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To Meg, who asked if there was more about this Brynn character
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GRIER AND I ARE FLOATING in her glossy, turquoise pool, both of us in separate inner tubes, pushing each other around with our feet and staring at the dark, humid sky when she goes, “Dare me to do something.”


I raise my head to look at her. Sure, she had suck times at the meet today, and pizza with the team afterward is always a Michael Phelps–praising bore, but we haven’t played Dare in a while. Mainly because at this point we can’t think of anything we haven’t already done that isn’t completely disgusting, would require too much pain-in-the-ass planning or equipment, or would end up with one of us getting seriously hurt or arrested. That I got tired of her chickening out one too many times was part of it too, which is why I’m surprised now. And, I’m out of practice.


“Uh—I dare you to pretend you’re in love with Shyrah for a week.”


She groans. “Way too easy.”


Which is true. If one of the other girls in the club even looks at Shyrah for too long at practice, he’s sneaking up to me later, asking me should he ask her out.


“Okay. I dare you to . . .” I look around, trying to find something. We already climbed on top of the cabana once, to see if we could jump from there into the pool, but the distance really is too far. “I dare you to lick Peebo’s butthole.”


She grins and starts whistling for her dog.


“Sick.” I splash her. “I was just kidding. He’s inside, anyway.”


“Here,” she says, slipping free of her tube. I watch her slide underwater to the ladder, where she climbs out, tugging the edges of her bikini away from her narrow butt. I’ve seen Grier’s body a thousand times, but it doesn’t make her elfish perfectness any less obvious. Other girls on the team are jealous, I guess. Maybe I would be too if she weren’t so slow in the water. She even looks good with her head shaved now, after I Jackassed her with a pair of clippers last month and took a huge hunk right out of her dark, glossy locks. Her mom was plenty pissed, but even Grier thought it was funny, and now she just looks sexier. More tough.


She moseys over to the cabana and starts rummaging behind the bar. I don’t really feel like drinking tonight, but at Grier’s it’s always around. Daring her to drink some kind of crazy mixed-up shot isn’t much of a dare anymore either, but maybe this will make her less pissy or whatever it is she’s been lately.


Not that Grier is that complicated. I met her when I left my high school team to join our more challenging private swim club at the end of ninth grade. Grier’s a sprinter (I’m long-distance), and she’d already been a member of the club for two years, so she seemed dedicated, like me. Over time, though, she revealed herself to be the kind of girl I didn’t think existed in real life. That gorgeous rich girl with an absent, globe-trotting father and a pill-addled, socialite mother; the girl who gets to spend three hundred dollars at Whole Foods on her parents’ credit card over the weekend because that’s easier than either of them having to figure out how to actually take care of her. She’s that girl who vacations in Bali or the cliffs of Iceland or some other no-high-schooler-really-visits-there place. She goes to the best private school in Atlanta, and still her parents are constantly talking about sending her to London because they don’t think she’s getting an adequate education here. (Grier says they just want her out of their hair once and for all, but she’d still love to go.) She swims, mainly, so she can gorge on gourmet pizzas, organic hamburgers, bottomless margaritas, and expensive desserts. In middle school, whenever I read books that had characters like Grier in them, I’d say, “Nobody’s life is really like that.” But that was back when I actually read books. That was before I met Grier.


At first, when she started inviting me over, I thought she was just being nice. It took only two sleepovers though to understand that a rich, pretty girl like her doesn’t have to be nice to a scrappy, Salvation Army latchkey kid like me. Instead Grier thought I was funny. Different. She told me once that I’m the only other person who hates people more than she does. And if it works for her, I’m not going to argue.


Now I spend pretty much every weekend over at her place. For me, Grier’s the only one in the club who comes close to having a sense of humor or rebellion. Besides, being at her house means I don’t have to hang out with Mom and my stepdad, Louis, either. Plus there’s the cushy environs and excellent chow. Though Grier and I do the normal things that girls do together—complain, gossip, paint our toenails—we also spend a lot of time watching human stunt videos, which is where Dare came from. I thought I was the only one who was obsessed with “People Are Awesome,” and Jackass, until I commented under my breath about it at practice, and Grier’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree on fire. We’ve filled a lot of our weekends with trying to invent stunts of our own—I’m still working on the four-inch-nail-in-the-nose trick—but for the last few weekends, because of what, I don’t know exactly, we just watch the videos. And even then she seems bored.


Tonight though, we’re apparently back to more than  watching. When Grier comes over to sit on the edge of the pool, she’s holding a round container.


“Dare me to snort this salt.”


Meaning the margarita salt in her hand.


“That shit’s hard little crystals. It’ll hurt like hell.”


“Yeah, but don’t you want to see what happens? There’s a sugar rimmer in there too. I’ll dare you to do that after.”


I don’t much want to snort anything, since enough water goes up my nose on a daily basis, but Grier’s going to do it whether I dare her or not, and then she’ll just call me chicken all night for not making it official. I know. I’ve done it to her.


“Okay, fine. I dare you to snort that salt.”


She takes off the lid and stares into the plastic dish for a moment, and then puts a couple of pinches in a thin line on her wrist. I paddle closer, wanting to see what happens. She waits a beat, holds her wrist up to her nose, and then, whiff, the white line disappears.


“Shit,” she says, coughing.


When she looks up, there’s blood pouring out her nose.


“Shit,” I say back. “Are you okay?”


She coughs again, slightly gagging. “Stings like a bastard.”


“Jesus. Let me get you a towel.”


I climb out of the water and grab a bath sheet that probably costs more than all the cheap, secondhand furniture in my room combined.


“Wait. Check it out.” She points into the pool. Drops of her blood are spiraling and unfurling in the water like devilish smoke. We stare at the blood for what feels like five minutes. Long enough so that the red forms more of a cloud than wisps.


“You need some ice on that.” I hand her the towel and stand up for the house.


“Hold up.” She leans back toward the lounge chair behind her, reaching for her shorts and her phone. “Take my picture first.”


Her chin, throat, and chest are now dripping blood.


“You’re not going to post this.”


“Why not?” She grins. “At least then we’ll have proof something happened, for once. Don’t be so boring.”


That’s a dumb thing to do out of boredom, I almost say. But it’d sound defensive. I need to get her cleaned up anyway, because apparently I’m snorting that sugar next.


It’s not like I can let Grier win.
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SUNDAY’S ALWAYS THE LOWEST POINT of my week. Though sleeping in is great, a day without practice feels a little unhinged, no matter what else is happening. Grier and I usually make breakfast, but once she drops me off at home, it’s impossible to avoid Louis and Mom. I end up doing yard work, laundry, or washing the car. Regular-kid chore things. Sometimes we go on errands. Or else I just watch TV. Make myself stuff to eat. Go online, flip through a magazine, or do enough of my homework to keep up the club’s required GPA, which you’d pretty much have to be in a coma not to get.


The second half of Sunday though—that’s when we go to the cemetery.


My real dad was a firefighter. But he got killed in an accident when I was ten. Lightning hit this elementary school, and a fire started on the roof while some of the administrators were inside, having a work retreat to discuss plans for the new year. The fire spread fast because of the old insulation, plus all the papers in storage. Almost everyone got out, but there were two people in the library who got stuck by a fallen shelf. My dad and two of his friends rushed in. They got the people out, but then Dad went back for a final check. That’s when part of the roof caved in.


They’re pretty sure he died right away. That’s what my mom told me, anyway. Otherwise he would’ve lain there, pinned and hurt, feeling the flames close in. I believed her then, and I guess I still do.


I don’t remember a lot of the next year. Mom doesn’t either, except that I had a lot of nightmares and had trouble getting to sleep at night. We had to move into an apartment. Not a nice one either. I came home from school and stayed there by myself for a few hours until Mom got off of work. Wives of the other guys at the station brought us food for months, which people do when someone dies, I guess, but eventually I realized we wouldn’t have eaten at all if they hadn’t. I’m not sure what I did with myself when I was on my own. Probably read a lot of books.


Then there was seventh grade, and I must’ve gotten better because I did have some friends. I got really into scribbling mean parodies of dramas that would happen at school for them, making us all laugh. I guess I was all right.


And then Mom and Louis met at one of their company Christmas parties. They don’t work on the same floor or even in the same department, so they hadn’t seen each other before, but they didn’t waste a lot of time making up for that. We moved again—this time into Louis’s house—and I was suddenly in a different school. There was a pool within walking distance. Mom told me I was starting swimming lessons, something we wouldn’t have been able to afford even when Dad was alive. It’d get me out of the house, she said. Maybe I could make new friends.


We didn’t start going to the cemetery every Sunday until about a year ago. Mom couldn’t handle it before, I guess. Or didn’t think I could. Maybe she thought Louis would feel strange about it. But on top of being gung ho about becoming the stepdad-slash-swim-cheerleader to the sullen, quiet daughter of a bloated, wrung-out widow, Louis was all on board for making special family time to go visit my dad’s grave. I think the whole thing might’ve even been his idea.


Now my mom has gone gangbusters with it. It’s like she needs to show off to Louis how much she cares. Nearly every week we bring something different—fresh flowers or a replacement for the plastic ones she has there in pots. Photos of my dad in cheap frames. Letters she writes to him about me. Pumpkins at Halloween or poinsettias at Christmastime. I only go because they make me. I go because I don’t have a choice. But I knew a long time ago that my father wasn’t in that hole. When he first died, it felt like maybe his energy was still hovering there, but now when we visit, there’s nothing. Just his strong, handsome face in those old, fading photos. My father’s not anywhere anymore. Except in whatever scraps that managed to stay distinct after his DNA got all mixed up with Mom’s to make me.


TIMOTHY BURRELL POLONOWSKI. BELOVED SON, HUSBAND, AND FATHER. SEPT. 1973–AUG. 2008 the tombstone reads. It always bothers me that he never got to his thirty-fifth birthday. But mainly during our weekly visits I look around at the other graves, the paling flower arrangements. It’s quiet here. That is, until another car moves down the long drive, and another family gets out to stand over a piece of grass and a chunk of stone.


Today my mom’s actually crying. I clench my quads tight, and squeeze my rib cage toward my bellybutton a few times. Try to exhale in one long stream. Who knows what’s gotten into her. Maybe it’s because summer’s almost here, though still it’s three months or something until the anniversary. It’s like the cemetery visits have made Mom more goopily nostalgic than she was when he died. Then, she was just—blank. Weak and exhausted all the time, like everything had gotten sucked out of her. There was nothing I could do. Until Louis came along.


“I’m grateful to him,” Louis murmurs, rubbing Mom’s shoulders. “Every day.”


He would squash you, I think. But Louis is being nice. He’s taking care of us. Trying to.


So I stand there, arms down by my sides, counting breaths. Eventually we leave. I don’t say good-bye, though Mom does, every time.
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MONDAY MORNING, AS SOON AS the alarm beeps from my bedside table, my mind is up, knowing what I need to do—mentally packing snacks, pulling on my clothes—but I let myself lie there another ten seconds. Thirty. The idea of thirty more is often tempting, but then the training kicks in and I sit up, put my feet on the floor. Thanks to days and weeks and months of this, it doesn’t take much to push myself up and through the steps. Bathroom. Pee. Pajamas off. Pull on any kind of clothes—usually cutoff sweatpants and a long-sleeve T-shirt. Make bed, pound pillow. Accept banana and protein bar from Louis, who is drinking his first cup of coffee. Eat. Pull on ball cap hanging by the door. Grab gear bag as we go out into the garage to get in the car, head to school.


I used to complain, like everybody else. I used to moan. When I first started swimming, I hated it. Hated Louis, in particular, for being so peppy about the whole thing, excited to connect with his new stepdaughter, since he’d never been married and had no kids of his own. The swimming thing was just a random project I guess they both picked for me. But then, sometime in the fall of eighth grade, it became clear to me and everyone else that I was actually good. I could go faster than half my team without even trying. I made Junior Cut before anyone expected.


Somewhere in there I stopped complaining and started appreciating how tough I was getting, how lean and strong I was compared to everyone else. I went through puberty like normal, sure, but with all my swimming, everything on me stayed hard and flat. Other girls started getting boobs and hips, but I was shaped more like a two-by-four than a tart. And the weird thing was, it didn’t bother me. It was like my body could do this thing that nobody else’s could. I was strong and I was fast. I could hold my breath longer than anyone I knew.


I was also reading and watching a lot of interviews at that time—it’s stupid to talk about Lochte or Phelps, but it’s stupider not to pay attention to winners like that—and they kept echoing what Van was trying to teach me: That to really succeed, you have to not think about winning or losing. You have to think about nothing at all and just swim. And so then I got this idea in my head to see what, exactly, this body of mine could really do if I got my mind fully out of the way and disciplined myself to do just that. How fast I could go. How far I could swim. How unbeatable I could be.


There were a series of tricks and things I had to use at first—games I’d play with my brain and ways I’d secretly reward or punish myself—but eventually they worked. Now, no matter how tired I am, no matter what’s going on, or how tempting another few minutes of sleep might seem, once I get myself up and started, it’s like my body just knows what to do.


The best thing is, it always works.


I can’t say the same thing for Louis. Unlike me, he needs about three cups of coffee and some kind of sugary carbohydrate before he can function, and every morning it’s like he’s dragging himself out of the house at 6:45 for the first time. When I get down to the kitchen, he’s leaning against the counter and staring into his cup like he can’t remember why it’s there.


“Louis?”


“Mmph?” Bags under his eyes. Paunch over his belt.


“You ready?” I’m laughing at him. He knows it.


“How many more weeks of this?”


“Five. And then we get to start summer practice.” I clap my hands cheerleader-style.


“It’s an hour later than all this noise, at least.”


I pat him on the shoulder and give him a little shove toward the garage door.


•  •  •


It’s not that he’s not into my swimming. Once I joined the club, Louis was more serious about it than I was in some ways. He even changed his work schedule around so he can take me to school, go into work, and then leave an hour earlier than everyone else to take me to practice. The day after my sixteenth birthday, Louis took me for my driver’s test, just for safety’s sake, but even though we’re better off now, we still can’t afford another car. This deal works out okay. That there’s a Dunkin’ Donuts between my school and his office is an added bonus for him, but he really does care. And I know it.


We leave our neighborhood, the radio droning classic rock, though the volume’s barely up. As we pull onto Monroe, I point to a dusty maroon station wagon with a low-hanging back end.


“On his way home from a janitorial shift at one of the office complexes downtown.”


This is our game. A way to not just sit in the car silently focused on how tired we are or feel like we have to talk about anything else, either. I started it my first summer practice with the club as one of the ways to trick myself. Louis still enjoys it, even during the school year. It’s another thing that’s comfortingly automatic about my life: playing this game with Louis every morning instead of anything else.


“Which complex downtown?”


“Um . . .” I try to remember any names.


Louis makes the sound of a buzzer and slaps the meaty heel of his hand on the steering wheel. “Too slow, too slow. What about her?”


We’re passing the gas station that’s a famous hangout for hookers and drug deals.


I make the buzzer noise myself. “Too easy.”


“Okay, this guy.”


And like that, all the way to school.
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THAT I DON’T CARE MUCH about school is an understatement. But it isn’t because I’m so absorbed in my swimming. (Though that is a mighty convenient justification, for many teachers.) Instead it’s the senseless, mind-numbingness of the whole situation. The timed bells. The shuffling to the lockers. The disgusting cafeteria. The way we’re all supposed to be so excited about cheerleading and baseball scores and yearbook and all that. People say sixteen is the best year of your life—they make such a stupid deal of it. But sixteen? The pinnacle? Not for me, thanks. Of course it’s true that even the best swimmers have pretty short careers, but that’s why I’m looking for a swim scholarship to a decent college, away from here. It’s not like I haven’t thought this through. Whether my high school peers know it or not, there needs to be something beyond all this, and for me swimming’s the way I’m going to get it.


Maybe it’s the classes I’m in—why school mostly sucks. Maybe in AP and IB and Advanced Gifted Superfantastic Film Studies it’s all academic overabundant enthusiasm all the time. But I wouldn’t know. A lot of the other club members are hard-core students. They do nothing but swim and homework. They obsess about their GPAs, their academic standing, and being in the tenth percentile. Eight hours of sleep a day, and all that. But when I decided to stop thinking and just swim, school fell under the no-thinking umbrella, too. I just didn’t see the point. Not here. Not in this place, with its cookie-cutter conversation and overworked, underpaid teachers tiredly reigning over classrooms full of kids whose parents call to hassle them if their precious baby gets less than a B+.


So I don’t get to talk about The Great Gatsby with Mrs. Bowles and all the lit heads. I don’t frown over string theory in Advanced Physics II or whatever, and I don’t get to solve the math problems of the universe in Quadruple Trig 1000. Instead I’m as basic as they get: regular English (Mrs. Drummond, who thinks that twenty-first-century high school students are still interested in Newbery Medal–winners from 1964); PE (ha); Math for Dummies (really it’s Algebra II with Dr. Herrington, who was cool about it when he failed me last year, and let me take it again instead of doing summer school); Spanish II (easy, because Señora Gupta is half-blind); Enviro Science (with Ms. Chu, who’s actually pretty cool); and the one semi-interesting class, Dr. Woodham’s U.S. Conflicts, which is just one of the many alterna-history courses this school is famous for offering.


As long as I make it through without fucking up enough to get me thrown out of the club, and as long as I nail National Cut at State next month, it doesn’t matter. It’s not that I don’t want to learn something halfway useful or interesting. It’s just that I know I can’t do it here. So I get up early and walk through my classes. I don’t make myself a disciplinary problem, but I don’t really make an effort, either. When the bell rings at the end of the day, I walk out the door and take myself to the pool, which is where I’ll earn my way to something better, pretty much anywhere I want.


Having Charlie with me at school has helped—at least, lately. We met on the school team at the start of freshman year and became team pals right away. We rolled our eyes together behind the coach’s back, joked around. Buddies, whatever. But I didn’t stay on that team long, because, honestly, the team sucks, and I’d heard about the club, which was way more vigorous. Charlie had a girlfriend on the team, this girl Sarah. They were pretty inseparable. After I quit, I didn’t see much of him, even though he lives just a couple blocks away. I didn’t even know he and Sarah had broken up until Coach Brubeck asked me to go to a meet with them at UGA last month, just to help up their scores and times. On the bus back, tired and pizza-drowsy, Charlie told me all about it—how serious Sarah’d gotten, talking about the future all the time. He said he missed me being around, that the team wasn’t the same since I’d left. And I ended up kissing him. I don’t know. He’s good-looking and funny. A relationship-relationship isn’t anything I have time for or interest in, but having someone to get it on with is way better than not, and plus, the extra tiredness after we hang out helps me sleep better.


Today at lunch he’s at our table before I am, and as soon as I walk into the cafeteria, he smiles and raises one hand in greeting. I go over, drop my bag in my chair, and head straight for the rack of still-warm plates at the end of the salad bar. Following me in line, he rubs the tight spot between my shoulder blades, but I roll myself out from under his hand, pretending I’m stretching.


“You okay?” I can sense, just by the tone of his voice, that his dark eyebrows are scrunched down.


“I just don’t understand why every teacher has to give us a fucking progress report today. PE? Are you serious? Do I care that I have a C in that class? Absolutely not, Coach Bradley. Not in the slightest.”


I’m practically flinging banana peppers onto my plate. And, screw—most of the spinach is wet and wilted.


“Month of school left,” he says. “Some people want to know.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t. Just gimme my 2.75 and let me get out of here.”


“You worried about Conflicts?”


I ignore him, continuing down the salad bar to the black olives and the feta, mounding my salad high and dousing everything with plenty of oil and vinegar.


“I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think,” he tries again when we’re back at our chairs. “And if it really is, you still have time. The exam’s the main thing.”


Charlie took U.S. Conflicts last year. This year he’s on to Modern Presidential Campaign Strategies or some crap like that. The AP version, I think. If they have that.


“Woodham’s not the extra-credit type,” I remind him. I know. I asked about it when my third D shook a bit of my confidence about gliding through this class like the others. Why would I give you extra, Ms. Polonowski, he’d said, when it’s apparent you’re barely interested in getting any credit at all? Pompous prick-mouth.


Charlie chomps a forkful of red cabbage. There’s a glaze of French dressing along the right hump of his upper lip. He talks around it. “Maybe I can help.”


“You’ll really give me your tests from last year?” I feel halfway hopeful.


He fake-glowers at me. “No. But I can look at yours, give you some pointers, and let you know what to focus on for the next three weeks.”


“Jerk.”


He pauses, about to put another bunch of cabbage into his mouth, still amused. “You’re gonna have to learn sometime, Ivy League.”


“You know I don’t care about Ivy League.”


“Sure you don’t.”


He’s teasing, but it’s stupid.


“You may think that the National Merit Scholar Jerkoff Program sounds like fun,” I say, “but I’m not interested in spending four years pretending I care about the Pythagorean philosopher’s pee hole. Or even discovering nuclear fusion. It just needs to be something besides some Podunk community college around here, is all. I’m not going to turn into my mom.”


“Whoa, okay.”


I stab my salad. Charlie waits. When he starts up again, instead of being snarky or impatient, he’s calm and almost sweet. “No matter where your swimming takes you, you’re eventually going to have to study, Polo. Woodham’s good practice. And you like that class.”


“Woodham’s a good asshole is what.”


“All you have to do is pass the exam, Brynn. It’s not that big a deal.”


“I know,” I grumble.


“You won’t have to go to summer school. Your training will be fine.”


I spear the olives and peppers on my plate. I know Charlie wants me to look at him. I know he wants to try to calm me down, reassure me, or whatever he thinks I need right now. But the only thing that’ll make me feel better is getting into the pool and swimming this off. Part of what we’re also not talking about here is that since I’m a better swimmer than Charlie is, it’s possible I could get into a school that rejects him, even though he makes way better grades. Even if there has to be summer school, which of course there can’t be.


“I’ll still help you, if you want,” he finally says.


“What would really help would be if I could just challenge Woodham to a race. See who’s so superior then.”


Mainly I say this to take the attention away from Charlie’s offer. Though it’s nice he wants to help, I can’t really picture the two of us, heads together in the library, doing something so boyfriend-girlfriendy. Sitting together at lunch is public enough; I didn’t want to do it all, until I realized having someone to complain to, someone in the know about swim difficulties and lingo, helped take the edge off until it was time to be in the pool. For now I shrug without giving him an answer and chew big mouthfuls of my salad.


“A smackdown between you and Woodham would be pretty funny,” he says finally. “In fact, I’d pay to see it.”


And damn him—in spite of how pissed I am—that does make me laugh.
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OTHER THAN LUNCH WITH CHARLIE, the highlight of my school day is fifth and sixth periods—two classes back to back with Kate. It’s hard to describe who Kate is in my life. She’s not much of a friend, because we don’t see each other outside of these classes at all, and though I have her number, I don’t use it. But we walk between Enviro and Conflicts together every day, and we always sit together: her in front, me in back. I have no idea who her actual friends are, if she has many. She alludes to doing things sometimes, but she might mean doing things with her animals. Because Kate is very into her animals. She’s on a special science track because she’s going to some high-ranking veterinarian school when she graduates. It’s why she’s in Enviro at all. Normally she’d be in Super High-Tech Biochem III. But I think she’s already taken it.


Kate is strange, but in an interesting way. She’s sort of like a hipster nerd girl dreamboat in some ways, but in other ways she’s just odd. Kate bites her nails—like, disgustingly bites them—and buries herself in old man cardigan sweaters that are way too big for her, even though she seems to have a decent bod, from what I can tell. Every single day she also wears these scrungy black ballet flats, and when she kicks them off under the desk in front of me, the unmistakable stink of feet wafts back. She has long, dark-brown hair with a thick fringe of bangs that hang just past her eyebrows, and she has a habit of looking up at you from under them in a way that makes you feel really small. But Kate also has plastered the inside of her locker with pictures of horses. And sheep. Really—sheep! The covers of all her notebooks are slathered with animal stickers too, and sometimes when she’s done with a test or whatever, she’ll put her head down and I can hear her whispering to them.


But she always pairs up with me when we have to do labs or partner projects, and she doesn’t mind if she ends up doing most of the work. She writes little reminders to me during Woodham’s lectures—That thing about Kennedy is important! Make sure to reread section 5.6 at least!—and she loves answering my swim coach’s logic puzzles, which I bring her from practice. I don’t know—I like her. She doesn’t care what people think, and she’s one of the only people I know who doesn’t carry that around like some kind of medal. She’s just into her own thing, period, which makes being around her sort of comforting.


Today she cares about something, though. When I walk into Enviro, she’s scowling up at me from under those bangs. I can’t help but feel a little better, knowing she’s having a crap day too. But Chu gets class started right on time, and it isn’t until our quick stroll between fifth and sixth that I get to ask her anything.


“You get your progress reports too?”


Her face is expressionless as she walks. “Sure. Why?”


“You just looked like you were maybe, I don’t know—grouchy or something.”


“I am grouchy. But it’s not about grades. Why? Are yours bad?”


“You know mine are bad.”


She blinks at me and chews on the edge of her thumbnail, spitting out little flecks of it in a way that seems she thinks I can’t see.


“So why are you in a bad mood then? Me, I got plenty of excuses and”—Woodham’s door is open, so we waltz in and slide into our desks—“I’m about to have another one in here.”


Kate just shrugs. More scowling. More nail-biting. She shakes her head but doesn’t say anything.


“Tell me or don’t. I’m not going to try to guess.”


She turns around and faces forward, scrunching her shoulders away from me. Whatever. She can sulk if she wants. I could really use a good distraction though, and Kate’s so rarely in a bad mood that this feels significant. I’m about to tease her again, to get her to talk, but then the bell rings, and Woodham’s up in front of the class, waving thin strips of paper in his giant, hairy-knuckled hand. He babbles something similar to what the rest of my teachers have said today: Think of this as an opportunity for final improvement, blah, blah, blah.


He moves down the first aisle, passing out each slip and offering a mumbled comment to everyone as he goes. Kate uses this as her chance to turn back around.


“Connor Bendingham.”


My eyebrows go up. I actually know him. Only because he ran for class treasurer, and rumor was he cried in the guys’ bathroom when he lost.


“What about him?”


“He asked me out,” she hisses.


“Isn’t that good?”


She glowers.


“Why isn’t that good? I mean, he’s decent, right?” Though I’m trying to remember exactly what he looks like. I give her a light punch on the arm, lowering my voice because Woodham’s now at the top of our row. “Go you, Katie.”


The thumbnail goes back in her mouth. “I don’t like Connor Bendingham.”


“Why not? What’s wrong with him?” Except for the crybaby part, of course.


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?”


But she can’t answer, because Woodham’s there at her desk. He hands her the slip and taps her desk twice with his finger in this way that just lets her know he’s pleased.


“Miss Polonowski” is all he says, sliding my report to me. He doesn’t have to say anything else. I’m barely hanging on to a D+. And if I don’t pass the exam, I don’t pass the class, no matter what. Which means my summer training will be screwed. I don’t look at him. I don’t look at Kate. I just clench my teeth, pull a deep breath in through my nose, and let it out long and slow. It’s the only way to stop my heart from racing.
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KATE DOESN’T SAY ANYTHING ELSE to me about the Connor Bendingham problem for the rest of the period, and I’m too pissed about this whole day to follow up. Instead I head straight to the pickup loop and wait for Louis: earbuds in, not looking at anyone, blanking my mind and pretending I’m in the pool. It works, sort of. Not as well as I want.


I avoid telling Louis about my grades, though a couple of these reports do have to be signed—thanks, Woodham—and then there’ll be a conversation. Mom wants me to go to college because Dad didn’t, and she dropped out her senior year at Georgia State because of me. Which is fine. She can have her dreams. It’s what moms do. What she doesn’t fathom, though, is that even though we both want the same thing—she doesn’t want me to turn out like her, and I sure as shit don’t want to either—that still doesn’t mean I care in the same way.
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