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To James, my second true love after mozzarella cheese.






chapter one

We’ve been dropped by so many family counselors that I pack snacks for the long drive out to the last therapist willing to referee my parents without demanding hazard pay. I nibble the edge of a homemade potato chip while Mom mutters under her breath, rehearsing whatever opening speech she wants to make.

Our version of family therapy is a lot like court, except for the ways that count. No matter how much Dr. Porter agrees with our side, she can’t bang a gavel and fix it. There are no damages here—only damage.

“I’m going to scream if he keeps interrupting me again,” Mom mutters, her hand drifting to the envelope tucked beside her, as though it might vanish if she put it in the back seat.

I let another chip sit on my tongue and turn soggy while I think about what happened at last month’s session. It feels like I’m trapped in some inescapable time loop where it always goes wrong regardless of what I do. “I’m sorry.”

Mom stares ahead with half-seeing eyes, her breath held. The car jerks a fraction as she turns her head to peer at me sidelong. “Did you say something?”

“No.” I resume staring out the window, tracking the exits, the towns where Mom and I could start over, if only. If. If. If. The two little letters that have dominated our dinnertime conversations and kept Mom awake at night for weeks, poring over old files and free legal websites.

“Are you okay?” I ask as we turn onto the street of the therapist’s office. I keep thinking if I make enough of these openings for her, she’ll eventually tell me the truth. But instead, I’m just full of holes.

“Of course,” Mom says, pitching her voice higher and smiling automatically, her lips like a curtain drawn along a track. “This stuff is never easy. We’ll work it out.”

I’d believe in her optimism more if I didn’t often hear the involuntary choke of a stifled sob over the sound of the shower or see the gleam of concealer beneath her eyes in the harsh lighting of the kitchen.

She accelerates a little to reach the next open parking spot. Like usual, we’ve arrived well ahead of Dad and LeAnne, who insists on lording over my mother that she can attend now that she’s officially married into the family. Mom opens her door and steps out before I can think of a response.

I follow her inside and hover over her shoulder until Dr. Porter waves us into her office. Unlike the dated waiting room, this room is modern and polished, with glass-top tables and plush carpet that gives away exactly the kind of reputation we have here—I look down at the imprint of where one of the chairs used to be, noting the increased distance between Mom and Dad’s usual seats.

Dad and LeAnne arrive five minutes late, which is ten minutes earlier than usual, I guess. He takes off his ball cap and sets it on the table, nodding to Dr. Porter, whose ears move slightly when she clenches her jaw. “Hey, Doc. Sorry. Gym was busy. We had to close late.”

“You could just ask people to leave,” Mom suggests.

Dr. Porter taps her pen on the top of her knee. “Nice to see all of you again as well. Now, I know that last session there was some discussion about selling Julia’s half of the gym. Julia, do you want to open today?”

“Discussion” is a nice way to phrase it. It’s not like Dad was finger-in-face screaming at Mom while she batted him in the chest with a copy of their joint owners’ contract. No, that would be ridiculous.

To my left, Mom takes a deep breath and exhales through her nose. She fixes her gaze on Dad. “I understand that you don’t want me to sell my stake to any random person, but don’t you think it’s a little strict to require mutual approval? That couple who was interested before would have done a great job, and they had a lot of business experience.”

“You agreed to the terms when we bought the gym to begin with,” Dad retorts, holding up a hand when Mom tries to protest.

“Rick, it’s Julia’s turn to speak,” Dr. Porter reminds him.

“She was finished.”

“No, I wasn’t. You cut me off.” Mom pulls out the envelope she stuffed to bursting this afternoon. “I have another solution. A compromise. You could just buy out my half and take full ownership. That way, it wouldn’t matter about the mutual approval clause.”

LeAnne scoffs, then covers her mouth and coughs when we look over.

“If I wanted full ownership, I would have suggested that already.”

Mom puts a knee down to support herself as she spreads the paperwork out onto the coffee table in a disorganized jumble. “But look at it. I’ve already done the math.” She points to some figure, her hand shaking. “If you just break it up into payments, it wouldn’t even be that much per month.”

Dad stands and gestures at the documents, his shadow falling over Mom. “I’m not just going to change all my personal plans because you realized that you can’t manage your money. You knew all along that we had a prenup.”

“Don’t act like you’d be doing any better in my shoes without your rental property. We didn’t all get college funds so packed that we had money left for two houses.”

“You obviously should have tried harder for scholarships, then.”

Dr. Porter raises her voice. “I’m sensing some hostility. Rick, do you think you could sit back down? We should talk through this from the beginning.”

Mom pushes herself up and tilts her head back to glower at Dad. “Oh, I’m sorry that I didn’t foresee getting served with divorce papers while you were sitting in the living room acting like everything was fine!”

“Your shortsightedness isn’t my emergency.”

“Would you just stop?” I call out, shooting a pleading look at Dr. Porter. “Yelling isn’t going to fix anything.”

But they don’t hear me.

“I know you have the money!” Mom swipes at the tears spilling over onto her cheeks, leaving wet streaks through the dark blush of her anger. “This is just another ridiculous power play because you can’t stand that we’d leave if we could! You don’t own us, Rick.”

Dad reaches over to the nearest table to get a box of tissues. While he’s turned away from Dr. Porter and he thinks no one else can see, he locks eyes with LeAnne and smiles.



Everyone always talks about how incredible it is to fall in love.

No one ever talks about falling out of it, how lost love sours once-happy memories like some creeping rot that preys only on the past tense.

I could have used software to cut Dad out of all the family photos, but stabbing them with scissors is so much more satisfying. In the middle of the night after therapy, I hack apart everything from my T-ball pictures to the commemorative photograph of that roller coaster ride where Dad barfed pieces of hot dog onto a complete stranger. The only thing I don’t defile is Mom’s wedding album. She deserves to do that herself.

I thought I was okay with it all. The cheating. The leaving. The loss.

But now, over a year after he left, on this otherwise random Monday, it descends like an avalanche sparked by a single errant step.

Still, making paternal-face confetti is probably not a Dr. Porter–approved coping mechanism.

I stand and stagger to the desk by the front door, kneading my knuckles against the chewed edge of the particleboard. I fire up Mom’s laptop and pull up my SeeMe page, opening the screen for a private journal entry. I want a record of this feeling for the next time Dad makes some pathetic attempt to smooth it all over, as if letting me pick the pizza toppings is atonement for destroying our entire life.

I glance at the door leading to Mom’s bedroom and tuck a pair of headphones into my ears to minimize the noise. With a shaking breath, I press record, watching as a grainy rendering of me appears on the screen.

“Dear Journal,” I say, hesitating as I attempt to translate the burning ache in my chest into actual words. “I feel like I’m stuck. I know it’s been a long time, but I still can’t believe he’s gone. And over what? Why? I mean, Mom is such a badass.” Just for emphasis, I lean over and pick up a picture of her crossing the finish line of the Winter Sprinter 100-Mile Relay. I show it to the camera. “Woman ran twenty-five miles in subzero weather!” Even Dad hadn’t attempted that race, letting three of mom’s friends go with her instead.

Before I came along, there were more pictures of them together, hugging at the finish line or sharing a beer with marathon numbers still pinned to their chests. “Did I not give them enough alone time? I’m not one of those annoying kids, right?”

I sigh and lean back in my chair, groaning. “I wish I knew why Dad was being like this. Working together is so awkward. People are always like, ‘It’s so cool you have a family business,’ but that goes out the window when your dad starts banging some lady from yoga class. And now he’s totally different from how he used to be. I don’t get it.” The most terrifying part is that I can’t tell if this is Dad’s new persona or if he was this way all along.

I take a deep breath, but it does little to calm the sense of panic I feel sneaking over me. I pull my hair away from my face, twisting it into knots behind my head.

“Hey,” Mom calls, emerging into the living room in an overlarge T-shirt and old athletic shorts. “What are you doing up at this hour?”

I pick up some of the cutouts, holding them up to the desk lamp for Mom to see. “Just giving Dad a face-lift,” I say, tossing our Father-Daughter Dance portrait into the nearby trash can.

“Cara.” Mom sighs, leaning her head back until the ridges of her throat bulge against her skin. “This isn’t healthy.”

“Oh, it’s so healthy. You should try it. Watch.” I pinch the jagged edge of another picture between my fingers and hold Dad’s face in front of mine. “You’re a jerk and no one likes you.” I crumple it into a ball and move onto another one. “Your ‘famous chili’ tastes like jalapeño dog crap.”

I could do this for hours.

I finally goad Mom into joining me. At first her voice is low, but she gains confidence as she berates the pictures of Dad for everything from snoring to standing her up on their third date. She sorts through the various albums, enumerating his worst offenses with an energy that far surpasses the droning, slothlike manner of her second-rate divorce attorney. Maybe she should have represented herself.

“Do you remember that time he left me at a truck stop while I was in the bathroom?” I ask, laughing as I recall his screech of pure shock when he answered the phone. For the next few years, whenever we were going somewhere together, Mom would always say, “Hey, Rick? Did you remember to pack your offspring?”

Mom scoffs. “It was only funny because you were already home safe by the time I found out. Good to know that he’s always been clueless.”

“Yeah,” I say. “He sure is if he left you, Mom.”

And just like that, I burst out crying until I can hardly see past the tears blazing down my cheeks, blending with the snot and the spittle and the overall grossness spewing out of my face. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It just hurts all of a sudden.” I smack my hands against my cheeks to clear away the tears like a pair of windshield wipers fighting against a downpour.

Mom wraps her arms around me and pulls me from my seat. She squeezes me until I can feel the clasp of her bracelet digging into my shoulder blade. “It’s going to be okay. It has to be.”

“I don’t believe you.” I hiccup my way through the words, my forehead bouncing lightly against her collarbone. “I just want to start over, Mom. I don’t want to have to see him all the time. He didn’t want us.”

And he took more from me than he’ll know. When two of my classmates asked me to the junior prom this spring, I turned them both down. It’s like the magic is gone. What’s the point of romance if it’s all smoke and mirrors, and when the smoke clears, you can’t stand to even look at yourself anymore?

Thanks to Dad, whenever I think of flowers and late-night phone calls, that high-flying rush of love, all I can see is the crater from impact.

“You’ll feel better after you get some sleep,” Mom says, guiding me back toward the couch. She squints at the laptop. “Are you recording this?”

“Sorry. I was in the middle of a journal entry. I kind of forgot about it.” I end the session and turn off the lamp, hoping that the ambient light from the kitchen is enough for Mom to navigate back to her room.

She plants a kiss on my cheek. “I love you. Sleep tight. We can talk more in the morning if you want to, okay?”

“Okay. I love you too.”

I don’t even bother clearing the photographs off the couch. I fall asleep with them crinkling beneath me, surrounded by soured memories like a bird’s nest built of old bread ties and straws and the debris of a different life.



I don’t know why people say they slept like the dead. I slept the way only the living can, the exhaustion burrowed into my bones, my eyes gummy with last night’s tears. I would have kept sleeping too, if it weren’t for the hideous racket coming from outside the door.

I drag myself to a standing position, waving Mom away as she pokes her head out into the living room. “I’ll get it.” It’s too loud to be the mailman, too sporadic to be the police. Maybe Mrs. Abernathy lit her kitchen on fire again in the first-floor apartment below us.

I wrench open the front door, my nose scrunched in annoyance even after I spot my best friend. Vanessa folds her arms as she waits on the open-air walkway outside. “Hey. What gives? I texted you fifty times.” She points at the internal wall separating our living rooms. “I even knocked on the wall.”

“Oh.” I turn back toward the end table that I use as a nightstand. “Sorry, I put my phone on ‘do not disturb’ before I passed out. What’s up?”

Vanessa shoves her cell phone so close to my face that I have to lean my head back to avoid hitting the screen with my eyelashes. “Uh, you’re internationally trending right now,” she says, her voice a mix of bewilderment and awe. “That’s what’s up.”

I scrub my eyes with the edge of my sleeve and blink until my vision clears. I see my recording from last night, the video paused with Mom hovering over my shoulder in her improvised pajamas. I scan the rest of the page. People are already calling it Crybaby’s Hot Mom. There’s even a dubstep remix where my face has been replaced by a gigantic cartoon baby. “Wait a second. This is really on the internet?”

“Yes!” Vanessa exclaims, shaking her phone for emphasis. “And it’s viral!”

“That’s impossible,” I mutter, trying to remember the previous night, the settings I selected before starting the recording. “It was a private journal entry.” This can’t be happening. All those personal stories.

But the number at the bottom of the video doesn’t lie.

Viewers: 1.3 million.






chapter two

I send Vanessa back to her apartment and delete the video off my page before Mom can get a whiff of this fiasco. I have just enough willpower to keep myself from reading the 3,864 comments or typing my name into a search engine. Judging from what I saw on Vanessa’s phone, removing the original post won’t do much except make me feel better.

But if I have even a chance of stopping this before it reaches Mom, it’s worth a shot.

Between therapy, my meltdown last night, and the ever-increasing stack of unpaid bills on top of the microwave, she has enough to worry about.

I find her standing in front of the mirror in our shared bathroom, her hair dripping in a steady stream onto the tile. She holds a floral blouse against her chest before tossing it away in favor of a black sheath dress. “Do you think I’d look okay in this?”

I close my eyes and clap my palm over my face for added protection as I shuffle around her. “Just once, just once, I want to go an entire week without seeing you in your underwear.” We have an unspoken rule that sitting around half-dressed is a perfectly acceptable solution to avoid paying for air conditioning, but Mom is just getting out of control with it now.

“Oh, please. You were way up in my business first. Do you know where babies come from?” She drags my arm down to my side. “Answer the question.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.” I keep my eyes trained on the ceiling. “What are you even doing? I thought you were coming to work.”

“I can’t. I have an interview.”

I freeze with a brush pulled halfway through my hair, the bristles keeping it suspended as my grip goes limp. “I thought we talked about this. You can’t get a second job. When will you sleep?”

“I don’t have much of a choice,” she says, shaking her head like a dog in the rain and pelting me with droplets of water. “If I don’t find a way to make some extra income, we’ll never be able to move.”

I give her a half-hearted pat on the shoulder while I rush through my routine. I’m too exhausted to debate this again. “You should wear the dress. It’ll match those heels you bought the other day. They were cute.”

“You make a good point.” She toggles her head back and forth, pretending to weigh my input even though the dress is clearly the victor. Once the shoes have been chosen, the contest is over. “I’m just worried that my triceps aren’t as defined and my calves are getting squishy. People kept staring at me at your father’s wedding.”

A laugh wheezes past the handle of my toothbrush. I’m sure the staring had nothing to do with the fact that Mom couldn’t stop compulsively commenting on how gorgeous, and young, and regal my stepmother looked in her poufy princess dress. Aside from the fact that Mom even showed up in the first place.

I spit into the sink and rinse out my mouth while I contemplate the total inappropriateness of what I’m about to say. “Mom, you’re hot, all right? Like, seriously hot.” I almost tell her that apparently 1.3 million people agree with me, but I’m kind of hoping she’ll be focused on Dad long enough for this blow over. There’s always a new viral video to replace the latest thing, right? Right?

“But do you think I still look, you know, fit? I’m not washed up?”

“No, you’re not. It disgusts me how guys look at you.” I wave my hand at her toned body, her flawless natural tan. Despite her protests that everyone can tell, her waist-length black hair still looks perfect even with the dye to cover up the gray. “On a scale of one to Aphrodite, you’re at least a six.”

She sighs. “But Aphrodite never won an Ironman Triathlon.”

I echo her exasperation. “Okay, then you’re… halfway to Ares. Is that better? I’m pretty sure it takes, like, five sculptors just to carve one of his butt cheeks.”

Her chin bumps against her chest as she looks down at her size-two body and twists her arm into a pose.

I can tell from the curve of her lip that I’ve said the wrong thing. “What? He’s an immortal god. You’re just a buff mortal.”

She must take the word “buff” as a compliment because she stops using her fingers as fat calipers and turns her attention back to drying her hair.

I don’t mention that she never used to be this way before LeAnne. It was about breaking her personal records, even if she didn’t top the competitor board. It’s like when we moved, she forgot to wrap up her self-confidence in old Chinese takeout menus and newspaper and bring it with us.

I check the time and grumble. “Speaking of business, we’re already late. Hurry up.”

“You’re awfully excited to spend your whole afternoon cleaning exercise mats.”

“It beats having to go to school or do another biology project.”

“Cleaning exercise mats is a biology project.”

She has a point. There are a few people in beginners’ yoga class who could use a lesson in Downward-Facing Deodorant.

I speed through an abbreviated breakfast, then return to lurk in the doorway of the bathroom. I do this so often that I’m surprised there isn’t a groove worn into the frame. “I get paid by the hour,” I shout over the sound of the hair dryer. “Come on.”

“It’s just your dad. He’s not a real boss. It’s not like he’s going to fire you.”

I swipe to the clock on my phone and point to it. I’m over an hour late. “Challenge accepted.” He kind of did fire us already. From his life.

It takes a lot of whining and finding the perfect spring scarf to brighten her dark dress before Mom decides that she can leave the house without being reported as an ogre sighting. She climbs into the car and straightens her seat, turning the key with just a little too much force. We’re barely on the road for two minutes before her leg starts jittering.

“You look stressed.”

“I do?” She lowers the rearview mirror and rubs at the minuscule crease under one eye.

My hand darts out to steady the wheel. “I swear, you’re, like, the worst driver on the planet. Maybe you should go to driving school for me.”

“Excuse you. I have a perfect record.” She pauses. “Unlike a mailbox-smashing someone I happen to know. Hint: she’s in this car.”

I gawk at her. “Low blow, Mom. That was only one time.”

She glances at me in her peripheral vision, her cheeks straining against a smile. “It was a low blow. To the fender.”

We’re still laughing as we pull into one of the angled parking spots in front of our family’s studio gym. The café next door has exploded furniture onto their narrow patio in celebration of the warmer weather, the wrought iron chairs dotted with patrons in matching cycling gear. Mom sighs, the levity draining from her voice. “Do you think people will cancel their memberships now that it’s nice out?”

“It’ll be fine,” I say, repeating our unofficial mantra of the past year. “It still rains and stuff.”

“Your dad will have to give you a ride home. I’m not sure what time I’ll be back. I have a couple of errands to run after my interview.”

“Yeah. I’ll tell him. Good luck.”

I throw the strap of my backpack over one shoulder and push through the glass door into the lobby of the gym. The blenders from the juice bar are making a terrible racket over the upbeat pop music drifting from the speakers in the corners. I hazard a sniff at one of the smoothie samples and shudder. It smells like someone threw spinach into a sewer pipe. “I don’t even want to know,” I mutter to myself.

Dad turns back toward the front counter, blender in hand, and jolts. “Hey, Cara. I didn’t hear you come in.” He pours himself a large helping of green goop and takes a sip. “This juice bar was a great idea.”

“If you say so.” I both envy and resent Dad’s ability to always hit the reset button, as though each day isn’t accountable for its yesterday. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since therapy, but here he is, acting like I’m not a goldfish trapped in his fishbowl.

On the bright side, at least he hasn’t seen the video yet. There’s no way he’d be this calm if he knew I aired his dirty laundry on the global virtual clothesline.

He leans around me to give one of the smoothies to a guy in a neon orange tank top. I sigh as I listen to him explain the health benefits of broccoli for the fiftieth time this week. “And it helps with constipation! It’ll be smooth sailing after that shake.”

“Dad,” I hiss, smacking my hand across my face. “Please stop talking to people about the consistency of their poop. It’s seriously not okay.”

I think I notice a hint of red on his cheeks. “Is your mom out getting coffee?” he asks as he starts to clean up the vegetable scraps on the counter.

“No, she had something else to do. She said she already talked to Jake about taking over her Zumba class.”

“Oh. Bad timing. All this mess about ownership reminded me about getting LeAnne added to the paperwork.” His eyes flick over to the receptionist desk, where my new stepmother is making membership cards while her feet pedal a miniature stepper.

I suppress a wave of righteous indignation on behalf of my mother. “You’re adding her as an owner?”

“It’s only a formality. Your mom will still get half of everything. Well, post-prenup everything, of course. LeAnne just wants to be more involved in the business.”

“She has her own job! She doesn’t need to keep hanging around here where Mom—” I snatch a protein bar from the display, bite off the corner of the wrapper, and stuff the bar into my mouth to make myself stop talking. I don’t even like pistachio, but it tastes better than bullshit. “Forget about it. Is spin class over yet?”

“Yeah,” Dad says, picking at the end of a carrot with his thumbnail. “The next one isn’t until eleven. You’ve got time.”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll clean it now.” Anything to get away from this conversation.

I trudge toward the exercise rooms and unlock the hallway closet that serves as both a janitorial stockroom and a secret hiding place for all the snacks that the staff members don’t want to eat in front of clients. I push aside a bag of Doritos to grab some wipes and a bottle of cleaner. I close the door a little harder than necessary.

The spin studio is the smallest of the rooms, so it only takes about twenty minutes to eliminate the smell of old sweat and a dozen different types of hair products. I scowl at a mystery splotch on the floor, wondering if it’s spittle or spilled water.

“There you are,” LeAnne calls from behind me in a voice that I’m sure is a few notes higher than her real one. “You can’t say hi to your stepmom?”

No, I can’t. It would cause me physical pain. “Sorry.”

She edges around the room and perches on an exercise bike a row in front of me. “So, I’ve been thinking,” she says, propping one hand on the handlebar.

That’s new.

“I know things are kind of tense. Maybe we could hang out and get to know each other better. Why don’t you come over for game night on Thursday?”

I narrow my eyes. “Fortnite or Monopoly?”

“What?”

“Never mind.” There went her one chance of being interesting. “Thanks for the invite, but I think I’ll pass.”

She follows me back to the closet and hovers in the doorway while I return the cleaning supplies. “Listen, I know this is probably hard for you. Your father was worried about upsetting you by getting remarried so quickly.”

Yeah, that’s why I’m upset.

“I’m fine, okay? And, um, I’m just gonna… go… now.” I slink past her before she can think of a response, and spend the rest of the afternoon doing my best to avoid her in any way possible. It’s harder than it sounds in a boutique gym that only has two exercise rooms, a cardio section, and a weight area.

I check my phone throughout the day, but there isn’t a peep from Mom. I don’t know if that’s good news or bad. I ignore the torrent of messages from Vanessa and other friends who have been sending me unflattering screenshots of myself along with incredulous captions. Is this for real????????????

All the screenshots are from secondary sites. So much for my theory that deleting the video off of my page would make any impact whatsoever.

I don’t respond to the messages, pained to realize that my old friends from my old neighborhood didn’t quite make it to my new life. How could they, when their parents sided with Dad and gave those horrible depositions? Julia does have a… less-than-conservative view about what counts as a single glass of wine. And she curses around Cara. We don’t allow that kind of vulgarity in our house.

Whenever any of the customers look at me, I duck my head and turn away. If they’ve seen the video, they have the decency not to say so, though I do feel more eyes on me than usual as I wipe down the floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Maybe that’s just my paranoia.

I accost Dad as soon as it’s a respectable time to leave for the day, given that I showed up late in the first place. At least I only work part-time. “Can you give me a ride home and can you please not bring LeAnne and can you please not ask why I don’t want you to bring LeAnne?”

“Um, sure.” He shrugs and pats the invisible pockets on his athletic shorts. “Damn. Let me get my keys.” He heads over to the front desk and reaches around LeAnne, squeezing her knee as he retrieves his key chain from the top drawer.

The only thing that keeps me from vomiting on the floor is the fact that I’d have to clean it up and therefore stay here even longer.

While we drive, Dad tunes in to the radio show we used to listen to as a family on the way home. I let it play for a few seconds before I push the volume button and mute it.

“So, uh, doing anything fun this summer?” Dad asks.

I snort, half of out of derision and half out of pity. With infinite possibilities for topics of discussion, trust dear old Dad to find the biggest conversational land mine every single time. “Not really. Things are kind of…” Bleak? A financial dumpster fire? The adult word—stretched?

“Well, you know you’re always welcome to move in with us.”

I’d rather live in the flaming dumpster. “Thanks.”

We pull into the lot of my apartment complex and idle in a strip of sunlight. Dad averts his eyes from the dated facade, settling on the glass enclosure that must have been the reception area back when this was a low-rise motel. “Don’t forget to give your mom that copy of the ownership amendment.”

“I won’t. Thanks for the ride. I’ll see you on Saturday.” I close the door before he can tell me he loves me. It’s funny how it can become a saying without meaning, no different than a Valentine’s Day bear parroting phrases.

As I reach the base of the stairwell that leads to the second-story upstairs walkway, Dad rolls down the window, pitching his voice to carry over the hum of the engine. “What about Thursday? Didn’t LeAnne ask you about game night?”

“Yeah, she did.” The tautness of my smile mirrors the tight ache in my chest. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”






chapter three

As I run my hand along the rusted banister leading up the outer stairwell of our apartment complex, I pretend that the nausea roiling in my stomach is only from hunger. I don’t turn around, even after I notice that Dad’s car hasn’t moved.

I pause halfway up, knowing that he’s waiting for me to come back and apologize like I always do whenever I treat him the way he deserves. Part of me is disappointed that he hasn’t seen the video. It would save me from having to tell a truth that has simmered within me all this time—that I haven’t forgiven him for his betrayal and I doubt I ever will.

I take a deliberate step, then another, until I hear the sound of his car rolling out onto the street. I reach the landing and inhale sharply as I notice a man in a generic black suit crouched in front of our living room window, a piece of paper clutched in his right hand.

No one tries to sell door-to-door anymore. But I can think of a couple other things that come in colorful paper. Like eviction notices.

He must sense my presence because he straightens abruptly, fixing me with a distinct look of recognition. I take a step back and lift both hands, palms out, as he approaches. “My mom isn’t home right now.”

“Are you Cara Hawn?”

“Who’s asking?”

I hear a hacking cough from behind him, and we both look over to discover Vanessa hanging out of her doorway, her bare foot jammed in the threshold even though it’s the middle of the summer and I’m sure the metal is hot. “You okay?” she asks with a characteristically unsubtle flourish of her hand toward our unexpected visitor. “My suit senses were tingling.”

“I think so?”

She waves again to silently ask whether she should go away. I gesture that she should stay. We’re good at these little unspoken conversations after getting seated apart in every single class for talking too much.

The man’s head swivels between us three times before he flattens himself against the railing enough to see both of us at the same time. “Hi. I’m Jon Polk. I’m from Wingfield Productions.” He extends a hand in my direction.

I shake it from a distance, the way I might give a treat to a strange animal. “I’m Cara.” Any of the questions formulating in my head would come out sounding rude, so I default to my front-desk-at-the-gym voice. “Can I help you?”

“I know this is out of the blue, but I saw your video and I loved it. It’s so realistic.”

“It was real. I left the camera on by accident.”

“Right. Of course.” Jon nods. “To get to the point, I wanted to let you know that we’re casting for a television show, a dating show, and we’d love to have you audition. We’re out in Pittsburgh right now at our headquarters.”

Well, at least we’re not getting evicted. “I don’t understand. I’m a minor.”

Jon blanches, a rosy tinge bleeding through his cheeks. “I meant for your mother, actually. We’re looking for separated, divorced, or single parents with an only child who are looking to find love and get remarried. Think of it as building a new family on camera.” He passes me the flyer and a stapled packet. “That’s the ad for the original casting call and some extra information with more details. We’re in final interviews now, but we can still fit you in if you’re interested. It’s the first season, so it’s going to get a lot of attention.”

“When is this?”

“Tomorrow. Sorry, that’s so soon, but this was kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

Vanessa gapes at him like he’s just offered me a seat on the next lunar landing. Meanwhile, I’m sure my expression is more confusion than shock. When Jon mentioned productions, I figured he wanted permission to make GIFs of us or something. “Why us? We’re nobodies.”

“Not anymore!” Vanessa interjects. “You’re viral nobodies.”

“How’d you find out where we live?” In retrospect, I realize that probably should have been my first question upon discovering a random stranger making hand binoculars against my living room window.

“The city is on your SeeMe profile. We pieced the rest together using your mom’s name and one of those online address search things.”

That isn’t nearly as creepy of an answer as I thought it would be, but I still can’t think straight. The silence stretches into awkwardness. I’m suddenly aware of the flyer growing mushy from the sweat on the pads of my fingers. “I should call my mom.”

I text and call, but she doesn’t answer, hopefully not because she’s busy filling out employment paperwork for the second job she shouldn’t have to take. I cover my phone and lean closer to Jon. “Quick question. Is there any money if we go on the show?”

He takes a breath, then hesitates. “We don’t tend to discuss particulars until after we’ve made a selection, just to guarantee the integrity of the casting process. But I can say that there will be compensation for whoever we cast as lead.”

I hang up in frustration after I get Mom’s voice mail again. “Okay. Well, I can’t get her to answer, so I guess we can just call you later.”

“Great. I’m so glad we could touch base, and I really hope to hear from the both of you. Your story is perfect.” In his eagerness to give me his card, Jon accidentally gives me two. I pick at the corner of one with my thumbnail as I watch him retreat down the far stairwell and get into a small white sedan.

Vanessa leans forward into a diagonal plank, her feet still on the threshold with her upper body supported by the railing. Her eyes track Jon’s car to the red light at the corner. “Did that just happen?”

Your story is perfect.

I tilt my finger to the side where there’s a tiny round scar from the sharp bit of wire on my bridesmaid’s bouquet that punctured my skin as we went out for pictures at Dad’s wedding. LeAnne didn’t want a Band-Aid ruining her photos, so I just clenched my fist harder and harder around those stems, my blood soaking into the rustic burlap ribbon.

Hold it together. That’s what I do.

But now that the truth is finally out there, I realize that maybe letting everything fall to pieces is the only way to build something new.






chapter four

I look up at the sound of screeching tires, expecting to see Jon rushing back to tell me something he forgot. But instead of a white sedan, it’s Dad’s SUV that comes careening back into the lot. He slams the door and runs around the hood, increasing his speed up the stairs as he catches sight of me. “What did you do? I had to hear about this on the radio?”

Busted. My mouth starts speaking before my brain can catch up. “It was an accident! I didn’t know the camera was on. I took it down as soon as I realized.” I don’t mention that it had been viewed over a million times by then.

“Why was the camera even on?” he roars, rubbing his forehead with both palms. “What kind of a stupid—”

Vanessa leaps forward, grabs the back of my T-shirt, and bodily hauls me into her apartment. She stands in the doorway, index finger in the air. “Sorry, Mr. Hawn. Nobody calls my best friend stupid. You can come back when you’re not… whatever you are right now. Bye.” She slams the door in his face.

I pull her into a lopsided hug. “Thank you. I can’t deal with him when he’s like that.”

“I’ve got you covered.”

We stifle laughs as we hear the distinct sound of Dad kicking the door, followed by muffled curses. I sneak a peek past the curtain and see him hobbling toward the stairs, pausing to shake his foot.

It can be actually painful to cram both of us onto the love seat, so I sit across from it on the floor, my legs stretched out before me. “I can’t remember the last time I saw him that angry.”

“And he doesn’t even know about the TV part yet,” Vanessa adds.

My groan comes out as some kind of exhausted pig grunt. “I have no idea how I’m supposed to talk to my mom about that.”

“Did you tell her about the video yet?”

“No. I wimped out. But maybe she won’t murder me.” I fill her in about the latest therapy debacle. “If we go on the show, we’ll finally have the money to get away from Dad. On the other hand, goodbye to any chance at privacy for the next bazillion years.”

Vanessa leans back and exhales hard enough to send her bangs flying upward in a curtain. “It’s a tough choice. Do you even want to go on a TV show? Forget about the money part.”

“Without it, what’s the point in wanting anything else?” I tick off the reasons on my fingers. There’s no money to go back to court and tell them I don’t want to see him. There’s no money to start over. There’s no anything except Dad’s spite prenup and a child support check that’s about to run out in October.”

Vanessa nudges me with her foot. “Come on. You know what I mean. Everyone has a plan. I’m just asking if this is messing with what you want.”

I shake my head, unable to trust my voice. I’m not like Vanessa, who already has a five-year plan and an obsession with school I will never understand. Even if she has to take out student loans up to her eyeballs, I know she’ll be a programmer someday just because she wants it so much.

“Just think of the first thing that pops into your head.”

“I don’t fucking know, okay?” When I take a breath, the futility hits me again. I pull my shirt up over the lower half of my face, sobbing against the thick ridge of the collar as the frustration rips through me. I press the fabric against my mouth, hearing my rasping breaths overlaid with the echo of the same taunting question asked by every teacher and customer and cousin as though I’m supposed to know by now: What do you want to be when you grow up?

Vanessa leans down and wiggles the end of my sneaker. “Don’t cry. I’m sorry.”

“I just don’t want this to be the rest of my life.” I can feel the words scraping along my throat like a reluctant gunpoint confession. “Even if nothing else changed, me and Mom would find a way to be happy if we were on our own.” Whenever I think of Dad, I feel like a dog banished to the backyard, thankful at least for a bowl, a meal, a pat on the head. Trying to see love in the “at least.”

Vanessa tumbles off the couch and knee-walks over to throw her arms around me. She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t have to. I look around her cramped living room with the false wall separating the single bedroom. It’s just like mine: too small in all the ways that matter. And people trapped in tiny lives learn not to have dreams bigger than they can carry home.



Once I’ve calmed down, Vanessa helps me plot the best way to break the news to Mom. But after an hour of talking in circles, we decide there isn’t a delicate way to do it. “You just have to spit it out,” she says, toying with the drawstring of her sweatshirt.

“I’m not good at that.”

“I have faith in you.” She points to the floor. “Your phone is ringing.”

It’s Mom. I answer and hold it away from my ear by a few inches. “Hello?”

“Hey. Are you okay? Your dad left me this bizarre voice mail saying you two got into an argument and he might have broken one of his toes. What’s going on?”

“Can I just talk to you when you get home?”

“All right. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. Try not to antagonize your father anymore. The last thing I need is him following me around tomorrow complaining all day when I finally have an afternoon with no classes.”

“What about kickboxing?”

“Tomorrow’s Wednesday.”

Oh, right. It just feels like it’s been eight hundred years since this morning. “I’m not even going to pretend to know what day it is. I’ll see you in a few.”

I give Vanessa a parting hug and trudge next door, my brain spitting out possible outcomes, almost all of them negative. Mom refusing to speak to me. Losing computer privileges. Being that girl for my final year of high school.

I turn the audition flyer and ownership amendment upside down and set them by the laptop, where they won’t get swallowed up by the mounds of photographs still covering most of the floor.

My stomach gurgles its unhappiness, the acid rising until I can almost taste it. I make a beeline for the fridge, rearranging containers of health food in search of something more comforting. Finding nothing, I give up and shake the remnants of my homemade chips onto a plate. It only takes a few more minutes to whip up a watery roux with low-fat margarine and add in some of Mom’s awful tofu cream cheese. I throw in a pinch of spices for good measure and pour it over the chips. Boom. Nachos.

Between Mom’s obsession with healthy eating and the fact that a surprising number of cooking shows are free, I’m getting pretty good at this kind of thing.

I plop onto the couch that doubles as my bed and open the manila envelope containing the ownership amendment. It’s only a page and a half, but even to my untrained eyes, the terms are clear. There’s no way out, not unless Mom and Dad agree to a sale. The sight of LeAnne’s name marring the header makes me want to march back down to the gym and strangle her with an ergonomic jump rope.

I shovel nachos into my mouth faster and faster until I can’t hear the throbbing in my ears over the rhythmic crunching. Slowly, the ache in my stomach dissipates, taking some of my frustration with it. I lean back against the lumpy cushions and close my eyes.

The familiar scratch of Mom attempting to fit her key into the lock jars me from my fake-cheese-induced daze. I stuff the ownership amendment down the side of the couch as she steps into the living room. “Cara?”

“I’m right here,” I say, patting the cushion beside me after she hangs up her purse and throws the dead bolt.

She sits on the very edge, her thick brows knitted together in concern. “What’s going on? When I turned on my phone after the interview, I had all these weird texts from people I haven’t talked to in ages.”

“Promise you’ll let me finish before you say anything.”

She closes her eyes, too long for a blink, too short for a wince. “I don’t like the sound of that, but okay.”

“I accidentally posted that journal entry I recorded last night, and over a million people saw it,” I deadpan, a thread of cheese dangling from my lower lip like a spiderweb. I swipe it away and sit up straighter. “Including a producer. How do you feel about being on TV?”






chapter five

Unlike the saying goes, it’s impossible to talk out of both sides of your mouth at the same time, but Mom really tries. “I can’t believe you would be so irresponsible! A million people really saw that video?” The volume of her voice fluctuates depending on whether she’s talking more to me or to herself. “But that also means a million people are aware that Rick is an asshole.… Definite win there… Cara, I taught you to be smarter than that!”

The scream of the train flashing by the apartment complex interrupts my disjointed explanation of the video going viral, the visit from Jon, and the specifics of the show. I embrace the reprieve afforded by the overwhelming noise, savoring any chance to digest Mom’s rapid-fire questions before having to answer.

Mom scowls at the window as it rattles in its loose frame. She beckons me into the kitchen, where we sit at the plastic folding table smashed into the corner. I scan the tiny print on the back of the flyer again, comparing it to the meager results from a quick online search. “All I know is that it’s a new kind of dating show for divorced parents who are looking to get married again. He said it’s like building a new family on camera.”

Mom snorts. “Can’t be any worse than the one we have now. And you said this is in Pittsburgh?”

“Just the interview. The packet says they’re filming somewhere in Florida and that there will be ‘fair compensation’ if they pick us.”

“It’s in Florida? And there’s money?” She reaches for the paperwork again. “You should have started with that.”

“I was trying to tell you before”—I turn around to shout after it—“THE WORLD’S LOUDEST AND MOST ANNOYING TRAIN came through.”

Mom reads pages two and three multiple times, flipping back and forth as though it’ll change the contents. “Maybe this is our break.”

“Really? Isn’t it kind of gross to have kids on a dating show?”

“I don’t think it’s gross. It’s not like you’re the one falling in love. Do you not want to try out for it?”

I garble something incoherent. Instead of feeling one single emotion, I flash between them like an indecisive child choosing a favorite flavor of ice cream. Confusion. Indecision. I settle on shock. Pure shock that my mother, the woman who wants to see reviews before she changes brands of peas, seems to be seriously considering an audition for a national television show. “I’m not against it. This just seems so random.”

Mom covers her mouth, laughing so hard that she can barely get the words out. “On a scale of one to your husband spontaneously divorcing you the day after your twenty-year wedding anniversary, how random would you say it is?”

I smack her arm, giggling. “Stop it.”

We sit in silence for a few moments, each of us staring into the space above the other’s shoulder, lost in the possibility of having possibilities again. “You know, Mom, these reality TV people can get pretty famous. What if we do this and we have everyone up our butts for the rest of eternity?”

“That’s one side of it,” she admits, joggling her head. “But on the other hand, maybe there could be opportunities associated with that.”

“Like what?” Suddenly, it hits me. I bolt into the living room and retrieve the ownership amendment, reading it as I speed-walk back into the kitchen. “Yes!” I turn it around and place it in front of Mom. “Look! There’s nothing in your contract with Dad that says you can’t open more gyms!”

I can tell from her face that she doesn’t understand. “What does that have to do with anything? And why do you have a copy of this lying around?”

“I’ll come back to that part,” I reply, my words quickening. “If we go on the show, not only do we get some money to start over, but maybe we’ll also get famous enough that we could start our own gym somewhere else. Or, whatever it is you want to do. Athletic-wear line. Perfume. We could become influencers!”

“I think you’re putting the truck in front of the strongman. We don’t even know if they’re going to pick us.”

“We should go audition.” I tap a drumroll against the table. “Think about it. We’d be free from Dad. You could just walk out on the gym, and he would be stuck running it because he can’t tank it without hurting himself, too. And if we had enough money, you wouldn’t even care if it went out of business, right?”

“I don’t know about that,” Mom says. “All my money is invested in that. It’s a pretty penny, no matter how much else I might have in the future.”

“You know what I mean! We could get a really fast car and drive it up and down Dad’s street making lots of noise. Or send him passive-aggressive postcards from, like, Bali with us posing on some rich-people beach.”

Mom laughs and scans our kitchen out of the corner of her eye. Her gaze lands on the cracked edge of the laminate countertop that we periodically worsen by trying to fix it before the landlord stops by again. “I was thinking more like a new place to live and buying name-brand oatmeal again.”

“Name-brand oatmeal,” I say, blowing a whistle over my bottom lip. “High roller.”

Mom’s smile starts as a shy tug at the corner of her lip, then grows until I can barely glimpse the white of her teeth. It stretches into something almost grotesque before her face crumbles. “I’m such a horrible mother.” She stares at the laminate again as tears wobble against the sluice of her eyelids. “It’s bad enough that I can’t pay for your college or afford driving school. But oatmeal? I can’t even get my kid the real oatmeal. Jesus. I’m awful.”

“It’s okay!” My brain scrabbles to find the right words, but the sight of her tears renders me powerless. A hard knot throbs in my throat. “There’s financial aid for college. And I don’t need driving school.”

Quietly, spoken like a secret, she says, “I don’t know why you stay with me.”

I run around the table and hug her, mumbling against the top of her shoulder. “Because I love you and you’re the best mommy ever.”

Mom sniffles and shuffles around the notes she scribbled on the back of a Salvation Army receipt. “I love you too.” She leans her head on top of mine. “So, do you want to do it? Go to tryouts?”

I push aside thoughts of Bali and actually think about it. Once I do, I realize there’s no harm in giving it a shot. We can back out at any time, assuming they even want us in the first place. “Yeah. I’ll audition for the first manned flight to Mars if it gets me away from Dad.” My laugh becomes a guffaw. “I can’t wait to hear what he’s going to say about this if they end up picking us.”

“Let me handle that.”

“Don’t start another big fight,” I blurt, loathing that residual urge to smooth it all over, to not rock the boat, to not throw myself on the floor and cling to Dad’s ankles and beg him to put back the fucking T-shirts and the suitcase and his Bon Jovi collection. Part of me will always be that girl, ears stopped up with heartbeats and the sound of screams, staring at the empty space where there used to be a toaster. And every morning since, I still listen for the pop it used to make, the phantom drip of dark roast, and the father who lied so well that I once believed in happily ever after.



Mom holds Jon’s business card up to the light like it might be counterfeit. “I’ll guess I’ll call this guy and tell him we’re in.” She rises to her feet, upsetting the balance of the rickety table. “And then we have to pick outfits. Can you look up what to wear to an audition?”

“Do you mind if we do that in a couple of minutes? I need a quick break to process all of this.” My brain can’t choose what to think about first. My outfit? The money? Dad? Whenever I can’t focus, I usually default to journaling aloud on my SeeMe page, but now I’m terrified to even sign in.

With no bedroom of my own, I head for my usual perch on the walkway outside. I must have been making more noise than usual because my phone buzzes a moment later.


[Va-Ness Monster 3:41 PM] Talk it out or you want alone time?

[Cara Hawn Solo 3:41 PM] Talk it out. Please.



As Vanessa opens the door, the happy jingle of a talk show intro filters out over the faint roar of a studio audience. She eases it closed behind her, using the knob to steady herself as she clomps over wearing no bra, paint-splattered shorts, and her dad’s massive work boots.

I love her complete apathy for whatever the neighbors might think. Covering her car in Pokémon stickers. Checking the mail in fuzzy dreidel pajamas. Throwing her laundry off the balcony because it’s easier than carrying it down the stairs, even though the rest of us are too proud to do it.
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