearly as depressing as you might think. In fact, you can pretty much stop waiting for me to reveal my inner-trauma girl about this, because I simply haven’t got one.


Over the years my dad and I developed a routine when it came to moving. Actually two routines: One for leaving a place, and another for arriving in one. But no matter where we went, the living quarters were always the same: a furnished apartment. This was another aspect of life I simply never thought to question. I think I was about twelve before it finally dawned on me that not all dwelling places came complete with couches.


Regardless of the apartment’s location, my father and I always performed the same action upon stepping across the threshold for the very first time. We looked for the perfect location for this big gold-framed photo of my mom. Dad packed it in one of his own suitcases, but he always let me pick out the spot for it. Without fail, I looked for a place that would let me see Mom’s picture the moment I walked in the front door.


Not that we were morbid about this or anything. We both knew my mom was gone. But we didn’t have to pretend she’d never existed, my dad said. Getting out the photograph was just one way of demonstrating the way she lived on in our hearts.


Our leaving routine was slightly more complex and involved two distinct phases. Phase one involved Phone Calls of Mysterious Origin. These always came in late at night and went on for several nights in a row. Though the calls were another thing I got so used to I never questioned my dad directly, I did come up with a couple of theories about them:


a) They came in at night in the hope that I would be asleep and not hear the phone ring.


b) Dad never talked long, so it couldn’t be a new girlfriend. Therefore, the caller had to be another guy.


I mean, can we just get real here for a second? I’m a girl. When do I not hear the phone?


After a couple of days, the Phone Calls of Mysterious Origin would cease as abruptly as they’d started. A day when nothing special seemed to happen would go by. Secretly I’d begin double checking my suitcases, making sure everything was in order, because I knew what was coming next.


That would be phase two. In phase two, The Map got involved. The really big one of the whole United States that covered the entire kitchen table when we opened it.


“Hey, Jo-Jo,” my dad would call out as he heard me come in the door. Dad does freelance research. Or maybe, considering our lifestyle, the term should be free-range. He spends most of his day sitting in front of his laptop looking things up for people he almost never sees. Not your standard Dad-type job, I must admit, but it did have an advantage for us in that he could work from home no matter where home was.


He calls me Jo-Jo because that’s my nickname. My full name is Josephine Claire Calloway O’Connor, if you have to have it all spelled out. Usually I’m just called Jo. Or, occasionally, Jo-Claire, if my dad is seriously annoyed with me about something.


Dad’s name is Chase William, a name I’ve always thought sounds exactly like a relay race. I’ve never heard anybody call him by either one of his first names. Instead people call him Con. That’s short for O’Connor, not a negative character assessment, by the way.


“Guess where we’re going,” my dad would say, gesturing to The Map while I put my backpack on the counter and headed to the fridge for the glass of juice I’d poured before heading out for school that morning. Just another example of being prepared. I probably would have been a Girl Scout if we’d stayed in one place long enough.


“Is it warm and sunny with no big bugs?” I’d inquire. This had been my standard question since I was ten, mostly because I thought it described Southern California. If we had to move, why not close to Disneyland?


“Sunny and warm?” my dad would exclaim, scrunching up his face in mock horror. “Where’s your sense of adventure, Jo-Jo?”


“Gee, Dad, I don’t know. But if you give me a minute, I’ll find it and pack it.”


At this, my father would laugh and tousle my hair, a thing which occasionally resulted in juice ending up on the floor.


“Here. We’re going right here, sweetheart.”


With these words, Dad would point to a spot on The Map. He never pointed at anyplace even remotely close to Disneyland, a thing I probably don’t need to tell you. Pretty much without fail, my dad would have selected some town that even the people who already lived there had barely even heard of.


Not only that, but for some reason I’ve never even attempted to explain, my father seemed particularly attracted to towns whose names begin with the letter B.


Which explains how I ended up living in Bemidgi, Minnesota; Bottom, North Carolina; Braintree, Vermont (actually, East Braintree); and Boring, Oregon.


Boring was the last small town we lived in, though. And also the last place beginning with B, now that I think about it. I was about to start high school by then, and the next time my father got The Map out, he announced that, for the duration of my high school years, we’d be living in a metropolitan area environment, as this would be better for my overall development.


I have no idea how he came to this conclusion. Let’s just say I didn’t argue.


After Boring, we moved to Clackamas, which wasn’t all that far away but did have one key feature of a metropolitan environment which definitely improved my overall development: shopping malls. It also started with the letter C, which I had to figure meant Dad and I were making some sort of progress, even if I didn’t exactly know what kind. That’s where I began my freshman year.


I finished it across the Washington border, in a place called Enumclaw. I am not making any of these names up, just so you know. Enumclaw is actually slightly east of Clackamas, in a longitude and latitude sort of way. I think it was right about then that I developed this sudden fear that, having spent most of my childhood moving in a westerly direction, my father was now going to touch base at the Pacific Ocean, then start moving us back the way we’d come.


Before I could get up the courage to ask about this, however, we moved again pretty much straight north, to a place called Issaquah. This did allay my moving-back-east fears, though the thought that we might might be headed for the Canadian border did begin to cross my mind.


The rest of sophomore, all of junior, and the beginning of senior year we spent bouncing from place to place on what people in the greater Seattle metropolitan area call the Eastside, by which they mean the east side of Lake Washington.


Right about the time I was beginning to worry that my father had developed a water phobia, about two thirds of the way through senior year, we got a flurry of Phone Calls of Mysterious Origin. As a result, we finally did it. We moved to Seattle. And it’s in Seattle that the main events of my story actually take place.


There you have it. My childhood in a nutshell.


Before I get completely up to date, though, there’s a thing you absolutely must know. I don’t particularly relish confessing this, but I pretty much have to. If I don’t, nothing that happened later will make any sense to you at all.


Now that I think about it, I suppose I could have started my 100-percent-true story right here. On my first day at Beacon High. That’s the day I did the very last thing I expected.


I fell head over heels in love.





Two



His name was Alex Crawford.


Actually it still is. Nothing terrible happens to him during the course of my story, though it is both fair and accurate to say he does experience some surprises. A thing which makes two of us, now that I think about it.


Alex himself was my very first surprise.


If things had gone the way they usually did at a new school, chances were good Alex and I would never have met. Or, at the most, we’d have seen each other only across a crowded classroom or passing in the halls. He’d take one look at me, maybe notice I was new, then forget he’d ever seen me at all.


No, I am not dissing myself, nor am I suffering from some undiagnosed self-esteem problem of astronomical proportions. I’m just stating the natural result of my number one approach to fitting in at a new school.


Always blend in. Never stand out from the crowd.


This is actually a lot easier than it sounds. All you have to do is be reasonably pleasant to everyone you meet and resist the impulse to make extreme fashion choices.


It’s also more interesting than you might expect. To be an observer. To be, as it were, a crowd of one. In my case, it was also the only practical thing to do. There wasn’t very much point in getting noticed or getting attached when I knew that, sooner or later, and usually it was sooner, I’d be moving on.


There is one other advantage of not drawing attention to yourself: It makes it much easier to figure out who the players are.


On my left, the computer geeks and skateboard dudes. To my right, the always-dressed-in-basic-black artistic types. Front and center, the popular crowd. Each school has its own unique variations, of course, but in my experience, students everywhere fall into two main categories: those who want to be noticed, and those who don’t.


If you fall into the second category, as I always did, you develop extremely good adaptation skills, enabling you to identify the players at a glance, then blend right in to virtually any situation you encounter. After all the new schools I’ve had to adjust to over the years, I think I can in all modesty state that I possess camouflage skills that can make any blue mutant you care to name look like a total piker.


They all deserted me the day that I met Alex.


It happened my very first day at Beacon, a thing I think I mentioned before. I was standing across the street from the big brick building that would, in just a few moments, become my brand-new (and I sincerely hoped my last) high school, gazing upward. You’re probably thinking I was sizing up the school.


I wasn’t.


Instead, the thing that had captured my attention was this big metal column topped by . . . absolutely nothing. It was doing this in the parking lot of what I had to figure was the main supplier of off-campus food: a retro-fifties fast-food joint.


Maybe it’s supposed to be some kind of art, I thought as I stared at the column. I was living in the big city now, after all. Public art happened. Not only that, it didn’t have to make sense. In fact, having it not make sense was probably a requirement.


“They took it down for repairs,” a voice beside me suddenly said.


I’m kind of embarrassed to admit this, but the truth is, I jumped about a mile. I’d been so mesmerized by the sight of that column extending upward into space, supporting empty air, that I’d totally lost track of all my soon-to-be-fellow students rushing by me. To this day, I can’t quite explain the fascination. But I’ve promised to tell you the 100 percent truth, which means I’ve got to include even the parts which make me appear less than impressive.


“Huh?”


Yes, all right, I know. Nowhere even near the list of incredibly clever replies.


“They took it down for repairs,” the voice said again.


“Took it down,” I echoed. By this time, I knew I was well on my way to breaking my own blending-in rule, big time. Sounding like a total idiot can generally be considered a foolproof method of getting yourself noticed.


“The car that’s usually up there.” The guy—it was a guy; I’d calmed down enough to realize that—said. I snuck a quick glance at him out of the corner of my eye. First fleeting impression: tall and blond. The kind of muscular-yet-lanky build I might as well just come right out and admit I’ve always been a sucker for. Faded jeans. Letterman jacket with just about every sport there was represented on it.


Gotcha! I thought. BMOC. Big Man on Campus.


This made me feel a little better for a couple of reasons. The first was that it showed my skills hadn’t abandoned me completely after all. I could still identify the players pretty much on sight.


The second was that in my vast, though admittedly from-a-distance, experience of them, BMOCs have short attention spans for anyone less BOC than they are. Disconcerting and intense as it was at the moment, I could nevertheless take comfort in the fact that this guy’s unexpected and unnatural interest in me was also unlikely to last very long.


“An old Chevy, I think,” he was going on now. “It’s supposed to be back soon, though. Not really the same without it, is it?”


He actually sounded genuinely mournful. I was surprised to find myself battling back a quick, involuntary smile. He did seem to be more interesting than your average, run-of-the-mill BMOC. I had to give him that.


Get a grip, O’Connor, I chastised myself. “Absolutely not,” I said, giving my head a semi-vigorous nod. That ought to move him along, I thought.


You may not be aware of this fact, but agreeing with people is often an excellent way of getting them to forget all about you. After basking in the glow of agreement, most people are then perfectly content to go about their business, remembering only the fact that someone agreed and allowing the identity of the person who did the actual agreeing to fade into the background.


This technique almost always works. In fact, I’d never known it not to.


There was a moment of silence. A silence in which I could feel the BMOC’s eyes upon me. I kept my own eyes fixed on the top of the carless column. But the longer the silence went on, the more strained it became. At least it did on my side. This guy was simply not abiding by the rules. He was supposed to have basked and moved on by now.


“You don’t have the faintest idea what I’m talking about, do you?” he said at last.


I laughed before I quite realized what I’d done.


“Not a clue,” I said, turning to give him my full attention for the very first time, an action I could tell right away spelled trouble. You just had to do it, didn’t you? I thought. He was even better looking when I took a better look.


He flashed me a smile, and I felt my pulse kick up several notches. My brain knew perfectly well that that smile had not been invented just for me. My suddenly-beating-way-too-fast heart wasn’t paying all that much attention to my brain, though.


“You must be new, then,” he commented. “I’d remember you if we’d met before.”


All of a sudden, his face went totally blank.


“I cannot believe I just said that,” he said. “That is easily the world’s oldest line.”


“If it isn’t, it’s the cheesiest,” I said.


He winced. “I’d ask you to let me make it up to you, but I’m thinking that would make things even worse.”


“You’d be thinking right.”


This time he was the one who laughed, the sound open and easy, as if he was genuinely enjoying the joke on himself. In retrospect I think it was that laugh that did it. That finished the job his smile had started. You just didn’t find all that many guys, all that many people, who were truly willing to laugh at themselves.


“I’m Alex Crawford,” he said.


“Jo,” I said. “Jo O’Connor.”


At this Alex actually stuck out his hand. His eyes, which I probably don’t need to tell you were this pretty much impossible shade of blue, focused directly on my face.


“Pleased to meet you, Jo O’Connor.”


I watched my hand move forward to meet his, as if it belonged to a stranger and was moving in slow motion. At that exact moment, an image of the robot from the movie Lost in Space flashed through my mind. Arms waving frantically in the air, screaming, “Danger! Danger!” at the top of its inhuman lungs.


My hand kept moving anyhow.


Our fingers connected. I felt the way Alex’s wrapped around mine, then tightened. Felt the way that simple action caused a flush to spread across my cheeks and a tingle to start in the palm of my hand and slowly begin to work its way up my arm. To this day, I’d swear I heard him suck in a breath, saw his impossibly blue eyes widen. As if, at the exact same moment I looked up at him, he’d discovered something as completely unexpected as I had, gazing down.


He released me. I stuck my hand behind my back.


“Pleased to meet you, Jo O’Connor,” he said again. Not quite the way he had the first time. “Welcome to Beacon High. So, where are you from, if you aren’t from around here?”


“Pretty much all over,” I said, retaining just enough presence of mind to give my standard, non-specific reply.


“O-kaay,” Alex said, drawing out the second syllable as if trying to decide whether or not to ask more.


From across the street at the school, the warning bell that signaled the imminent commencement of classes trilled sharply.


“Sounds like we’d better get going,” Alex said.


“Uh-huh,” I responded.


He stepped back and made a gesture as if ushering me forward. I walked beside him toward my newest school, trying to convince myself that the reason I suddenly felt so dizzy and lightheaded was that I’d contracted some bizarre Seattle flu bug.





Three



You know that phrase, everywhere you go, there you are? Well, my first day at Beacon provided me with the inspiration for a variation:


Everywhere I went, there was Alex Crawford.


Following our surprising encounter in the carless-column parking lot, I’d done my best to return to my normal blending-in behavior, an endeavor which was aided by the fact that first period English was a class Alex and I did not have in common.


I’d timed my arrival at the first classroom with my usual attention to detail. I wanted the room full, but not too full. Then I’d entered calmly and taken a seat about three quarters of the way back.


This is the seating chart equivalent of the no-extreme-fashion-choices concept, just so you know. All the way at the back says troublemaker to the teachers. Too far forward and your fellow classmates think teacher’s pet.


The inevitable announcement that there was a new student brought the equally inevitable several minutes of unwanted attention. After which, when I did nothing further of note, my new classmates were content to relegate me to the same category as white noise. A thing that was perfectly fine with me. By the time first period was over, my head felt back to normal, and I was well on my way to congratulating myself on my quick recovery from my encounter with Alex Crawford.


Right up until the moment I walked out of the classroom and straight into his arms.


It was hard not to. He was standing right outside the door.


His hands came up to grasp and steady me at the same time as he flashed me that mind-numbing smile. How on earth did he get here so fast? I wondered.


“Hey, Jo O’Connor,” he said.


“Hey, yourself,” I mumbled.


At that moment, I made a snap decision, a thing I usually avoid. My usual new school adjustment techniques just didn’t seem to be getting me anywhere, at least not with Alex Crawford. If at first you don’t succeed, try try again. Only a fool tries the same thing twice, though. If fading into the background wasn’t going to work, maybe standing out by being obnoxious would.


“What did you say your name was, again?” I asked.


Alex laughed. Oh, nice move, O’Connor, I thought. It was the same kind of laugh he’d given before. Open, easy, unself-conscious. A laugh that softened all my defenses and pretty much made my heart want to melt like one of those little pats of butter you get at Denny’s, left out in the sun.


It also got the attention of anyone nearby who had somehow miraculously failed to notice the extra attention Mr. BMOC was paying to the new girl. Assuming there had actually been anyone.


“Not to be rude or anything,” I said as I took a step back. This forced Alex to let go of my arms. Unfortunately it also resulted in me stomping on the feet of whoever was trying to get out behind me.


“Hey, watch it,” I heard him say.


“But I believe it’s traditional to let the first-period students exit the classroom before the second-period ones go in,” I went on.


“I’m not going in,” Alex said simply. “I’m walking you to your next class. History, right?”


Right, I thought. Right before I thought, This has absolutely got to stop. If I couldn’t nip whatever was happening with Alex Crawford in the bud, there was no telling where I’d end up, though it seemed a pretty safe bet that making a fool of myself would somehow be involved.


“How do you even know where it is?” I asked, my tone aggressive. “What if it’s nowhere near where you have to be?”


At this, the student behind me decided he’d waited long enough. He gave a quick shove. An action that sent me right back into Alex Crawford’s arms.


“It doesn’t make a difference,” Alex said.


My brain struggled for most of the rest of the day, but even then, I think it knew that my heart had won.


[image: images]


“You’ll like Drama,” Alex promised a couple of hours later. We were walking across a wide swath of green lawn that separated the school’s Little Theater from the main classroom building. “Mr. Barnes, the teacher, is great. He makes the whole thing really interesting and fun. Even the performing part isn’t too humiliating.”


“Gee, that’s a relief.”


On the far side of Alex, I heard a snort of amusement and knew it had come from the third member of our group, a girl named Elaine Golden.


I wasn’t quite sure what to make of Elaine. She’d shown up with Alex a couple of times as he’d walked me from one class to another. I had to figure either Alex had asked her to do this, hoping we’d become friends, or she’d tagged along of her own free will, determined to keep an eye on him. It was obvious they were tight, though equally obvious that they weren’t a couple. The vibe between them just wasn’t quite right.


If ever there was a person whose name suited her perfectly, it was Elaine. Everything about her was sort of . . . golden. She was tall, with hazel eyes and a head of softly waving gold-blonde hair. Even her skin looked vaguely tan, at a time of year when practically everybody else in Seattle still looked like the inside of a mushroom.


“Actually, Alex is correct,” Elaine said now. “Even if he expressed himself in a completely pathetic way.”


Alex made a face at her. “I get no respect,” he sighed.


“Who ran your incredibly successful election campaign?” Elaine asked sweetly.


“Who ran unopposed?” Alex inquired.


“Oh, that,” Elaine said.


One of the things I’d discovered during the course of the day was just how big a BMOC Alex Crawford truly was. He’d been class president every year since he’d been a freshman. As a senior, he was considered such a shoe-in for student body president that he’d run unopposed. After graduation, he was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps and study law at Harvard, or so a girl with the unbelievable-yet-apparently-true name of Khandi Kayne had informed me at morning break.


This was right before she further informed me she was taking Alex to the girl-ask-boy dance that Friday night. A thing which went a long way toward explaining why my strong instinct had been not to turn my back on her.


“Just so long as you’ve finished the unit on Shakespeare,” I said as Elaine, Alex, and I neared the theater door. We’d go in through the lobby, Alex had explained, but class was actually held in the auditorium.


“I had an English teacher my sophomore year who used to make us read it aloud in class. I was completely hopeless. My tongue kept getting all tangled up.”


“In that case, I really hate to break this to you. . . . ” Elaine began.


I stopped short. “Please tell me that you’re joking.”


“I’m joking,” Elaine said obligingly. “Unfortunately for you, I’m also lying.”


Fabulous, I thought, just as Alex opened the Little Theater door and ushered us through it with a definitely Shakespearean bow.
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My first Drama class at Beacon was either:


a) not so bad, or


b) worse than I could possibly have imagined.


Depending entirely on which portion of the period we’re talking about.
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