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chapter one
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Life is about change. That’s what my father used to say, as we’d stand on the edge of the bayou, fishing poles in hand. “Life is like the water in that stream, always rushing past, always moving, different moment to moment.”

I thought this was his way of telling me to enjoy the stillness of those quiet moments we had together, shoulder to shoulder on the solid bank. But now, I don’t think that’s what he meant at all. I think he was trying to warn me that life could change, just like that. That currents could shift, and suddenly I could be headed in a direction I never imagined.

Well, the current has shifted, that’s for sure, I think as I search my bedroom floor around open boxes and crumpled piles of newspaper.

I call to Mom and my brother Micah. “If anyone finds my keys or my red Converse shoe . . . I’ll give you something, though I don’t know what since I can’t find anything. But it will be worth it.”

Across the room, my black Lab looks up with hopes that I’m searching for his leash but then drops his head back down onto his dog bed as if I’ve really let him down.

“When I get home,” I say, as I pick up a sheet of bubble wrap.

“Maybe in here.”

It’s Micah’s voice but somewhat muffled.

“Where are you?”

There aren’t a lot of places he could be, so I head toward the living-dining-kitchen combination in the tiny cottage that has become our new home, sort of.

Mom peers over her laptop from her perch at the kitchen counter. “I haven’t seen them,” she says. Then when she looks at me adds, “Um AJ, darling . . . you aren’t wearing that, are you?”

She has that wrinkle in the space between her eyesbrows, as if the world is coming apart due to my wardrobe choices.

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I glance down and bite the inside of my lip to hide the subtle pleasure that Mom has noticed. My look today was supposed to be a statement.

My brother rises up from beneath the kitchen sink with a wrench in his hand and looks at me, then grins. “Looks good to me. Or she will if she finds that other shoe.”

Mom frowns and then hops off the bar stool and grabs a potholder. She reaches into the oven and pulls out a pan of baked French toast—my favorite breakfast. It’s almost enough to make me feel guilty, except I know it’s her attempt to make up for what happened last night.

I glance down at my T-shirt that says “Chuck & Sons Auto Repair,” my favorite jeans, one red Converse, and a gray sock on one foot. No one says it, but we all know the reason behind my clothing choice, or at least T-shirt choice.

“I just think, well, first impressions are important. This is a very nice school and it’s a blessing you were admitted. And we aren’t in Louisiana anymore,” Mom says.

Micah and I share an eye roll before he disappears back under the sink. I give Mom my widest fake smile. “I’m well aware we aren’t in Louisiana. We’re in the land of glitzy cowboy boots and perfect hair. I think my outfit will be a refreshing change.”

My brother chuckles and peers out from beneath the sink. “Now, AJ. You can’t go around talking like that. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be the next country star now that we’re here.”

All right, I have to admit, that makes me laugh, even though I’m not exactly in the mood. I am so not country star material.

“There’s a lot more to Nashville than that,” Mom says. “And there are more opportunities here than back home. I know it’s a big change, but it’s for the best . . .” Mom’s voice drifts off, as if she’s too tired to try convincing my brother and me.

And she’s got a lot of convincing to do, especially after the bomb she dropped last night. We had been here only a week and were just starting to get settled, when—bam! just like that—everything was changing again.

Our video call with my other brother Noah, Micah’s twin, had been going so well—almost like old times—even though Noah was just transferred to a military base in Germany. Noah was telling us about buying a pair of lederhosen and how his German friends had asked him to stop yodeling, since that was a Swiss thing, not Bavarian. Micah and I were telling Noah about the glitzy city people we’d seen in downtown Nashville with their black glasses and designer jeans that even men wore so tight we called them painted jeans instead of skinny jeans. I noticed Mom getting all twitchy, and at first I brushed it off as her missing her son and being worried about the war zone he might be sent to. But her foot kept tapping, and she breathed in and out like someone about to dive underwater.

“Mom, are you okay?” I asked. My brothers, one beside me and one on the laptop screen, turned their attention toward her.

“Um . . .”

Mom begins sentences with “um” when she isn’t sure of what she’s about to say. Our laughter and joking died down pretty fast, and we waited. I almost chuckled at the serious expression on ­Noah’s face as he leaned closer to the screen from the other side of the world. Then I saw Mom looking as nervous as she did when she told us we were moving to Nashville, and all humor completely dissolved. What was she about to tell us? The last serious news had changed our lives forever.

“Is something wrong?” Noah asked via video call.

“Um, no, no, not at all. Nothing wrong.”

Not a good sign.

“It’s just . . . um . . . Micah and AJ already met my friend, Charles Worthington.”

She turned to the laptop screen and leaned in. “Remember, my friend I told you about? He and his son helped unload some of the boxes over the weekend, and Charles gave me a lot of advice before we moved up.”

“His son was super annoying,” I said with a laugh, hoping to lighten the moment. But Micah gave me an elbow to the ribs, and Mom’s face showed she most certainly didn’t agree.

“They helped us out, and we should be thankful,” she said.

“Okay.”

I looked to Noah on the laptop screen for help and then blurted out as a joke, “What, you aren’t dating him, are you?”

Mom’s face flushed to crimson. The boys and I didn’t move.

“It’s a little more than that. I know this will come as a shock, but we’ve known each other since childhood. We were quite close until I went to college and married your father. A few months ago, he found me on Facebook when he heard I was moving back. All of it has been a shock to me, too.”

“A social media romance? Really?” I heard myself say. Daddy would have told me to apologize for being disrespectful, but this wouldn’t be going on if Dad were still here.

“Wait, what is happening?” Micah asked with a strong under­tone that helped Mom just blurt it out.

“Charles proposed. And I said yes, but we won’t get married for a very long time, there’s no rush, we have no plans yet. I still can’t believe he asked me, or that I said yes.”

Our faces must have reflected all horror and no excitement whatsoever. That’s how I felt, anyway.

“Nothing is going to change, so none of you have to worry.”

“Nothing is going to change? Everything is—” I said, but Micah interrupted me.

“Is this for real?” Micah looked as confused as I felt.

“AJ. Micah,” Noah said from the rectangular screen on the counter. His steady expression was a new one, probably honed from boot camp and a year as a soldier. “This is where we say congratulations.”

“But, but—Daddy hasn’t been gone even two years,” I said. Someone had to say it.

I hoped one of my brothers would back me up. I knew they’d hatched a plan to take care of Mom and me with Daddy gone. They were twin brothers who’d never been apart. They always planned to join the Marines after two years of college, when they could go in as officers. They planned to finish getting their degrees after their service.

Then after Dad, my brothers came up with a different plan. Micah stayed working at Daddy’s old auto shop, even after the new owners took over, while Noah enlisted early and sent money home every month. College was no longer mentioned.

“I know how long he’s been gone,” Mom said in a whisper. “I know every day that he’s been gone.”

Our video call ended very soon after that. What more could be said? Just like that, Mom was ending everything. Life as we knew it was going to change, again.

Now I watch Mom dish up thick squares of doughy baked French toast as the room fills with the scent of cinnamon and baking bread. My stomach growls. Mom has always been pretty; everyone says so. Her light hair and stunning blue eyes weren’t passed on to me. I have Dad’s chestnut hair and dark hazel eyes. In so many ways, I’m nothing like her.

I love my mom, but I don’t understand her. With Daddy, everything was easy. We had the same sense of humor—we’d laugh at most everything—and I knew his moods without having to ask or wonder. It hasn’t been like that with Mom, and the idea of her marrying Charles makes the least sense of anything she’s ever done.

Charles is nothing like my father. Besides, any man who goes by the name of Charles, instead of Charlie or Chuck like Daddy, just isn’t someone to know, let alone marry. For that matter, how could Mom marry anyone with the same name as Dad? Charles works in an air-­conditioned office and drives a luxury car; his hands look as if they’ve never seen a callus or blister in his life.

Dad’s hands were rough with scars and calluses and stained from auto grease. Dad worked hard every day, yet always took time for the little things. He loved a good sunrise just a tad more than sunset. On road trips, we’d play a game where we’d try naming an engine size by the sound it made. And when we went out for peaches-and-cream snow cones, he savored each bite like a man enjoying his last meal. I’m still convinced he had the best bedtime story voice of any father who ever lived—even friends who stayed overnight agreed.

So this morning I put on one of the T-shirts Dad ordered for his shop that says Chuck & Sons Auto Repair. Wearing it makes him feel close again and shows where my allegiance remains.

“Hey, looking for these?” Micah says after moving his toolbox off the counter. “And didn’t you say you’d give something to the person who finds them?”

He holds up a set of keys and tosses them to me. I catch them easily and rub my thumb and index finger over the lucky silver dollar coin. The coin belonged to my grandfather, then passed to my father, then to Noah, who made it into a key chain. When Noah left for the military, he made me the caretaker of his beloved Jeep and the lucky key chain.

“Yep, I owe you, something great. Soon.”

“That doesn’t sound very promising,” Micah says.

I catch Mom glance at my shirt again. Her expression says she’s seeing something she wants to forget.

Dad promised that when I turned eighteen, he’d add “Daughter” to the shop name if I promised to do the great things he was sure God had planned for me. As a child, I’d cry if anyone said a girl couldn’t work in Daddy’s auto shop. He called me his little grease monkey, and Mom was constantly upset at the dirt and oil on my pink frilly outfits. But in junior high, school and church activities filled my evenings and weekends, and I didn’t have as much time to hand Dad tools or lean under a hood to study the twist of hoses and parts that wove an engine together. I just assumed no matter what I did or where I went, someday that name would be there: Chuck, Sons & Daughter Auto Repair.

I thought we had forever.

“You don’t have to start school today,” Mom says and sets two steaming plates on the counter for Micah and me. She gets some plastic flatware from the counter, since we haven’t found some boxes quite yet. “You can start on Monday instead.”

“Well . . . I’m a little concerned I’m getting behind,” I say as I move toward the gooey breakfast.

My brother shakes his head to keep from laughing. School is the worst excuse I’ve ever used, but after Mom tried to salvage last night with cheerful stories about how Charles promised to come over today to help unpack boxes and hook up our washer and dryer—though my brother is perfectly capable and most certainly more experienced with a set of tools—I knew I needed to get out of the house. That’s when it became essential that I start school ASAP.

“That’s very responsible of you,” Mom says. She’s trying to sound cheerful, but not succeeding. She pulls a jar of syrup out of a simmering pot on the stove and sets it down with the pot holder by our plates. Now I feel more stabs of guilt, but not enough to make me spend the day with Mom and Charles.

I gobble down the French toast, good as it is, but with starting a new school, I need to get going. I need to get my class schedule and figure out where everything is before the campus is packed with tons of people all staring at the new girl. I’ve never been the new girl before.

I do another quick search through the house and find my missing Converse between Mom’s art and history books, which are stacked precariously on the floor. A sense of being adrift washes over me. Mom would be leaving me in a different way than Daddy did. But she’d be leaving me all the same. My brothers are twins, so they have each other for life. I’m the one who seems lost, the misfit. And soon I won’t have a home at all. Charles’s house will never be home to me.

Would Dad be sad knowing the girl he loved since their freshman year of college was marrying someone else so quickly? Would he feel sad that we sold his auto shop and moved to Tennessee, and all that was left were the T-shirts he bought us just months before he died?

No matter where we live or what we do, I can’t leave Daddy behind. I’ll wear his shirt every day if that’s what I need to do to show Mom, Charles, or anyone else that Daddy is with us always.

“Bye, Buck-boy. We’ll walk tonight,” I say, bending down to give my dog a good rub on the back that gets his tail wagging.

“I can come with you to meet your counselor. Charles isn’t coming for a while,” Mom says as I enter the kitchen on my way to the door.

“It’s okay. Having my mom walk around with me, as a junior in high school . . . now that might make a bad first impression,” I say with a smile. She nods and chuckles.

“Hey, no dents in Noah’s baby,” my brother says as he dishes up another helping of French toast.

“And don’t you break any cars,” I say, tossing back a line Dad used whenever he left the guys at his auto shop.

“What do you know about it? Have fun at your fancy-schmancy school.”

Before I walk out the door, I go back and give Mom a quick hug. She clings a few seconds and grasps the back of my shirt like a life raft, and then breaks away.

“I love you, Sweetie. I will pray you have a good first day.”

“Thanks, Mom, and thanks for the French toast. It was really good.”

The cold morning makes me shiver as I crunch across the frozen ground toward Noah’s black Jeep. I’m starting a new school in a new state in the middle of my junior year. It is also a Wednesday—who starts a new high school on a Wednesday in February?

I’m usually as optimistic about life and tough times as Daddy was. He never seemed moved by adversity. So as I drive down the cold country road toward town, I conjure up some hope that today will be just fine and that somewhere there’s an end to this displaced feeling. But despite my little mental pep talk, I can’t help wondering, What if I never feel like my old self again? What if this is how I’ll always feel?



chapter two
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I walk toward Three Sisters Espresso Café, like I do every morning before school. But this is not just any day; today might change the course of my life.

My ankle boots echo up the cobblestone sidewalk along the closed storefronts, as if announcing every step of my arrival. I straighten my cobalt scarf and smooth my gray skirt as I walk toward the coffeehouse. My skirt has a slight wrinkle at the hem, and I wonder how to politely get Ingrid to add more spray starch when she irons a piece like this.

I spot Palmer standing outside, already waiting for me. We meet every morning for coffee at least forty-five minutes early, parking in the student lot and then going for coffee before returning to school. Palmer is never at Three Sisters before me. Something is going on.

She looks as if she might run toward me, but she holds herself back, as if reminding herself that she should be more composed than that. Perhaps the TED Talks and motivational podcasts we’ve been listening to in our student council meetings are helping her.

“Good morning,” I say when I get close, hoping my cheerfulness might snap her out of whatever state she’s in.

“Oh yeah, good morning and all that.”

She sounds awkward, and her eyes dart around as she rubs her arms to keep warm—she has definitely not been paying attention to the podcasts.

“What is it?” I ask flatly. I don’t have time for drama today. I have another student council meeting after school, a chemistry project with an irresponsible lab partner, a cheerleading fund-raiser that needs more donations, and I’m trying to arrange my schedule so I can drop by my little sister’s ballet class so it’s not just the nanny watching her. And then, there’s the other thing I can’t talk to Palmer about.

“Well, I just heard something. It’s probably nothing, just gossip.”

“Okay?” I hope she’ll just spit it out. There’s no way she could have heard about the reality show, right?

“So after the game last night, did you and Alex go out?”

I adjust the shoulder strap of my satchel, scanning my memory of events from the night before. It’s a chilly morning and neither my knit tights nor thin leather jacket are very warm. However, the pieces look great together, and such are the sacrifices for looking good.

“I had to get home, remember? Dad had that little cocktail party, and we all had to be present except for Kasey.”

“That’s what I thought. Well, I guess Jennica heard from someone, I think it was her cousin, that Alex was at that Barstow opening.”

“Okay? So?”

“With Maggie Connors.”

I blink, taking this in. A car passes along the street and a few other students from school are coming toward the coffeehouse. I reach for the heavy wooden door and pull it open. The strong scent of espresso mixed with the smell of freshly baked croissants, scones, and breads washes over me. It’s a smell that sets my mornings right. I may like the scent of coffee and bread even more than I like actually consuming them.

I hold the door for Palmer, who reluctantly moves inside. As I follow her in, I work on my answer and recall what happened after the basketball game. After a quick postgame cheerleading meeting, I hurried home for a shower and to trade my cheer uniform for a little black dress to meet some of Dad’s newly signed musicians and industry people. I did my obligatory small talk, with lots of smiling and sharing my plans for college, while my brother mostly did the same. I’m better at the cocktail party game than Kaden is, milling around and politely receiving compliments about how proud my parents should be or how I’ve grown to be such a lovely young woman. I did my best to confirm to Dad that our perfect family image is safe and secure. After a while, Dad gave me a wink of appreciation, which usually signals I can escape to my room for homework and bed.

“Remember, your mom and I need to talk to you later,” Dad said before I went upstairs.

I nodded. I didn’t know what they wanted to talk to me about, but I knew it was serious—and when they finally did come to talk to me, the news was bigger than I could have imagined. Our talk was enough to keep me awake half the night.

“Alex said he was going out with a few guys,” I say as we get in line, as if nothing is wrong. In many ways, nothing is wrong. “I’m sure he just went out with the group.”

Palmer nods, but uncertainty clouds her face. She’s never outgrown her little-girl features with small pouty lips and a perfect little nose. Palmer reminds me of Tinker Bell in designer clothes.

“So . . . did he ask you yet?” Palmer asks.

And there it is. The dreaded question. I get this question daily now, especially from Palmer. Sometimes I think she’s more interested in my assumed-to-be boyfriend than I am. And wasn’t it obvious that if Alex had finally asked me to prom, I would have immediately told her? I’m often mystified by the obvious things people miss.

“Wait, before I forget,” I say to change the subject. “Tonight at the council meeting, will you pull up the committee schedules so we can check deadlines?”

Palmer tilts her head to study me as we take a step forward in line.

“Sure, but you won’t forget,” she says.

“It’s good to have a backup brain. We have too many projects going. It was not a good idea to have the cheer fund-raiser this month, even if Mrs. Hansen wanted it.”

“Because it’s getting too close to prom? Prom is the word you don’t want me to say, right? You don’t want me asking every morning, do you?”

“Why do you say that?” I ask, drawing out the words. Palmer does surprise me at times.

She has a smug look on her face, as if she’s figured something out. “You already know how and when Alex is going to ask, don’t you?”

She studies me closely, so after a moment, I give her a smile, as if I have a secret but won’t tell. The truth is the question annoys me because Alex is ridiculously late on asking me to prom. All of the boyfriends or guy-friend dates have done their expected public prom ask, all correctly documented so the photos and videos can be posted on social media. Palmer’s boyfriend had “Prom with Me?” written in black olives on a pizza when we all went out one night in January. Longtime couple Danny and Mel posted about a thousand pictures of how he asked her to prom while on a hot air balloon ride. A large number of girls were asked on Valentine’s Day with roses or singing telegrams or giant signs on their cars or front lawns. Everyone has high expectations of me, in every­thing. So of course anticipation has now turned to confusion.

Also everyone is asking what color dress I’m wearing, whether my dad can get us a limo, whether my mom has dresses in her shop, and when can we all go shopping together.

Alex has to be fielding similar questions, so why hasn’t he asked me?

I have the additional pressure of being class president in the year our class puts on the prom. It seems my days revolve around prom and the planning and scheduling of every detail. Alex knows I’m a planner. I don’t like spontaneity or lateness, and most certainly not for something like prom. When we go to a concert, I make him pick me up an hour early. For movies, we arrive twenty minutes early at least—who wants a bad seat or to miss the previews or to feel rushed getting popcorn?

We have six weeks till prom. My brother Kaden is the only person I know, or at least within our group of friends, who hasn’t asked someone. Well, Kaden and Alex.

Palmer is chattering about some shoes she saw and how her dad has taken her credit cards. The warmth inside the coffee­house begins to work on my chilled arms and legs. A fire crackles in a corner fireplace, and espresso gurgles and whooshes from the machine behind the counter. I have a sudden longing to stay here all day instead of facing the dreaded question at school. And now there were the rumors of Alex being out with Maggie Connors to deal with . . .

“Café latte with an extra shot for me,” I say when I reach the counter. “And a salted caramel mocha with whip for her.”

The barista nods as if remembering our order. I hand her my credit card to pay for both. Since Palmer’s parents split up a few months ago, her allowance has been considerably reduced and her shopping sprees mostly eliminated.

As we walk toward the long wooden pickup counter, my phone starts vibrating in my bag. Palmer is tapping on her phone, probably updating one of her social media accounts.

I glance around Three Sisters. Most of the tables in the coffee­house are taken, and people of most every age chat in corners or peer into screens. Nearby, a guy in his twenties leans back in his chair, tapping his pen on a notepad and nodding like he’s composing music or a poem. He suddenly straightens up and starts scribbling like he’s trying to catch something before it disappears.

Sometimes I wish I had more time to work on something artistic in an energetic place like this. But creativity and I have an even worse relationship than the one I have with Alex. I know how to control things, to organize my schedule, rally people for a cause, and get things done. But what would it be like to explore imagination and create something of beauty? Even in kindergarten, I wanted to work on perfecting my handwriting instead of getting my hands sticky with finger paints.

My phone keeps rumbling, so I pull it out to see what’s up. It’s a group text from the Leads, ten of us who’ve been friends since sixth-grade leadership group. More texts come zipping through the group chat, and I scroll through quickly as my latte comes up on the bar.

Mel: New girl sighted!

Brad: At school?

Mel: Where else?

Brad: What does she look like?

Danny: Looks hot.

Mel: Shut up, Danny.

Danny: Just stating fact.

Mel: Really? Did you see what she’s wearing?

Palmer picks up her drink and follows me to the end of the counter to the lids and cup sleeves. She holds up her phone. “Did you see this?”

I nod, but I’m thinking about Alex again. Is he seeing Maggie behind my back? In truth, he can’t, since we’ve never actually committed to each other. The problem was no one else knew that. We had a workable agreement. We both knew we had someone to do things with, so we wouldn’t be set up all the time or seen as the sad single one when we all went out. The prom was just an assumed part of that deal. If he didn’t like our arrangement anymore, why wouldn’t he just say so?

“If she’s a junior, you’ll have to do the tour,” Palmer says, motioning to her phone. “The joys of being class president.”

“She?” It takes me a moment to remember the group text about a new girl at school. “She’s not a junior.”

I scroll to my calendar app on my phone just to be sure. “No tour scheduled. And who starts a new school on a ­Wednesday?”

Palmer laughs. “How weird is that?”

“Right?” I say and grab a lid for my latte.

My phone buzzes again. This time it’s the Cheers. Palmer glances at me like she’s worried about my reaction, but I don’t show any. I do pay attention to the motivational podcasts and already know how to keep my cool, which was why I requested them for the team.

Mel: After the cheer brunch, how about prom shopping Saturday?

Shantelle: In!

Rosie: I’ve been all over. Kate, did your mom get in more dresses?

Shanti: She’s probably already picked the best one.

Mel: There’s more than one great prom dress.

Lauren: Wait, Kate, has Alex even asked you yet?

Lauren is even worse than Palmer about asking me this question. While Palmer genuinely cares and is as faithful as a friend can be, Lauren is that conniving, jealous “friend” I have to keep an eye on at all times. If she didn’t have a crush on my brother, I think she’d go fully to the dark side.

Palmer taps on her phone and then gives me a smile as if she’s successfully protected me from something.

Palmer: Did you all hear there’s a new girl?

Shantelle: Really? What does she look like?

Then I get a text from Dad. He only sends messages when it’s something important.

Dad: Good luck today. The producers are scouting the site and want to see you in action at school before making a final decision. They’ve obtained permission from the school and will be at the pep rally Friday.

I take a deep breath, wondering what I’m getting myself into. Every one of my friends would jump at such a chance, but they don’t realize the challenges of being a celebrity. I’ve seen some of that with the bands and solo artists my father’s company manages. Fame came with a price. Privacy became a challenge, relationships and friendships had to be managed differently and sometimes fell apart, and the social media haters weren’t easy to ignore.

Right now, I had control over my goals and schedule. A reality show would change my life—all of our lives, really. This was the topic I discussed with my parents late into the night. Today’s scouting is meant for the producers of Real Life. They’re trying to decide between me and some other girls in the South. I know one in the running owns a small business even though she’s still in high school.

Me: And I still can’t tell anyone?

Dad: Not even your closest friends. They’ll see the cameras I would guess, but just go with it.

Me: OK.

A sudden concern sweeps over me. Me and our family on a reality show? So many things could go wrong with that. I’m especially worried about it affecting my little sister Kasey.

Palmer stops talking and asks, “What wrong? You look ­worried.”

“Nothing, just some stuff at my dad’s work.”

“Anything you can tell me? Some musician gossip?”

“Not that interesting.”

But I know it will be interesting, to everyone. It will change everything; as my parents said last night, “It will change things in ways we can’t quite imagine.”

As an acknowledged control freak, I am having some very strong second thoughts.



chapter three
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As I pull the Jeep into the student parking lot and turn down my music, it becomes clear why my brother called it “fancy-schmancy.”

It doesn’t look like any high school I’ve seen, even while traveling with the track team all over the South during freshman year.

A brick-and-iron archway proudly announces the entrance to the school and its name: Burke S. Westmont High School. Beyond the arch, on a grassy hillside, are the red brick buildings rising straight and serious on either side of the four-story main building with a brick bell tower.

So this is where I’ll be spending the next year and a half of my life unless I can find a way to escape and never return. Westmont looks like a university, not a high school. I’m going to fit in like a duck in a flock of swans.

The parking lot is already a third full, and as I drive up and down a few rows looking for a parking spot, I pass Lexuses, BMWs, at least one Mercedes, and numerous brand-new trucks with polished chrome that shimmers in the cold morning light. I haven’t seen any mud-speckled Jeeps like mine.

I turn down a row with open spaces between several less than shiny vehicles and a truck with a dent in the fender. This must be the row for the misfit vehicles. I pull right in.

After I grab my worn leather satchel from the passenger seat and drop the lucky silver dollar keychain into the front pocket, I take one last deep breath and open the door to the Tennessee morning. My breath sends out puffs of smoke as I head toward the school.

Across the street is a row of shops, including a few restaurants and a coffeehouse. It looks like an elegant downtown locale even though we’re miles outside the city. I’m most certainly not in my Louisianan town with its shrimp and crawfish vendors at every convenience store and drive-thru shops selling slushies and snow cones. Somehow, Mom enrolled me in possibly the best school in Tennessee, and I should be grateful, but I’m not feeling it right now.

I walk toward the entrance and see that attached to the brick-and-wrought-iron fence is some historical marker, probably from the Civil War era, as most historical markers in the South seem to be. I continue through the grand entrance with my worn leather satchel draped across my shoulder and begin to see other students on the intertwined paths or walking toward the football field on a hill to my left.

The walkways up to the school are cut through sweeping manicured lawns that have perfect mow lines in vibrant green where the morning frost has melted away. I’ve mowed a few lawns in my day, and I cannot fathom how the maintenance guy made those mow lines so ruler straight.

I pretend that I’m completely comfortable as I walk toward the tallest brick building with the bell tower. Mamaw, my daddy’s mother, always says “a confident step is the first step to confidence.”

My brothers and I snicker over her sayings, mainly because Mamaw is always trying to turn me into a girl with better manners. But today her saying really means something. Faking confidence does help me feel more confident—at least enough to get me up to the bell tower building. I’m hoping to find the school office there. I see a sign that says, “Brigman House” and “Walton House,” but no “Office.”

So the buildings have names, isn’t that nice. But what about directions?

A few people on the walkways glance at me and do a double take as our paths intersect. I guess I’m not as invisible as I hoped.

First period doesn’t start for almost forty-five minutes, so at least there aren’t a lot of people on campus yet. I reach the massive doors to the four-story building and pause a moment. There’s still no sign indicating the office. I pull out my phone, wondering if there’s a campus map on their website.

A guy carrying a box in his arms passes me. He glances my way and moves on, then turns back with a curious expression. From the corner of my eye, I see him use the edge of the box to push up his glasses.

“Are you lost or something?” he asks as he approaches.

“Well, I had hoped it wasn’t that noticeable. I’m looking for the office.”

“Are you new?”

“Yep,” I say with a smile so that I don’t say something sarcastic like: Yes, what genius deduction skills you have.

“That’s cool,” he nods his head in quick succession. “I’m Homer. I’d shake your hand, but I have this box. It’s a robotics project.”

“I’m AJ.”

I take a glimpse into the box where it appears a metal creature lives. “That’s . . . amazing. I think.”

“It is, believe me.”

He smiles in a dorky but friendly way, and I feel a twinge of guilt for my initial sarcasm.

“Is the office in here?” I ask, motioning toward the thick double doors.

“Yes, but toward the back. It’s easier from the other side, that way you don’t have to go through all the museum and admin rooms. Just follow me. I’m going in that general direction ­anyway.”

“The school has a museum?” I ask, wondering if I’ve come to the wrong place.

“Oh yes, and we are very proud of our history,” Homer says with a chuckle. He seems nice at least, and it’s a relief to meet him instead of wandering around like a lost puppy.

“I’ve never heard of a girl named AJ,” Homer says as we walk a path along the side of the building. The campus goes farther back than I realized, with more buildings, a sweeping quad, and some baseball fields beyond that.

“It’s a nickname. I got it when I was little and it sort of stuck.”

“I could’ve used a nickname. Homer wasn’t the coolest name to grow up with.”

“There’s nothing wrong with it.” Homer glances at me to see if I’m serious, and then grins.

“You like science?”

“Um, I suppose, though my grades don’t show it. Let me guess. You like science?”

“Yeah,” he says and actually blushes. “I’m a science nerd, no denying it. Just living in the wrong place. Soon as I graduate, I’m going to the West Coast. Stanford, I hope.”

“Nice.”

“It really will be. There’s so much happening in tech and science. I can’t wait to get out there. Where did you move from?”

“A small town in northern Louisiana.”

“Seriously?” He looks at me as if I’ve moved from Mars, not two states away.

“Yes, I’m serious,” I say with a laugh. Why is that so sur­prising?

“How was that?”

I shrug. “It was home.”

He stops a moment and studies me, as if wondering if I’m telling the truth.

“Well, that’s cool. I’m originally from Chicago, and the only place I’ve been to in the South is here in Nashville.”

“It’s different here than back home,” is all I say.

“Hey, if you don’t have anyone to eat lunch with today, look for me.”

Now I stop.

“Oh. Lunch,” I mutter. Back home, it was my favorite part of the school day, when my friends and I would hang out and eat unhealthy cafeteria food, or sometimes we’d run out and grab a burger at our favorite burger joint.

But at a new school, lunch sounded awkward and uncomfortable. I suddenly regret my decision to escape Mom and Charles to start school early. What was I thinking? I wish Mom were here with me, even if it would look ridiculous to come to school with my mother.

Homer motions to another entrance along the side of the building. There I see a sign that says “Office” on a brass plate beside the door.

“Here you go. The attendance office and counselors are in there. Want me to go in with you?”

“I’m good. You probably need to take your robot somewhere.”

Homer glances into the box like the proud owner of a new pet.

“Yes, I want to show Mr. Blankenship an adjustment I made to Felix’s gears. But remember lunch. I mean, I understand if you sit somewhere else, but just know you have a spot if you need it.”

“Thanks, Homer,” I say and really mean it.

For a moment after Homer walks away, I consider making a break for the parking lot. I still have time to get out of this.
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I push out the door of the Three Sisters Espresso Café and nearly get run over by someone hurrying in.

My steaming latte barely stays in my hand. We both start to apologize until we recognize each other.

“Oh,” the girl sneers, as if I’m the one who can’t walk through a door without mowing people over.

Tayla goes by just Tae with an e now. About the same time the name changed, she also decided on a singular choice for clothing, hair color, shoes, bag, makeup, and nail polish—all black.

“Well, excuse you,” Palmer says, puckering her small mouth into her best grimace. Even upset, Palmer looks like an American Girls doll.

Tae tosses Palmer and me a hate-filled glare before disappearing inside.

“Can you believe her?” Palmer says and calls Tae a few choice names as we keep walking.

“Palmer,” I say with a touch of irritation in my tone.

She shakes her head. “I just don’t get it why you defend her. She’s so rude to you.”

“It’s fine.”

“It is not fine. Do you feel like you owe her for something just because she used to be your friend? You don’t, you know. It wasn’t your fault what happened.”

Palmer continues rattling off her thoughts about Tae, and I ignore her as we cross and walk through the street entrance of the school.

Tae is someone I don’t want to discuss with Palmer partly because I actually don’t know what happened between us. Whenever I catch a glimpse of Tae’s all-black clothes, pale skin, and dyed black hair, I have a momentary flash of childhood—BFF necklaces, learning to braid each other’s hair, attending Disney on Ice with our mothers. I cannot understand how she got from there to here or why she hates me so much. I’d hate her back, but it’s just so baffling. I don’t do baffling. I like answers and to understand everything. But this one seems beyond my control.

“Wait.”

Palmer stops and holds her hand up dramatically.

“What?”

“If you do know when Alex is going to ask you to prom, then we can go dress shopping, can’t we?” She grins mischievously.

“I probably should wait to shop until Alex asks,” I say as we come to the corner and wait for the light to change. A shiver runs through me as the cold creeps down the back of my neck.

“I can’t stand waiting any longer!” Palmer says with a huff that sends a puff of condensed breath from her mouth.

I can’t help but laugh.

“You are so much more patient,” she continues. “I don’t know how you do it. I’d have gotten another date by now. I wondered if the two Kelly siblings had decided to go solo this year, though please tell Kaden if he wants to ask me, I’d dump my date for him. I’m serious, too.”

I get asked about who Kaden is taking to prom even more than I’m asked about Alex asking me. I’ve given up on my brother. He says he wants to go since he’s a senior, but he hasn’t asked anyone. It would make my life a lot easier if he’d just take one of our friends.
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