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SECRETS

The first thing anyone ever notices about me is my scar.

Most people don’t usually say it, but they don’t have to speak the words out loud for me to know that’s what they’re noticing.

Sometimes they wince when they see me for the first time, or suck in their breaths real fast, a little hiccup of surprise. Sometimes their eyes go wide, or they cover their mouths, or they let out a squeak of an Oh!

But what people almost never say—not out loud, anyway, not to me—is, “Geez, that’s an ugly scar on your face, Fallon Little. It almost hurts to look at it.” Sometimes people say it. A few times, they have. But those are the people who you don’t care what they think anyway. Even if you do sort of appreciate their honesty.

It is ugly, my scar. There’s no hiding that. And there’s no hiding the scar itself—the few times I’ve tried to cover it up with makeup just made it stand out worse. Like it or not, the scar is a part of my face now. A part of my life.

A part of me.

Here’s what it looks like, in case you were wondering. (I know you were wondering. You didn’t have to say it out loud, I just knew.)

It’s thick, about half a number two pencil across, and long, longer than the palm of your hand. It travels diagonally down my face, from just above my left eyebrow to the top right edge of my upper lip. Where the scar crosses my eyebrow, it breaks it in two, and a few eyelashes on my upper left eyelid—maybe ten, the ones in the path of the scar—are white instead of brown. You might not notice the eyelashes, unless you were really staring at me, but some people do (stare, I mean).

The scar is darker and pinker than the rest of my skin, which is a peachy pale otherwise. It’s smoother, too. Kind of shiny, no pores or tiny hairs, because scarred skin doesn’t grow that way. When I’m very cold, it gets sort of purplish and even darker, so it stands out against the rest of me even more. And it’s not quite a straight line, but almost—it bumps up over the bridge of my nose, just a hitch, then continues down again, like a river that knows where it wants to go but has to make a few adjustments to get there.

There’s another reason my scar is like a river, too.

See, if I handed you a box of markers, right now, and asked you to draw me a picture of a river, I’d bet twenty bucks that the color you’d reach for would be blue. That’s the one I would’ve picked, up until recently. I’ve spent my whole life in the foothills of Southern California, where we have snow in the winter but no rivers, so if you’d asked me to describe one, I’d’ve probably said, “Blue. Clear. River-y.”

A river, I figured, was just a river.

But two summers back, my dad decided we needed to take a trip to South Carolina, where he’d once gone as a kid to visit some second cousins twice removed or something. He was always talking about this river he’d been to with them, and how Mom and I needed to see it for ourselves. And I have to admit, it was pretty cool.

Though it definitely wasn’t blue.

The river Dad took us to, it was a blackwater river—that’s what they call it, even though it’s more brown than black. We went kayaking, and it was like slicing our paddles through tea—that’s how dark the water was. Beautiful, sure, but not what I expected.

The coolest part of the trip by far, though, was when we stopped to dock our kayak at a little gravelly beachy spot and went swimming. It was calm and warm and lovely, and Dad said he was 90 percent sure there weren’t any alligators there. Mom refused to get in the water after he said that, but I waded in up to my chest. I couldn’t even see my feet. After a while in the water, Dad brought out some square sieve things he’d secretly packed in his backpack, and he showed me and Mom how to scoop up the gravelly dirt from the river bottom onto the sieve and swish it back and forth in the water until all we were left with was what didn’t fall through the tiny holes.

What was left was mostly rocks and seashells, but in the hour or so we spent sifting through that brown water, we also found coins, a broken watch, an old locket, and—no joke—shark teeth. So many shark teeth. Lots of them were smallish, maybe an inch at most, and had a funny sideways sort of point to them. Dad said those were from tiger sharks, which were known to swim in from the ocean. (Mom stopped sifting and moved four feet up the shore when she heard that.) But we also found a few much larger teeth that were super heavy and more triangular, and Dad said those were fossils of ancient sharks that no longer existed—maybe even a megalodon, the largest shark that ever was.

All those treasures were just sitting at the bottom of that river—not even buried, really, just sitting there, waiting to be found. Some of them had been waiting to be uncovered for millions of years. And no one had found them before us, because the river water was dark, and maybe nobody even thought to search.

The river was a river, but it wasn’t only that. It was a keeper of secrets.

My scar keeps secrets, too.

People always think, when they see my scar, that there’s a single story behind it—one they’re desperate to hear. That part they will say out loud, actually. Not always, but often. How did you get it, Fallon? they’ll ask. Sometimes their voices are concerned, sometimes they’re disgusted, or worried, like they think they might catch it. What happened?

I never tell them. Well, I told my best friend, Trent, last year. But other people? Even my parents don’t know the secret of what happened that day, though they’ve asked plenty.

But no one, not even Trent, knows that there’s more than one secret hidden underneath my scar.

A scar, they figure, is just a scar.

Maybe other people’s scars are like that, but not mine. My scar is a blackwater river. And below, where you can’t see, it holds my three biggest secrets. If someone tried extra hard to figure them out, maybe they could. But no one ever has.

And no one ever will.







THIRD-BIGGEST

I was five when it happened, the day I got my scar. The third-biggest secret of my life.

It was early morning, New Year’s Eve, and I was up before my parents, as usual. I knew I was supposed to wait for them to go outside, but it was just our backyard and they always took forever, making coffee and everything, and I wanted to swing.

It was cold, but I didn’t have shoes on, just socks. I don’t know why. And I was halfway across the yard, crunching through the frosty grass, before I noticed him sitting there in the swing. I knew who he was right away—of course I did, even though that’s one of the parts of the story I never told my parents. But that morning, he didn’t look anything like I’d ever seen him before. Because he wasn’t sitting so much as slumping. Swaying slowly back and forth like the wind was moving him more than his feet. His eyes were glazed over, half asleep maybe, or half something else. The skin on his face looked almost gray, and his beard was stubbly, all over his chin and his neck, too. He didn’t notice me there, not right away.

I should’ve gone back inside, or screamed at least. But I didn’t. I don’t know why I didn’t. I guess I’ll never know why. Maybe I didn’t run because I wasn’t really worried—why would I be? Or maybe I was worried, but I thought a grown man could definitely outrun me, so what was the point? Maybe I didn’t scream because I figured that my parents wouldn’t hear me, since I was already halfway across the yard and I’d slid the back door shut and they were sleeping. Or maybe I was frozen, without really thinking. Who knows? Probably if I had run, or screamed, or anything-ed, then that morning never would’ve happened the way it did. But you can’t know what might’ve happened, only what did.

What I do know, what I do remember, is that there was a flicker of light that kept flashing across his face, a thin strip brightening one eye, then flitting out again. And I realized, as I stood there staring at him—not running, not screaming, and who knows why—that he had a knife. He was holding a knife in his lap, and the metal was catching the orange light of the early sun as he turned it over and over. Slowly. Staring at it. Over and over. Over and over.

I didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t make a peep. I was frozen in the middle of my backyard with the cold, cold grass poking through my socks, watching him swaying in the swing I’d wanted to sit on, turning over the knife he was about to do who-knew-what with.

And then.

And then.

He looked up. And he saw me. And in a flash, his whole face changed. His eyes weren’t glazed—they were fire. His face wasn’t sad—it was rage.

He lunged at me. Ran right at me, faster than I’d ever known a person could run.

When the knife slashed my face, everything went hot.

And everything went red.

Then everything went cold.

And everything went black.

I was five years old when my uncle attacked me in my own backyard.







COOKIE TIN CLOCK

Even though it’s my third-biggest secret, I actually hardly ever think about the Scar Day anymore. Which, well, maybe you don’t believe me, given how I have a giant souvenir on my face to remember it by. But it’s the truth. Sometimes awful things find a way to fade into the background of your life, where they exist but don’t bother you too much.

Until, suddenly, they roar back into focus when you least expect them.

That’s what happened this past Friday.

“How were tryouts?” Mom asked as soon as I stepped through the door after school. It was usually only a fifteen-minute walk from Cedar Haven Middle School, but it had taken me longer that afternoon because during the winter I liked to take the scenic route. By the time I got home, my cheeks were always icebergs.

From across the room, my dog, Squillo, bolted out of his bed and skittered on his clacky little doggy nails across the wooden floor toward me until he slid forehead-first into my leg and yapped at me to be picked up.

“Hey!” I greeted my mom after scooping up the tiny white bouncy ball of fluff that was Squillo. He got to work licking behind my ears. “Is the king of England visiting or something?” And when my mom looked confused by that, I clarified, “You’re out of bed.”

I was a little startled, actually. Mom was sitting on the couch in the living room, with her legs up, her back propped against the couch arm, snuggled under a blanket. She had her phone in her lap. I would’ve bet money she was doing a crossword puzzle. My mom only knew how to use about four apps, even though she was not that old. Anyway, it was unusual, those days, for her to be up and about in the afternoon.

Mom gave me a tiny smile. “I showered today,” she fake-bragged.

“Oh, so the king is coming,” I teased, dropping my house keys on the table by the door. I shrugged my shoulders out of my backpack next—which was tough, because Squillo was still hard at work on my ears and did not want to be stopped—and plunked it on the floor. Kicked off both shoes and tugged off my coat. “Did you make cucumber sandwiches, too?” I put on my best British accent for that last part—which was a pretty good accent, I don’t mind saying—and helped Squillo to a pretend cup of fancy tea, with my pinkie up in the air and everything.

She laughed. “Even shaved my legs.”

“Oh my god, Mom!” I held Squillo in front of my face to hide behind. “Ew.”

“What? They were getting hairy!”

“TMI, Mom, seriously,” I groaned. (Squillo yapped, which I took to mean that he agreed with me. But honestly, he yapped at everything, so who knew for sure.) I wasn’t too upset, though. Dad had told me he’d have an extra-long day today, with both work and class—and on those afternoons I usually came home to Mom deep into a crash-nap, since she hadn’t had any help throughout the day. So I knew she must’ve been feeling pretty good if she had enough energy for personal hygiene and oversharing.

Mom was pretending to be confused by how grossed out I was. “I thought I was supposed to tell you things like that,” she said, squinting one eye as though she was thinking hard about it. “Now that you’re officially a teenager, isn’t it my job as your mother to traumatize you? I thought that was in the handbook they gave me on your birthday.”

“Huh.” I pretended to think about that, too. “You might be right, actually.” Then I held up my pointer finger as though something had just occurred to me. “Although, you know what? It only works if, like, all my friends are here to see it? Otherwise you’re just supposed to act normal.”

Mom snorted. I loved when I could make her snort.

“Okay,” she finally conceded as I made my way to the couch and scrunched myself up next to her feet. The bottom hems of my jeans were frayed in the back, as always, since apparently I was shorter than any jeans manufacturer thought someone my size should be. (Last I checked, there were plenty of kids at school who were shorter than me, though, so I wasn’t, like, abnormal.) “Next time I’ll be sure to text the entire seventh grade to come over first.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

Mom poked me in the leg with her toe. “How were auditions?” she asked again.

“Pretty good.” Squillo was circling around in my lap, looking for a comfy spot. I glanced at Mom and saw her raised eyebrows. “Okay, really good,” I admitted. I felt my cheeks go hot. I hated blushing. My scar always forgot to blush with the rest of me, and it was not a great look.

“I knew it!” Mom tackled me with a sideways hug. Squillo ended up on the floor, but he didn’t seem to mind. He was pretty chill that way.

“Gah!” I cried. “Mom, cool it! You forgot to text the whole school first!” Because Mom wasn’t giving up on the hugs.

I was laughing, though.

Once Squillo was back comfy in my lap, Mom flopped against the arm of the couch. I could tell her little outburst had burned up a lot of her energy, but she was still grinning. “Tell me all about it,” she said. “I need every detail.”

So, I told her. I reenacted the scene they’d had us read, and did the dance they made us learn (with Squillo as my dance partner), and told her who tried out for every part, and who I thought should get each one, and who I thought probably would get each one.

“Sounds like you’re a shoo-in for Irene,” Mom concluded.

I only shrugged. “Maybe,” I said slowly. I wanted to believe her—I knew I’d had a good audition—but it was hard to know what the director was going to decide. “At least barely anyone tried out for that part. Most of the girls want to be Dolly.”

The musical that the Cedar Haven Middle School drama department had selected this year was Hello, Dolly! It was super old, but I still liked it. The main character was Dolly, obviously, and I could see why so many kids wanted to be her. Besides having the most lines of anyone, Dolly’s character was really funny and had a few great songs, too. But I figured I’d have a better chance at landing a speaking part if I tried out for a role fewer people wanted—especially since everyone knew the lead was going to go to Stella Brymner. Stella Brymner always got the lead. She was such a good actress that the rumor was she once got cast in an actual TV commercial, for ketchup or something. Although I’d never seen it, so who knew if that was true. And even though Irene’s character was about as funny as dry toast, she was still in a big chunk of the play. Plus, she owned a hat store, so she was always wearing huge, old-fashioned hats. And, okay, maybe I never said this part out loud, but I kind of figured that if I was ever going to be up onstage in my first actual speaking role, with a bunch of bright lights shining on me and a whole ton of people staring at me, I might just be more comfortable if I got to wear a giant hat.

There was a lot you could hide underneath the brim of a giant hat.

Anyway, my second-best friend, Kaia, had auditioned for Minnie, and in the play, Irene and Minnie were friends, too, and had all their scenes together. So it was perfect, really. Plus, if we got the roles and we did a good job, we’d almost certainly make it into the yearbook “bests.”

Every grade at Cedar Haven Middle School got a section in the yearbook where the students picked their fellow “bests”—Best Hair, Best Style, on and on. Stella Brymner was definitely going to get Best Actress for eighth grade this year (she’d gotten it every year of middle school so far), but there was no clear front-runner for seventh. So I figured if I managed to get a good part in the musical this year, then I had as good a chance as anyone. Kaia was gunning for Best Dancer, which she would totally win because she had pretty mad skills, and Minnie had a couple of big dance scenes.

Mom probably would’ve grilled me on and on about the play till dinnertime, but when I noticed her head dipping lower, like she was a toy car running out of batteries, I decided to give her a break.

“Let’s watch something,” I said. She didn’t argue. Even on a good day, talking too much could zap her. I found the remote and turned on The Great American Upcycle, which was a perfect show for us because there were seventeen seasons and we were only on the third. This episode, the contestants were hitting up a flea market in Tennessee, and the theme was “clocks.” Squillo snuggled down for a good nap—he knew that The Great American Upcycle was perfect doggy napping time.

It seemed like a normal day.

And then Mom’s phone rang.

“Hey, Claire,” she said, picking up the call. Mom’s voice was bright as punch still. No idea what was about to happen. I rolled my eyes and turned up the volume on the TV—not enough to annoy Mom, but enough so I didn’t have to hear her conversation. My mom’s sister, Claire—or “Lune,” as everyone but my mother called her—was not exactly my favorite person.

“Wait, wait, slow down,” Mom was saying. But I was focused on the TV. One of the contestants was making a clock out of an old cookie tin, and I wanted to see how it turned out.

“No. Oh, Claire. Oh…”

There must’ve been something in my mom’s voice that made me turn and look. Something that made me pause the TV. It froze right on a close-up of that cookie tin clock.

“Mom?” I asked.

The hairs on the back of my neck, all of a sudden, were feeling tingly. Something wasn’t right, I just knew it.

But she wasn’t looking at me. She was nodding at the phone, listening to something my aunt was saying on the other end. Mom’s lips were pressed together so tight they were trembling.

“Mom?” I asked again.

She ignored me. Kept nodding into the phone. “Okay,” she said every once in a while. “Okay… Okay.” But whatever it was was definitely not okay.

“Mom?”

“Okay,” she said one last time. “Call me back when you know more. I love you, Claire.” And she hung up.

“Mom. What’s going on?”

My mom took a breath. She was staring at her phone, and her eyes were wet. I could tell that her conversation with Aunt Lune had taken a lot out of her. I knew it was something bad.

“It’s your uncle,” she told me.

“Geebie?” I asked. I don’t know why. Mom’s younger brother, Steve—who nearly everybody called “Geebie”—was my only uncle. “What happened?” My stomach had gone sour. Even Squillo could tell there was a storm coming. Right then, I swear, he tilted his fluffy head back, looked me straight in the eyes, and whimpered.

Mom swallowed hard.

“He died,” she told me.







WHISPERS

I bet you think I should’ve told, about my uncle and the knife, back when I was five. I bet that’s what you’re thinking. That as soon as it happened, when I woke up in the hospital, I should’ve told everyone exactly what my mom’s brother did, never kept it a secret at all. I bet you think that’s what you’d’ve done if it was you. Told your parents, at least. And maybe you would’ve. Or maybe you wouldn’t. You can’t really know till it happens to you.

Anyway, I didn’t tell my family at the hospital. The cops, either, when they got there. I didn’t tell them how my uncle Geebie attacked me, sliced my face right in two like an apple. I told them, instead, that I couldn’t remember any of it. That it was all just a terrifying blur.

I don’t know why I didn’t say anything. As I got older, I thought maybe I’d never said anything because I’d noticed how, whenever we visited Uncle Geebie’s house after a long time away, my mom’s eyes would light up like streetlights that’d been out for way too long. And maybe I didn’t want to be the person to snuff those streetlights out by telling her that her brother was the one who’d hurt me.

Or maybe I was worried no one would believe me. Because I’d also noticed how good Uncle Geebie was at making everybody laugh. And not just my family, either—even people who’d only just met him, like old ladies in line at McDonald’s. Even Aunt Lune, who hated pretty much everything, would always smile when her older brother told one of his “groaners.” So maybe I thought that if I went and said that everyone’s favorite goofball was the one who attacked me, I’d be the one they were laughing at.

Or maybe, my brain would whisper at me sometimes—usually just when I was at the edge of sleep, or had been thinking about something else entirely—maybe it was all my fault.

I knew my brain was wrong when it whispered that. I knew it had to be. I was five when it happened, and Uncle Geebie was the one who’d cut me, so how could it be my fault?

Still, my brain would whisper it. Hiss that thought, so quiet I’d have to strain to hear it, even though I knew I’d be mad at myself later for listening. And sometimes, it seemed to make the tiniest bit of sense.

Maybe it was all my fault. Maybe if I hadn’t had to keep those other two secrets buried so deep, I’d never have had to bury the third one.

But I never really wondered about that long enough to figure it out. I always pushed the thought away as fast as I could.

I figured I didn’t want to know the answer anyway.







HAT TRICK

It was at least an eighteen-minute ride to Kitch’N’Thingz—the shop where Trent’s mom worked, where he worked after school and weekends, too—and longer in the winter, when I took the scenic route. Plenty of time for thinking. Usually when I biked there, I went over my favorite movie lines in my head, or thought about the outfit I’d wear the next day, or a new trick to teach Squillo (which definitely wouldn’t work because I swear that dog couldn’t learn anything, but for some reason I kept trying anyway).

But the day my mom got the phone call about my uncle, somehow I got all the way from my house to the kitchen store without thinking a single thought at all. I was like some sort of robot that had taught itself to bicycle, and the thinking part of my brain shut down while I rode. Didn’t turn back on till I was leaning my bike up against a NO PARKING sign out front.

Strange.

The bell on the door clanged as I entered the store. And I spotted Trent right away. He was setting up a display of Christmas cookie cutters in the discount section. I could see the back of his head, wavy brown hair poking out from under his Dodgers cap. Even from across the store, I could see he needed a haircut.

That’s what I was thinking about as I headed over—how Trent needed a haircut.

“Hey,” I said to Trent’s back. Tapped him on the shoulder, too.

He whirled around. “Fallon!” he said, and he sounded pretty surprised. (I didn’t really think about that until later.) “What are you doing here?”

I shrugged one shoulder, same as I would any other normal day. “Thought we could go see a movie,” I told him. “Wanna?”

I hadn’t so much asked my parents if I could leave the house as told them I was going to. By the time I’d peeled myself off my bedroom carpet after Mom got that phone call, my butt was sore. Turns out I’d been sitting there, leaning against my door, for two whole hours. Which was surprising, because it hadn’t even felt like a minute. I guess that was more robot-brain stuff. So, anyway, I’d gone back out to the living room and found my dad home from his class earlier than normal because Mom must’ve called him. He was chopping vegetables in the kitchen. And when I said I was gonna go visit Trent and maybe see a movie, Dad said it sounded like a good idea for me to be around friends, and Mom had been too weepy to say anything else.

I was almost out the door before I realized I was still holding the TV remote, from when I’d paused the TV two hours ago. That cookie tin clock was still frozen up on the screen.

“Well…” Trent said slowly, after I asked him if he wanted to see a movie with me. Which was weird, because he always wanted to see a movie with me, and I knew for a fact that even if he was technically supposed to be working right now, his mom would give him more money for a movie ticket and popcorn than he’d ever make all night at the rate Ray paid him. “I’m not…” He lifted up the brim of his Dodgers cap to scratch his forehead. And then he stopped. Shifted his mouth to one side. “Are you okay?” he asked me.

“I’m fine,” I told him. “What movie do you want to watch?” Cedar Haven was a small town, and our theater only showed two movies at a time. “I vote Hat Trick. I made you watch the trailer, right?” I lowered my voice, as close as I could get to the movie trailer guy’s. “Just when they thought he was out of tricks…”

Trent’s mouth shifted to the other side. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked. Like he knew better about my own feelings than I did. “’Cause you’re all”—he waved his hands around his own head, like he was talking about my hair—“and did you bike here without a coat? Your hands are purple.”

I was busy patting down my hair. It was probably a giant ball of frizz, but that was pretty usual for me. I couldn’t argue about the coat thing, though. It was the first week of January, and Cedar Lake was frozen over, and apparently I’d biked all this way in just a sweatshirt.

“Oh, I was just in a hurry to get out of my house,” I explained. I waved my hand in the air while I told him. “My mom found out my uncle died, and she’s having all these feelings.”

“Wait.” Trent’s whole body had stiffened up, I could see it. If there were a breeze in that kitchen store, it would’ve knocked him right over. “Your uncle Steve?” he asked me.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Car accident. Anyway, I know you’re probably gonna want to see that new Riddler movie, but Hat Trick looks too dumb to miss. A magician’s hat with”—I lowered my voice again—“a mind of its own? I mean, how’re we gonna not see that?”

I guess I was really focused on the movie selection or something, because I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me. Didn’t even realize that someone might be listening until I heard the voice.

“Oh my gosh, Fallon.” It was Kaia. There, in Trent’s mom’s store. (I didn’t think about how unusual that was until later.) “Did you say your uncle died? That’s so awful!” She pulled me in tight for a hug. She was one of the other short kids at school, so the top of her carefully braided hair grazed my cheek. “I’m so sorry.”

My chest twisted, just a little, inside that hug.

“Kaia, can you give us a second?” Trent said. Still trying to sound more like a principal than the kid who once threw soup at a fourth-grade girl because she ruined his prank.

“I’m fine,” I told him. “Really. Anyway”—I pulled out of the hug—“now that you’re here, Kai, you can come to the movies with us. And be our tiebreaker. Tell Trent that Hat Trick is gonna be way better than Riddler.”

“Actually…” I saw Kaia dart her eyes at Trent, but I didn’t think about it till later. (I saw Trent shake his head at her, just the slightest bit back and forth, but I didn’t think about that right away, either.) “Um, sure,” she said, eyes back on me. “And yeah, obviously, I vote Hat Trick.”

I clapped my hands together, all excited. The knot in my chest was loosening already. “Awesome, it’s settled. Sorry, Trent. We’ll see your pick next time.”

Trent was not giving up. “But—”

“Geez, Trent, let it go already,” I said. “I don’t need to talk about anything, okay?”

“But…” Trent looked hurt. Actually hurt, like someone had punched him.

At least someone was on my side, though. “If she says she’s fine, she’s fine,” Kaia told him. Thank goodness. “Maybe she just needs to take her mind off it. Right, Fallon?”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

Trent blinked at me as though he was trying to decide for himself what I needed. But finally he gave in. “Fine.” He sighed deep, like we were forcing him to wax his legs instead of getting out of work to see a movie.

So. We went across the street to buy tickets. Trent made me borrow his mom’s coat so I wouldn’t freeze to death. But I didn’t argue too much because it was legitimately cold outside. I squeezed my hands into fists and darted into the theater as quick as I could so I didn’t have to see the Christmas lights twinkling from every shop roof.

Our town was seriously lazy when it came to taking down Christmas lights.

We were a little early, so while we were waiting in the lobby for the theater to open, Kaia and I showed Trent the dance we’d done for auditions that afternoon. We couldn’t get the dip right, but that’s because I kept turning into a limp noodle whenever Kaia tried to dip me. We ordered an extra-large popcorn with extra butter to split. When the theater finally opened, we found the perfect seats since we were at the front of the line to get in. And I was just sitting there, between my two best friends, waiting for the movie to start, and I was feeling really good. A truly awesome Friday night.

Until Trent bumped my shoulder during the second preview. I turned to look at him in the dark. “What?” I whispered.

He held something out for me, and I took it. It was a note. A piece of napkin that Trent had scribbled on in his truly terrible handwriting. I hadn’t even noticed him writing it.

I wiped my popcorny hands on my jeans and brought the napkin close to my eyes. Squinted in the dark to read it.


Whenever you’re ready to talk, I’m here.



That’s what the note said.

Which, okay, was nice of Trent and everything. Except that I’d already told him I was fine about eight hundred times, so why the heck couldn’t he get the message? Just because I’d told him my third-biggest secret didn’t mean he knew everything about me. Not even close. But I definitely wasn’t about to tell Trent any of that, because then he’d just want to talk about things even more. So I just nodded at him and whispered, “Thanks.” I even put a little smile on my face, like I was really grateful.

I’m a pretty good actress, honestly.

But after the movie started, when Trent was focused on the screen, I slipped my hand down by my side. And I uncurled my fingers and let that greasy napkin note tumble softly onto the ground, where it would be swept away after the movie with all the trash, and I’d never have to think about it again.







BASEBALL

Trent messaged me a few times over the weekend asking if I wanted to talk, which obviously I did not. Eventually he must’ve decided he was done trying to make me have in-depth discussions about my nonexistent feelings about my dead uncle, because when we got back to school on Monday he didn’t bring up Geebie once. Which I definitely wasn’t complaining about.

On Wednesday, after we finished our lunch, we were doing what we did pretty much every day back then—hanging out on our own little corner of the field, where no one would think to bother us, just sort of goofing off. Well, Kaia and I were goofing off. Trent was being very serious.

“Okay, watch,” Trent was saying. He had lined himself up at a yellow tuft of grass he was using as home plate, swinging a baseball bat. Usually the only equipment they’d let you check out at lunch and recess were bouncy balls and tennis balls, but clearly Trent had morphed himself into Mr. Gorman’s all-time favorite PE student after the near-flunking debacle last year, because he always let Trent have whatever he wanted. “See how I’m lined up? My hips are angled with the hit I want to make. Okay, I’m ready. Um, pitcher?” he growled when no one threw him the ball.

I rolled my eyes and tossed him the ball. It was off by three hundred feet, give or take.

“Fallon, that was terrible,” Trent told me, jogging to pick the ball up. “How am I supposed to teach you how to swing a bat if you pitch underhand?”

“Who said I wanted to learn how to swing a bat?” I argued. He didn’t reply, but we both knew the answer was “no one.” I turned back to Kaia. “Okay, one more time. I can get it, I promise.”

Kaia was showing me how to do a cartwheel. Well, trying to show me. I was not exactly a coordinated human.

“Keep your arms straight,” she said, demonstrating again. “Let the ground come to you.”

I didn’t bother telling her that that made exactly zero sense. Instead I crashed over onto my butt. Again.

“Ouchie,” I said, rubbing my rear end. I put on my goofiest high-pitched voice, the one that always made Kaia crack up. “I royally wrecked my rumpus.”

Sure enough, Kaia started laughing hard. “Oh my god, you should do that voice in the play,” she said between snorts. “It would be a new interpretation of Irene.”

I hoisted myself up. “May-beeeee,” I said, somehow getting even higher-pitched, and drawing the word out as long as possible. “But do you think that after a while it might start to attract bats?”

Kaia nearly died at that one. “Oh my god, the bats could be part of the finale! They could dance onstage with us!” We were both cracking up then.

Trent was not nearly as amused. “You guys are weird,” he said. “Plus, you’re not even in the play yet.”

Kaia stuck her hands on her hips, like she was all offended. “Everyone who tries out is in the play,” she told him.

“You know what I mean,” Trent replied. And we did. But Kaia and I weren’t going to give him the satisfaction of saying so, obviously.

Every morning since Monday, Kaia and I had raced to Mr. Castiglioni’s room before the bell rang, to check if the cast list was up. Every afternoon, too. But so far, nothing. How long could it possibly take to figure out a cast list? Kaia and I already knew who was going to get every part, and we weren’t exactly psychic. Stella Brymner would be Dolly, and Wyatt Tomlinson would be the other lead, since he was the only boy in school who could actually sing. And I’d be Irene and Kaia would be Minnie. Easy, easy, easy, easy.

Only, someone needed to tell Mr. C. that, because he was taking forever.

“Can one of you please pitch already?” Trent said, acting all huffy. Seriously, a little huff of frozen air even escaped his nose. “Team tryouts are next month and I need to perfect my swing.”

“I thought you were teaching us,” I teased.

But I guess Kaia took him more seriously, because she held out her hands to catch the ball and Trent tossed it to her. “Like this?” she asked, pulling her arm back to throw.

“That stick’s the pitcher’s mound,” Trent instructed her.

I was already bored.

While Kaia threw and Trent swung, I plopped myself into the grass off to the side where no one would bean me in the head with a baseball, and I tugged off my mittens to braid some grass jewelry.

Before I got to be friends with him last year, I never really paid much attention to Trent Zimmerman. I mean, he loaned me a pencil once in second grade, but that was about the extent of our interaction. He was the kid always playing dodgeball during recess, or going on and on and on about the Dodgers, and I never cared one frig about baseball.

And then, in fifth grade, there was an accident—a bad one—and a boy in our grade died. I wasn’t out on the lake when it happened, but it’s a small town, so I heard all about it, just like everyone else. And one of the things I heard the most was that lots of people—including Trent—thought Trent was the one who was responsible, just because he hit the hockey puck that sent the kid to the hospital. Pretty quick, all his friends ditched him, or he ditched them, and no one wanted to spend any time with Trent, because he was angry and mean and awful. It seemed like not even Trent wanted to spend time with Trent.

But, for whatever reason, when sixth grade started and I could tell Trent needed someone in his corner, I figured I might as well be that person. Trent and I started our own Movie Club and spent basically every lunch together, and soon we weren’t just Fallon and Trent—we were Fallonandtrent. Practically joined at the hip.

I still didn’t care one frig about baseball, though.

“Kai, aren’t you freezing?” I asked after a few minutes. I was wearing my heavy blue peacoat, but now that I wasn’t busy screwing up cartwheels anymore, my butt was ice. All Kaia had on was a thin green windbreaker. “Don’t you own a real jacket?”

She let fly a pitch that was a thousand times better than I could ever do, but still not good enough for Trent. “I never wear my big coat till it’s actually winter.”

“It’s January,” Trent said, tossing her back the ball to try again.

Kaia only shrugged. “But it’s not even snowing.”

A lot of times, when people move to Cedar Haven, they’re surprised by how cold it gets in the winter. A couple of kids’ families moved here without even packing sweaters. I guess a lot of folks figured that being in Southern California meant sunshine all the time, even if we were three thousand feet above sea level. But Cedar Haven gets plenty cold. Below freezing, even. It usually snows for a couple of weeks, at least.

According to Kaia, though, winters in the town she’d moved from in Michigan were basically like Narnia after the White Witch takes over. So I knew she owned a coat.

Kaia tossed the ball back to Trent, and he hit it easily that time, a bunt. “I never start wearing my coat till I’m so cold my arms might fall off.” You could tell she was cold, right then, by the way she was stomping her feet between pitches. But I guess it didn’t count as Narnia cold, at least not to Kaia. “If I don’t wear my coat too long, then winter feels shorter.”

“That makes absolutely no sense,” Trent told her. Which is what I’d been thinking.

Kaia didn’t seem bothered. “It makes sense to me,” she replied.

I guess Trent decided he was bored with our conversation—and Kaia’s only so-so pitching—because he held out his baseball bat and said, “You guys want to see a trick Aaron taught me?” Then he dropped the bat toward the ground and kicked it hard back into the sky…

… and shrieked and ran away before it smacked him in the head.

“Um…” I said, letting go of all my grass braids. “Was the trick supposed to be knocking yourself unconscious? Because if so, I think you’re this close to getting it.”

Kaia was nearly doubled over laughing. “What were you trying to do?” she wondered.

You could tell Trent wanted to be mad at us for teasing him, but in the end he couldn’t help laughing, too. “I swear, I did it before!” he told us. “I was gonna catch it behind my back.”

“No way you can do that,” Kaia said.

“Can so. I’ll show you.”

After two more tries of drop-kick-shrieking, Trent gave up on his trick. Instead the three of us decided to invent our own. Kaia attempted to bounce the baseball up in the air repeatedly, off the end of the bat, the way you would with a tennis ball and racket. (Unsuccessful.) Trent tried balancing the small end of the bat on two fingers. (More successful, but still ended in shrieking.) My genius idea was to try to twirl the bat like a baton. (Most shrieking of all.)

And when we’d all had enough of nearly braining ourselves, we plopped down onto the grass, exhausted. Kaia stretched out her legs in front of her to touch her toes. “You guys wanna come over on Saturday?” she asked. “My mom got an air fryer, and she said I could try putting anything I want in it. I’m dying to see what it does to Oreos.”

“Ooh!” I sat up straight. “M&M’s!”

Kaia’s dark eyes went wide. “Or Skittles,” she said.

Unfortunately, Trent did not feel like adding to our list of weird foods to air fry. Instead, what he felt like saying was, “Fallon can’t on Saturday. It’s her uncle’s funeral.”

I was already freezing, but I still felt a chill go up my spine. “How’d you know that?” I asked him.

“It was in the Cedar Haven Herald,” Trent replied. I’d forgotten his mom’s fiancé, Ray, still read the town newspaper like some sort of old-timey businessman. “Aaron said he’d drive me.”

I narrowed my eyes at that. “Why would you want to go to a funeral for someone you never even met?” I asked. My voice came out all suspicious-like, but really it was meant to be surprise. “I might not even go.”

“Really?” Trent asked.

I sighed. “No.” I picked at the grass again, without looking at him. The blades were frosty, which made them stiff and prickly. “I’m going.” It wasn’t like there was a law about attending your uncle’s funeral (at least not that I knew of), but I had a feeling my parents wouldn’t take it too well if I told them I was skipping it to air fry Skittles. “But no one’s making you,” I said.

Trent didn’t respond to that right away, so I glanced at him. His face looked… well, something. Sad, maybe. But not sad for himself.

“I’m going for you,” he told me.

I didn’t say anything to that. Only shrugged, like it was no big deal. Like it didn’t make my chest all tight, that he would do that—come to a stuffy, boring funeral for some awful guy he’d never met, just to sit next to me and squeeze my hand when my hand needed squeezing.

“That’s really nice, Trent.” It was Kaia who said that. “You’re a good friend.”

(Why was I annoyed that she said that, instead of me?)

“Do you think your brother would drive me, too?” That’s what Kaia said next.

(Why was I annoyed that she wanted to come when I was so grateful that Trent did?)

“Uh…” Trent looked over at me, blinking, like he wanted me to say something, but I was all out of words, clearly. I darted my eyes back to the grass. “Yeah, sure, I guess,” he said at last. “I’ll ask him.”

“Thanks.” Kaia tossed him the ball, and he caught it.

I pulled my mittens out of my pocket and jumped to my feet. “I have to pee,” I announced.

“Oh.” Kaia seemed surprised. Like she’d been keeping track of my bladder schedule or something. “You want me to come, too?”

I know how to pee by myself. That’s what I wanted to say. But instead, I just stuffed my hands back into my mittens. “Nah,” I told her. “Trent definitely needs more practice.” Then I jogged off across the field, faster than I ever moved in PE class.

There were fifteen more minutes to lunch still, but I didn’t plan on heading back out to the field after that.







GUTS IN GRAVY

The first time Aunt Lune met Trent, probably a year or so ago, she took one look at him and told my mom—way too loudly—that she wouldn’t be surprised if I grew up to run a dog shelter, because I was always picking up “stray puppies.” When I asked Mom later what that was supposed to mean, she said Aunt Lune had simply been observing that I have a special knack for spotting people who could use a friend.

I’m not sure that’s exactly what Aunt Lune meant, but anyway, my mom’s version seemed to fit.

Last summer, for example, I knew Kaia Kelly and I were going to be friends right away. It was my first year at Hollanoak Theater Camp—first day, actually—and I could tell just by the way Kaia was sitting at her lunch table out on the mess deck that it must’ve been hers, too. She was surrounded on every side by other kids, but she wasn’t talking to any of them. Wasn’t even looking at any of them, either—just staring at her lunch tray, poking her disgusting-looking sloppy joe with a fork. So I walked up to her, gripping my lunch tray on each side, and cleared my throat.

“Excuse me,” I said in my most sincere voice. I waited until she looked at me, and I nodded my chin to my congealed tuna casserole. “I think maybe the cook switched up our orders?” I went on. “’Cause I wanted the guts in gravy, and this is clearly your helping of Boston baked brains.”

For a few long seconds I just stood there, with the whole table staring at me, some with their eyebrows raised and others with wrinkled-up noses.

And then Kaia let out a laugh, like a firework exploding. It was a loud laugh, with lots of rough edges to it—and that made me like her even more.

She picked her tray right up off her table and told me, “We should definitely trade, then. But be sure to save room for dessert. I hear this place does a mean ear wax pudding.”

We found our own table, far off in the corner of the mess deck, where no one else could look at us funny for being weird. And after that, we spent every single meal together. When I found out Kaia was moving to Cedar Haven in the fall, I felt like I’d won the friend lottery. I was pretty sure Trent would like her, too (and if he didn’t, I figured I could twist his arm until he did).

Theater camp turned out to be a blast, and that was mostly because of Kaia. Before that summer, I’d only been in one play—The Wizard of Oz, in sixth grade—and it wasn’t exactly a “breakthrough performance” or anything. But I liked acting and singing and all that, and I thought I was okay at it, so when Mom found the camp online I was excited to try it out. And even though I didn’t have any “star turns” there, either, I learned a lot—enough that I thought maybe, maybe I might be good enough for a speaking role in the next school play.

Trent was the person who first told me I should be an actress. I’d never really thought about it before that. I mean, I had thought about it—in the way you think, “Maybe I’ll become a deep-sea explorer and be the first person to see a living giant squid.” Not like something I’d actually do. But it turned out, once I tried, I enjoyed it. More than I’d expected.

The only rotten thing about that summer was that Stella Brymner was there, too. It wasn’t that she got the most solos in the end-of-season production, while Kaia and I were only “background players.” Being in the background was super fun, actually—we sang in the chorus of all the songs, and danced in all the dances, and had tons of free time to goof off in between.

No, what bothered me about Stella was how she seemed to think that just because she was better than most people at singing and dancing, it meant that she was a better human, too. Like she deserved more. Was more. And that other kids—me and Kaia, for instance—deserved a whole lot less. She never actually came out and said that, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. It was the way she and her friends cut in front of us in line at the camp store when we were trying to buy Twizzlers, and then acted like she hadn’t even seen us. It was the way she rearranged everyone’s sleeping bags during the sleepover in the lodge, but waited till Kaia and I were brushing our teeth to do it. And then, when we came out of the bathroom and found all our stuff shoved up against garbage cans, she said she was so sorry, but she hadn’t even realized those things were ours—she’d thought it was old stuff the janitor forgot to throw out. Kaia figured Stella was so awful to us because Kaia was one of the few Black kids at camp, and I was the only one with a giant scar. That definitely could’ve been part of it—Kaia would know better than me about the race stuff, obviously. (When she got to Cedar Haven Middle School, it turned out Kaia was one of only eight Black kids there, too, and it wasn’t like Stella’s behavior toward her got any better.) But having known Stella since I’d moved to town a million years ago, I knew that at least some of the problem was that Stella Brymner was a witch.

Or something that rhymed with it, anyway.

Stella was one of those girls who was an expert at being cruel without ever actually being mean. The kind of kid adults usually loved because she seemed so thoughtful and considerate. The kind of kid they’d never believe would have done all those things you said she did on purpose. The worst kind of danger for kids like me and Kaia.

Well, if Trent and Kaia and I were stray puppies, then Stella Brymner was a snake. And I sure as heck knew who I’d rather spend my time hanging out with.







LIP GLOSS

I didn’t actually have to pee when I told Trent and Kaia I did that afternoon at lunch. (I bet you figured that out already.) But I didn’t exactly have anything else to do, either, so I went to the bathroom.

That was my first mistake.

Stella was in there. She was doing her makeup in front of the mirror. Most of the girls at school who wore makeup wore way too much, like they thought the more eyeshadow they put on the more likely they were to avoid lightning strikes or something. But Stella actually wore makeup in a way that enhanced her features.

Even though it physically hurt me to admit it, Stella Brymner was really pretty (on the outside, I mean). She was white, with shoulder-length blond hair that was always sleek and straight like she’d just finished shooting a shampoo commercial. And she had freckles on her cheeks, but not the babyish kind—they were the kind that the host of one of those reality TV shows about models would swoon over, because they made her look “sun-kissed.” I was not sun-kissed. No matter the time of year, I was what the host of one of those shows would call “pasty”—right before I got booted out of the model house for good. And my hair wasn’t sleek and it wasn’t straight, either. It was brown—the kind of brown people sometimes called “mousy” but really just meant “blah.” And it was always, always, always frizzy.

Anyway, I went straight into the stall to avoid talking to Stella, but after a while I could tell she was still at the sink, and I didn’t want her to think I was having intestinal trouble or anything, so I finally flushed and came out. I washed my hands, planning on skedaddling right out of there without ever making eye contact with Stella in the mirror, only she made contact first. Of course she did.

“I like your jeans.”

That’s what she said.

Which was pretty surprising. I mean, I could count on no hands the number of nice things Stella had ever said to me in my lifetime.

“Uh, thanks,” I said back.

“Where’d you get them?” she asked. I was still rinsing the soap off my hands.

“I made them,” I told her. “Well, you know, the patches part.” The jeans I was wearing were a too-big pair I’d found at the thrift store that I’d sawed the bottoms off with a pair of scissors, and then I’d stuck on a bunch of Scouting patches, mostly to hide some stains. The jeans were uneven and kind of weird, but I loved them. “Kaia gave me this fabric tape, so I didn’t even have to sew them on.” I’m not sure why I kept talking. I think I was still freaked out about having a mildly pleasant conversation with Stella Brymner, and my mouth wasn’t sure what to do about it.

Stella stared down at my legs, like she was taking in all the information I’d given her. I’m not sure what she was planning on doing with it. She didn’t say anything.

“Uh, anyway,” I said after a while, because my hands were clean and there were never any paper towels in the paper towel dispenser, so, really, my business was finished there. “See you around.”

“You were really good at auditions.”

That’s what Stella said next.

I wasn’t expecting that, either.

“Oh,” I said. I was trying to figure out what to do with my hands, because they were still sopping wet, and normally I would’ve wiped them off on my jeans, but that seemed like a weird thing to do in front of Stella since she’d just been admiring them. “Cool. Thanks.” I ended up just letting my hands hang in front of me, like I had little T. rex arms.

Stella nodded. She was still putting on lip gloss, which she’d been doing since the beginning of our conversation. One of the reasons I didn’t wear makeup was that I couldn’t begin to understand how it could possibly take five whole minutes to smear a little bit of goo on your lips.

“You’re really funny,” Stella went on. “You have great delivery.”

And that startled me more than anything. The only thing Stella had ever said to me about my acting was at camp last summer, when she told me I wasn’t nearly as bad at pantomime as she would’ve expected.

“Oh. I…” Maybe I’d been wrong about Stella, that’s what I was thinking. All this time. Maybe somehow she was actually… nice? “Thanks. I mean, Irene’s not that funny. That’s the part I want. But that was nice. Of you. To say.” I was beginning to talk like a robot who’d gotten iced tea spilled on its circuit board.

Stella checked on her lips one more time, pressing them together then pulling them apart, with that lip-glossy “Muhwack!” sound. “Didn’t you see the cast list?” she asked. And I must’ve looked more confused than ever, because she added, “Mr. C. just posted it.”

“He did?” How had Kaia and I missed that? I had to tell her right away. I had to race out to the field and resist the urge to check Mr. C.’s room first, so Kaia and I could find out our parts togeth—

“You’re Dolly,” Stella said. She was still looking into the mirror. But she was watching me.

I laughed. “Yeah, right.” Stella was messing with me, obviously. “Everyone knows you’re gonna get Dolly. You always get the lead.”

Stella only shrugged. “Usually,” she said. “But this time, you got it.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. This might’ve been the meanest trick she’d ever tried to play on me.

But Stella wasn’t about to stop talking because of a little eye-narrowing. “Anyway, I think Mr. C. was right, giving it to you.”

And before I could say anything else—like, you know, Nice try, liar—Stella went on.

“Even if you will have to cover up your scar.”

That’s what she said. And while I just stood there, stupidly, staring at her, she spun the cap back on her lip gloss, stuck it in her pocket, said, “Later!” and left me alone in the girls’ bathroom.







HOW TO FEEL

Stella hadn’t been messing with me.

“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!” Kaia was practically hyperventilating as we stared at the cast list stuck to Mr. C.’s door. She kept grabbing at my arm, jumping up and down. She was going to make me fall over. “I can’t believe this, Fallon. It’s amazing. You’re amazing! Can you believe it? You’re gonna be Dolly!”

“I…” I wasn’t exactly sure how to feel. I knew I should feel excited, obviously. I was the lead of the school play. That was something anyone would be excited about. So why wasn’t I jumping up and down, like Kaia?

“I guess I’m kind of in shock,” I said at last. Which must’ve been the reason. For weeks I’d been so focused on being an Irene-and-Minnie duo with Kaia, and now, instead, Kaia was going to be Minnie along with Penelope Washington’s Irene. “How did this even happen?”

“Who knows?” Kaia replied. “Who cares? You’re definitely getting Best Actress in the yearbook now. No question.”

The second bell rang, and the last of the lunch stragglers scrambled into their classrooms. Kaia and I were officially late for Pre-Algebra. Still, neither of us budged. “Oh. My. God,” Kaia declared for the fortieth time. “Stella got Ermengarde!” She jabbed at the list. “Such a nothing role. I bet she’s furious.” Kaia wasn’t even attempting to hide her glee.

That’s when one of the eighth-grade teachers turned the corner and spotted us. “Girls!” she hollered. “Didn’t you hear the bell? Where are you supposed to be?”

Kaia laced her arm through mine and turned in the direction of the math-sciences wing. “Come on, Dolly,” she said in her fanciest voice.

And at last, I allowed myself a smile. I was going to play Dolly Levi. The lead of the frickin’ play. That, I decided, was nothing but thrilling.

Kaia and I skipped the whole way to class.







BLINK

I must’ve been pretty overwhelmed still about the Hello, Dolly! news by the time school got out, because I completely forgot to take the scenic route home. Walked the same old way I normally did, when it was fall, spring, and summer. And I didn’t even realize I’d gone the wrong way until I turned the corner onto Rosemary Lane, one block from home, and found myself smack in front of the Bennys’ house.

Even though it was January already, there were tons of Christmas lights still up, all over town. But the Bennys were the worst. They didn’t just put up a couple of measly strings of lights, oh no. Their entire house was outlined in them, both stories. And they didn’t use the regular white lights, either, or even the plain multicolored ones. The Bennys always had the blinking multicolored ones.

Red all together.

Blue all together.

Green together.

Yellow.

Then red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

My chest twisted hard as I raced to the end of the block. I didn’t stop running till I was safely home. Then I unlocked the door and stuffed myself inside the house, slamming the door behind me, willing myself to breathe normally.

I really, really hated Christmas.







THRILLING

Mom completely flipped as soon as I told her my news. “You’re Dolly?” she screeched, jerking up in bed.

“Mom, relax!” I replied. “It’s not worth having a seizure over.”

“It might be,” she joked. But she lowered her head back to her pillow and returned the cold pack to her forehead.

Mom didn’t actually get seizures, but she did have to be extra careful about “expending energy.” There were some days where walking to the mailbox on the corner to mail a letter was no big deal, and there were other days where doing the exact same thing landed her flat on her back in bed for a week afterward. You never knew when a trip to the mailbox was going to be a trip to the mailbox, and when it was going to be an ultramarathon. Today was an ultramarathon day, obviously. When I’d come home, Mom had been lying in the dark in the downstairs guest room, which meant she’d needed to collapse but hadn’t had the energy to get upstairs to her own bed. Fortunately, Dad would be home soon, so I wouldn’t have to worry about dinner all on my own.

“I’m super proud of you, you know,” she told me from underneath her cold pack. Her voice was thinner than usual, even I could hear that.

“Thanks,” I said. I folded my feet under me so I was sitting cross-legged on top of the quilt. It was patchwork, squares and triangles in soft blues on a white background. Mom’s mom had sewn it years and years ago, and it was soft and crinkly and the perfect snuggly spot for chilly evenings. I never knew my grandmother—she died before I was born—but whenever Mom talked about her, I pictured her soft and comforting, just like that quilt.

“When do rehearsals start?”

“Tuesday.” I lifted my head a little higher. Mom’s excitement about my news was making me more excited, too. Now that more people were finding out, the prospect of being up on that stage, belting out those songs… well, it was terrifying. But thrilling, too. “I’m gonna see if I can find the script online,” I told her. “You wanna help me memorize my lines? I mean, if you’re up for it.”

“It’s a date,” Mom agreed. “You and me, all day Sunday. We can stuff our faces full of mint Oreos and go over the script backward and forward. It’ll be fun.” She placed the ice pack beside her on the bed and lifted her arms to roll her hands in little circles, turning her wrists one way, then the other. I wondered how long she’d been in bed today. “We could definitely use something fun to do after the funeral.”

“Definitely,” I agreed.

“You’re going to need a dress, by the way,” Mom said after that. She lowered her arms and closed her eyes, even though she was still talking. I was used to it. On Crash Days, even the dimmest of lights bothered her brain. “I can pick you up tomorrow and we’ll hit up some shops, okay?”

I nodded, but then realized Mom didn’t see it, so I muttered, “Yep. Great.” Normally I loved clothes shopping, but looking for something for a funeral sounded about as fun as going to a theme park to read all the safety signs. Anyway, chances were if she was feeling this rotten today, she wouldn’t be up for driving tomorrow, so maybe I’d get out of it. “I wonder what I’ll get to wear in the play,” I said. Because talking about the school musical was way better than discussing funerals.

“Ooh,” Mom said, pulling the quilt up to her chin. “Me too.” Snuggled under her blanket, her eyes still closed, she looked like a little kid. But she still talked like my mom. “In the movie, Dolly has such great outfits.”

I flopped onto my side. “I know, right?” I said. “Miss Carpenter’s in charge of costumes again this year, I think, and she always goes all out. I hope I get one of those bustle things that makes your dress stick out huge in the back—those are so weird. Can you believe in the eighteen hundreds ladies wanted to look like they had enormous butts?”

Mom snorted. “Fashion has never made much sense to me,” she admitted.

We chatted for a little longer, but I could tell the conversation was making Mom more tired, so I decided to let her rest. “I’ve got homework,” I said, which wasn’t not true.

“Okay, kiddo,” she said. Eyes still closed. “Your dad should be home soon, so he’ll be in charge of dinner. Don’t worry about me, all right?”

“Sure,” I told her as I left the room. That was a lie, though, obviously.

Who wouldn’t worry about their mom if they were as sick as mine?







SNIFFLES

It was the first week of June last year, when Mom got sick—although none of us realized nearly how sick she was going to be. Mom had woken up that Tuesday morning and said she wasn’t feeling great, maybe she was catching a cold or something, so just in case, she’d called in sick to work. She was a dental hygienist back then, and a good one, too. (She wasn’t like Caitlyn, the other hygienist who worked at Dr. Palmer’s office and would make your gums ache so bad after a cleaning that you’d consider yanking all your teeth out so you’d never need to go to the dentist again.)

But by the end of the week, Mom still wasn’t feeling any better. And by the time I left for camp the week after that, she was still sick. The doctor said it didn’t seem like anything serious, just some sniffles that were hanging on longer than normal.

Boy, did those sniffles hang on.

When Mom and Dad came to Hollanoak Theater Camp’s end-of-season production to witness my not-even-close-to-star turn as Chorus Girl 17, I didn’t notice at first that anything was wrong. They hadn’t mentioned anything in their letters over the summer. But in the middle of “Sit Down, You’re Rockin’ the Boat,” I happened to look out into the audience. And I realized that Mom wasn’t sitting next to Dad anymore, like she had been, with her head resting on his shoulder.

“Where’s Mom?” I asked Dad after the show. He’d given me a huge bouquet of tulips—my favorite—and I was waving over Kaia so she could meet my parents.

“Oh,” he said, “she was a little tired. Had to lie down.”

Turns out, where she had to lie down was in the camp infirmary. Turns out, she’d been doing a lot of lying down while I was away. And no one had thought to tell me.

“We just figured I’d get better,” Mom replied when I got mad about the whole not-telling-her-daughter-about-a-monthslong-illness thing. “And then we didn’t want to worry you. It’s not anything serious, anyway.” She said this while lying flat on her back on the cot in Sick Bay Number Two. She had an ice pack over her eyes to stop her migraine from trying to drill a hole through her brain.

No one knew what it was, that’s what I’d learned on the drive home from camp. Mom had been to thirteen doctors that summer—thirteen!—and no one could seem to explain why some mornings she got so tired just from brushing her teeth that she had to take a nap after. “This just happens to people sometimes after they get a virus,” one doctor had told her. But when Mom asked that doctor what she was supposed to do about it, he’d only shrugged and said, “Stop worrying so much. It’s probably more in your head than anything.”

“You really don’t look sick.” That’s what Dr. Palmer said when he told Mom she’d used up all her sick leave.

Now Mom didn’t work for Dr. Palmer anymore. She didn’t do much of anything anymore, except go to doctor’s appointments that didn’t seem to make a difference, and help me with school projects when her brain was working well enough that Pre-Algebra didn’t fry it like an egg. Sometimes she’d help Dad with dinner. He’d found her a high-backed stool so she could sit at the counter while she chopped.

She was trying to get better, she really was. I knew she was doing her best to be the exact same mom she was before.

But she wasn’t the same, that was the truth. And sometimes it was ultramarathon-exhausting trying to pretend she was.







THE DOG ON THE TABLE

After dinner Dad asked if I wanted to run to the store with him, which didn’t sound particularly fun, but studying for my vocab test sounded worse, so I agreed. It had just started raining, but I hadn’t realized it when I grabbed my coat, so I got the one without the hood. I pulled my collar up to cover my neck, and raced to the car so I wouldn’t get soaked.

The rain was pounding so hard that it didn’t make any sense to turn on the radio, so the whole way to Stater Bros. we mostly sat in silence. That wasn’t unusual. Dad and I had already done more talking than normal at dinner when I’d told him about being Dolly. Mom usually filled in the gaps in our conversations, but she’d been too tired for dinner that night.

The wipers whacked a rhythm against the windshield. Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a. I tried to think of something to talk about.

The thing about my dad was that he would talk when the topic interested him. Otherwise he was fine just sitting in silence. Me, not so much. Too much silence made me itch.

Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a.

The streetlights stabbed through the darkness, and the rain on the windshield refracted the colors, so they took up even more space in my vision than they should have.

Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a.

I watched a bead of rain crawl down the glass of the passenger’s window. I could see my reflection behind it, and for a second there it looked like the raindrop was going to follow the exact path of my scar. I shifted a little in my seat so it would travel somewhere else.

Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a.

Maybe it would rain so much that the entire graveyard where Uncle Geebie was supposed to be buried on Saturday would flood, I thought, and I’d get to skip out on his funeral.

Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a.

Although if that happened, they’d probably just reschedule it.

Whack-a, whack-a, whack-a, whack-a.

“How’s French going?” I asked Dad, glad I’d finally thought of something to talk about. It still blew my mind that Dad voluntarily went back to school, when I would’ve paid about a billion dollars to leave it. He’d always seemed happy enough being a cop. But last spring he surprised everyone when he said he was going to go back to finish his degree. He was working reduced hours at the station now, mostly doing paperwork, he said, and he took classes at the local community college whenever he could squeeze them in.

“The class is okay,” Dad replied. “I have a test on Friday.”

“Say something Frenchy,” I told him. Because it kind of cracked me up that my giant bear of a father was learning such a frilly-sounding language. He said it was the only intro language course that fit in his schedule.

Dad cleared his throat. And then, in his best French accent (which was awful, by the way), he said, “Le chien est sur la table.”

“What does that mean?”

He laughed his big bear laugh. “‘The dog is on the table.’” Then he paused. “I think.”

“Very useful,” I told him.

“I thought so, too,” he said.

And then we turned into the Stater Bros. parking lot, and that was the end of the conversation.







NOT ONE BIT

Apparently one of the things Dad needed to pick up while we were at the store was tampons for Mom. I knew that because we stood in the Health and Beauty aisle for what felt like twenty minutes while Dad darted his gaze back and forth between the shelf and the photo on his phone of the box Mom already had in the medicine cabinet at home.

Finally I couldn’t take it anymore and decided to throw him a bone. “Here,” I said. I grabbed the phone out of his hand and immediately located the matching box on the shelf. I threw it in the cart.

“Thanks,” Dad said. He looked relieved. But just as quickly, his face turned worried again. “Do you need any, uh, feminine hygiene products?” he asked me.

I rolled my eyes. “Oh my god, Dad, just say tampons. Or pads. Or period underwear.”

His eyes grew enormous at the phrase “period underwear.”

“And no, for the record,” I went on. “I don’t. I haven’t started my period yet.”

His eyes got even bigger at the idea of his own daughter’s hypothetical future period, I guess.

“Oh my god, Dad,” I said. This was getting ridiculous. “It’s not 1952. You should be able to talk about this stuff without freaking out.” I was kind of trolling him but kind of serious, too. My dad barely ever got embarrassed. “If it helps, you could say it in French.” I put on my own French accent, which was two thousand times better than my dad’s. “Tam-PON.” When I saw Dad’s eyes flicker to the older couple down the aisle, I said it even louder. “Tam-PON!”

“All right, all right!” Dad said. But he was laughing. And beet red. “You’ve made your point, Fallon. I’ll try to get better at saying it.”

But I wasn’t done with the trolling. “Saying what?” I asked.

Dad shuffled his feet. “Tampon,” he mumbled ridiculously. Then he shifted down the aisle over toward the Tylenol, where he was clearly more comfortable. I followed him.

“Why did you think I’d started my period already?” I asked.

Dad studied the back of one of the bottles instead of looking at me. “I figured maybe you had, and only told your mom. I didn’t want to pry. But I wanted you to have the things you needed, if you needed them.”

“You mean tampons,” I said.

He grunted at me. But I could tell he found me amusing.

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “When I do start my period, I’ll be sure to let you know. I’ll get a bullhorn,” I added. Because the older couple was getting closer, and you could tell they did think it was 1952 and were not enjoying our conversation. “So I can let the whole neighborhood know that”—I turned to be in better earshot of the couple—“I NEED TAMPONS!”

And when I said that last part (okay, shouted it, really), I swear the old lady grabbed her husband’s arm and sniffed, “Well, I never!” and they darted to another aisle.

Even Dad had to laugh at that one.

“They’re just things people need for their periods,” I said to Dad once they’d scuttled away. “It’s not like I was cursing. Imagine if I shouted ‘toilet paper!’ and they acted like that. Tampons are only stigmatized because they’re for women.”

The look on Dad’s face then, it was super thoughtful. “You’re right,” he said. And he sounded almost surprised about it. “Look at you, my little feminist.” He tousled my hair.

I didn’t hate it.

When we got to the checkout line, the old couple was right in front of us. Dad didn’t notice at first, but I did. The woman was flipping through a tabloid while her husband plopped their groceries on the conveyor belt. There were discount Christmas mugs for sale on a shelf right next to the magazines. I wanted to knock them all off so they’d shatter on the floor, but I didn’t.

“Can you believe this?” the woman said. She held the magazine open for her husband to see. It was a photo of some actress or other, I couldn’t tell. “Who gets that much work done? And at her age! They say she’s had at least two facelifts already.”

And I don’t know why, but I stepped forward, just past the Christmas mugs, so I could get right up close to the old lady. Probably because it bothered me that she was wound up so tight. Maybe because I didn’t like her judging the whole world.

She jumped when she saw me.

I shuffled a little closer to the woman’s ear, like I was about to share some big secret. And I told her, “I got my first facelift when I was five.” And then, when she looked at my face all horrified, I winked.

The woman shoved the magazine back in the rack and cried “Henry!” and scooched closer to her husband. Then she acted really interested in packing up their groceries, and when they were finally ready to go, she grabbed Henry’s arm again and snuffed at me till she was sure I saw and said, “You are a rude young lady.” Then she shifted her glare to my dad. “I hope you’ll be teaching your daughter some better manners.”

And my dad looked right at that snit of an old lady and told her, “Actually, ma’am, she’s been teaching me.”

As the lady scurried off with another “Well, I never!” I helped my dad bag all the groceries. He didn’t say anything the whole time, even after he paid. Or as we were walking to the car. Or on the ride home. I was going to say something, but it was still raining and the windshield wipers were too loud, and anyway, I was pretty tired. It had been a long day.

But when we were parked in our driveway, as I reached for my door to get out of the car, Dad said, “Fallon?”

I turned to look at him.

“Don’t ever change.” That’s what he said. “Not one bit. Got it?”

“Sure thing,” I told him. And then: “You either.”







CHANGING

Okay, so I’d been lying when I told that old lady I’d had a facelift. But only sort of. Because even though they weren’t technically facelifts, I’d had more facial reconstruction than any Hollywood actress could ever imagine.

I had four surgeries immediately after the accident. I don’t remember any of them, because I was only five and, you know, there was some stressful stuff happening. But I’ve seen the pictures. I look like some demented demon child in most of them, with my face all mangled and bruised. Mom’s eyelids are puffy in all the pictures, from crying, I guess, and Dad’s skin is a weird gray color. We all look pretty scary.

But I don’t remember any of that.

I don’t remember staying in the hospital for months and months. I don’t remember my parents having to take time off work so they could sit next to me in my hospital bed, every day and every night, too. I don’t remember the exercises I had to do afterward, to get my face to move the right way again—relearning how to frown and wink and all those normal face things most people would never even think twice about. I hear Mom and Dad talking about it sometimes, when they think I’m not listening, but for the most part I think they’d be glad to forget it, too.

I do remember some of the surgeries after. Every few years, as my face grows along with the rest of me, the doctors have to go in and adjust the line of my scar so that my skin and muscles have the space they need to move. I have more surgeries in my future, since I’m not done growing yet, but the doctors said I can put them off a little longer. If I had my way, I’d put them off forever. Because every time they cut me open, my scar changes. Just like a river, my scar is moving, shifting, all the time, even if most people wouldn’t notice. And every time my scar changes, my face does, too.

Everyone changes as they get older, obviously—their face, their body, even their personality. So it makes sense that I’d change, too. It was only natural.

But sometimes I wished I got to have more control over who I changed into.







CHARITY

No matter how hard I tried to be excited about the play, I couldn’t get past the feeling that something about Mr. C.’s casting was a little bit… strange. So Thursday, while we were eating lunch in the cafeteria, I told Trent and Kaia I had to pee, but instead I went to the teachers’ lounge next door and waited outside.

No kids were allowed inside the teachers’ lounge—there was a big sign on the door and everything—so I couldn’t just knock, and I felt awkward standing around, so I pretended I was tying my shoe. Which didn’t make a whole lot of sense, I realized, because why would someone walk all the way to that corner of the building where there wasn’t really anything else besides some eighth-grade lockers, just to tie their shoe? Not to mention I was wearing Uggs, which didn’t even have laces. But the few people who did walk by didn’t seem to think anything of it. Even Mr. Drudak, who stepped out of the teachers’ lounge while I was pretend-tying my boots and then went back in five minutes later when I was still at it, didn’t say anything. He was too focused on slurping his cup of noodles to be concerned by some seventh-grade girl with shoe problems, I guess.

Finally, about ten minutes before the bell was supposed to ring, the door swung open and out stepped Mr. Castiglioni. He was by himself, which I was glad for.

“Hey!” I said, leaping up from my shoe-tying crouch and starting after him down the hall. “Mr. C.!”

He turned. “Oh, Fallon,” he said. I guess he hadn’t noticed me by the door, either. Apparently I was very unnoticeable. “How are you?”

“Good. How are you?”

Mr. C. had kept on walking down the hall while I was starting to talk, but now he stopped again. “I’m good, too, thanks,” he said. He paused, but I could tell he was going to say something else, so I didn’t reply. “But you didn’t wait out here all lunch just to ask how I’m doing.”

It wasn’t a question, technically, but we both kind of knew it was.

“No.” I looked down at my Uggs. They were an old, slightly scuffy pair I’d found with Kaia at the thrift store that we’d decorated with pink paint on star-shaped stamps. It wasn’t the finest work of art or anything, but I was proud of them. “I had, um, a question.”

Mr. C. was tall, with pale white skin and long, thin blondish hair that he wore in a low ponytail. He was almost totally bald on top, so it was like he was holding on to his hair where he could, I guess. Anyway, he was one of the nicest teachers. Everyone liked him.

I liked him.

“Yes?” he asked me. He wasn’t being pushy, just wondering what the question was that I waited around all lunch to ask and then wasn’t asking.

I opened my mouth, then closed it.

That didn’t seem to weird out Mr. C. or anything. He just said, “I have to set some stuff up in my room for choir. Why don’t you come with me and we can talk there?”

I nodded and followed.

It wasn’t far to the music room, where Mr. C. taught. That’s because the choir room was actually part of the cafeteria, they’d just closed up one end with the folding wall and left it that way permanently. So the floors were the same fake checkerboard tile as in the cafeteria, and it smelled like hash browns inside, even on days when the cafeteria wasn’t serving hash browns. Mr. C. liked to call it the “multi-useless room.”

“If you scooch the music stands to that corner over there, I’ll stack chairs,” Mr. C. said when he unlocked the door. The room was still set up for band, which made me remember that when I’d had fifth-period lunch last year, you could always hear the trumpets squawking and oboes squeaking while you were munching pizza. Behind the chairs that were set up for band was a small set of risers, which I guess is where the choir kids practiced. I wasn’t sure why they couldn’t have regular chairs, too, but I didn’t bother to ask.

“So,” Mr. C. said as I picked up the black metal music stands two at a time and pushed them into the corner by the instruments closet. “You had a question for me?”

“Yeah.” There was nothing to do but spit it out. “Uh.” I wasn’t sure what was taking me so long. “How come you cast me as Dolly?”

Mr. C. dropped two chairs down onto the stack with a clank. “Because you rocked your audition,” he replied. Like it was that simple.

“Yeah, but…” I trailed off. “I mean, did Stella have strep throat or something? She always gets the lead. And she should, obviously. She’s great. So if she had strep throat on the day of her audition, you should probably give her another chance. She’s a really strong singer.”

You could tell Mr. C. was trying not to look at me like I had three heads, but he was struggling a bit. He was probably wondering when I’d turned into Stella Brymner’s personal publicist. “You’re a strong singer, Fallon,” he said.

“Sure.” I waved him off. I wasn’t a professional or anything, but I knew I was pretty good. Sometimes I recorded myself on my laptop and played it back to make sure I was hitting all the notes of a song with my best “vocal expression”—that’s what Mr. C. called it. “But I’m not, like, lead-of-the-school-musical good.” I wasn’t even good enough to post any of the videos I made online, like some of the other theater kids did.

(Although I was pretty sure that even if I was good enough, I would never post any videos online.)

“Well, I would argue with that assessment,” Mr. C. replied, picking up another chair. “Obviously.”

“Okay, but…” I knew something was up, and I wasn’t leaving till he admitted it. “Last year I was a tree. I didn’t have any lines.” That was in The Wizard of Oz. The only good part of being a tree was that I got to throw an apple at Stella. “And Stella was Dorothy.” The Cedar Haven Herald had called her performance “revelatory.”

They did not mention the trees.

“And?” Mr. C. asked. It was clearly a What’s your point, Fallon? sort of “And?”

“And…” I wasn’t sure why I had to say it. “You just don’t go from being a tree with no lines to the lead in one year.” It didn’t make sense. I knew it, and Mr. C. knew it, and I wanted him to say it.

But maybe he didn’t know it, because he turned around and squinted at me. “You asked to be a tree last year, Fallon. And you understudied the Wicked Witch. Which you were phenomenal at, by the way.”

This was true. “But witches and trees…” My neck felt sweaty under the collar of my sweatshirt. I was mad that he was making me say it out loud. He should be the one to say it. “They’re different from Dolly.”

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Of course they are,” he said. He sat on a small stack of chairs and waited for me to go on.

I didn’t want to.

But I did.

“It’s just…” I stuck my hands in the back pockets of my overalls. Rehearsals were set to start on Tuesday, and I was super excited about it. I really was. It was the one thing propelling me through the weekend, with stupid Uncle Geebie’s stupid funeral. But still… “With a tree,” I said, “or a witch, no one’s going to think too much about a scar.” I said it softly because it was hard, getting the words out. “But with Dolly…”

I’d wanted to be Irene so badly. She had lines, and a song, and she got to wear hats.

Mr. C. frowned at me.

“Leading ladies can have scars,” he said. And his words were soft, too, even though they didn’t seem nearly as hard to get out as mine had been.

I shook my head. I knew what he was trying to say. But the world didn’t work like that, even if you wanted it to. “They can. They don’t, though.”

“Fallon…”

“I’m serious,” I told him. It wasn’t like my scar was something I had only just started thinking about. But ever since Uncle Geebie’s accident, I could’ve sworn the thing was standing out way more than it had before. I’d even caught myself in the bathroom a few times, poking at it, wondering if it had really gotten darker and thicker or if I was just hallucinating.

I pushed a line of dust off one of the music stands. “Think about it. How many movies have you seen where the romantic lead has a fat, giant scar across her face? None,” I answered for him. “I mean, maybe I could be the lead of a play about a lady who survives a giant explosion at a fish factory or something, and she ends up going to night school to study law so she can sue the company…” I was rambling, and I knew it. But I also knew I had a point. “But I can’t be the lead of a silly musical about a lady in the eighteen hundreds who arranges marriages.”

“Of course you can, Fallon,” Mr. C. said. He was being really obtuse about the whole thing, and I was starting to get frustrated. “Your audition was incredible. When you act, you become your character. Fallon Little disappears. You have this amazing talent of knowing a character from the inside out. That’s a rare gift in a seventh grader.”

“But—”

“And your dancing, well, it needs some work,” Mr. C. went on, “but nothing we can’t improve with rehearsal. And you have good vocal range, and beautiful expression, and comic timing that you simply can’t teach.” He clasped his hands in front of him, like that was that. “I wouldn’t have cast you if you weren’t right for the role, Fallon. As far as I’m concerned, you were the only choice for the part.”

I frowned again. “But if I’m up there playing Dolly”—I waved my hand next door to where the stage was in the cafeteria—“then the whole time, everyone’s going to be thinking, ‘How did Dolly Levi get that giant scar? Would someone with a scar that big even get to be a matchmaker back then?’”

“Fallon…” Mr. C. looked concerned, and I didn’t need that. Not right now.

“I’m not saying I think that,” I assured him. “I’m saying the audience is gonna think that. And you’re the one who always tells us that the key to a good performance is pulling the audience into the story.” I threw my arms in the air. “I don’t want to be responsible for ruining the musical for everyone.”

But Mr. C. still didn’t get it. “Fallon. I’m not going to say that no one will notice you have a scar when you’re up onstage. But what I am telling you is that five minutes into the show, your performance is going to blow their socks off, and they’ll never think about it again. You are going to be the best Dolly Levi this town has ever seen.”

It wasn’t worth pointing out that I was probably the only Dolly Levi this town had ever seen.

“And not for nothing,” Mr. C. went on, “but your scar? It gives you character. And what actress wouldn’t want more of that?”

“Look,” I told him. Because I wasn’t getting less irritated. “If you cast me to make a point, that’s fine. I just want to know.”

“What point would I be making?” Mr. C. asked. He seemed generally confused.

I puffed my cheeks out. “That people with scars can act, too, or something?” I said. I wasn’t having trouble getting my words out now. They were coming loud and fast. “That even disfigured people can be matchmakers? I don’t know. It’s just…” I bit my lip for a second, thinking. “I guess I don’t really care if you cast me as some sort of charity case or whatever.” I blinked. “I’m happy to get the lead no matter how I got it. I just think you should be honest about it, is all.”

Mr. C. took a deep breath then, as though he really had to think about what he was going to say next.

“You were the best person for the part, Fallon,” he said. And he had the nerve to look serious about it, too. “No one thinks you need charity.”

All of a sudden I felt prickles in the corners of my eyes, like I was about to cry, and that made me more annoyed than anything because I knew if I started bawling, Mr. C. would think I was sad, which I wasn’t, instead of frustrated, which I was, and then he’d think I needed even more charity, which I didn’t.

“Whatever,” I told him in a huff. I turned toward the door. “I gotta go finish my lunch.” The bell rang right as I said that, which made it clear that that wasn’t going to happen.

“Fallon…” I could hear Mr. C.’s stack of chairs squeaking against the linoleum as he stood up. But I was out the door and into the crowded hallway before he reached me, and once I was swallowed up by the sea of students bumping shoulders on their way to their next classes, I knew our conversation was officially over.







CHARACTER

All through Pre-Algebra, while we were supposed to be changing fractions into decimals, I couldn’t stop that word from rolling around in my brain:

Character.

Not for nothing, but your scar gives you character. That’s what Mr. C. had said. And what actress wouldn’t want more of that?

Character.

Character.

Did my scar give me character? That’s what I was wondering.

Did I even want character?

(If Uncle Geebie had given it to me, I was pretty positive I didn’t.)

The word was rolling around in my brain so hard, knocking every Pre-Algebra thought right out of there, that while we were supposed to be working on Unit 22 in the Mathtastic! program on our in-class laptops, I opened up a new tab when I was sure Ms. Swain wasn’t looking and searched for the definition of “character.”

The aggregate of features and traits that form the individual nature of some person or thing. That’s what the online dictionary said. Which was not exactly helpful.

Moral or ethical quality. That was the second definition. And also not what Mr. C. had meant, obviously.

There were over a dozen different definitions for “character,” but none of them seemed right. So finally, I did another search for What does it mean when an actor has character? And I found a forum where people were discussing “the greatest character actors of all time.” Most of that wasn’t helpful, either. But just as I was about to give up and go back to fractions, I spotted a post by garfield2020, who said:

I think a face has “character” when it’s unusual, someone you recognize right away. Not necessarily handsome or pretty, but a face that shows the person has lived a unique life, and they have a distinct personality.

Lots of the other posters agreed with that, and then they started listing actors and actresses who had “faces with character.” I hadn’t heard of most of them, but I did recognize a couple, like Christina Ricci, who played Wednesday in the old Addams Family movies, and Willem Dafoe, who was the Green Goblin in the original Spider-Man films.

That’s when Ms. Swain started to walk by and check on everyone’s progress, so I had to switch back to Mathtastic! real quick.

But that word “character” was still rolling around in my brain.

I didn’t really like the “not necessarily pretty” part of garfield2020’s definition. And I was positive I didn’t want to look anything like the Green Goblin. But Wednesday Addams? That was a fun role, anyway. I could be unusual. I could be distinct. And she wasn’t not pretty. She just wasn’t usual.

So maybe Mr. C. was right, I thought. Maybe my scar did give me character. And maybe that wasn’t the worst thing ever.

Still.

The Green Goblin—he was a villain. And Wednesday Addams wasn’t a villain, exactly, but she did try to kill her brother multiple times and loved chopping the heads off dolls. And I started wondering… if you asked those actors on that list if they could’ve chosen not to have “character,” what they would’ve said.

Because maybe having character wasn’t the worst thing.

But it clearly wasn’t the best.







ANYWHERE ELSE

I was so busy looking for my mom in the parking lot after school got out that I didn’t even see Aunt Lune at first. It wasn’t until she stuck her head out the window of her Toyota Prius and shouted, “Fallon! Over here!” loud enough for the entire student body to turn their heads in her direction that I realized she was there to pick me up.

“What are you doing here?” I growled once I’d hustled over to her car. I didn’t want to go near her, but I also didn’t want her hollering anymore. “I thought Mom was supposed to come.”

On the list of all the people I’d want to hang out with on a Thursday afternoon, my mother’s sister was negative nine-hundred and fifty-six.

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

Aunt Lune reached over and opened the passenger side door, like I was incapable of opening it myself. “She’s having a bad Crash Day,” she said. “And your dad’s in class. So your mom called to see if I could take you dress shopping.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. I was not getting in that car. “I don’t actually need a new dress,” I told her. I let out a puff of breath to get some hair frizz out of my eyes. It just went right back to blinding me afterward, so I’m not sure why I bothered. “I can wear what I have on.”

Aunt Lune eyed me up and down. “You are not wearing overalls and”—she squinted—“fuzzy boots to my brother’s funeral.”

“They’re Uggs,” I corrected.

“Get in the car,” Aunt Lune replied.

I crossed my arms even tighter. “Look, I’m sorry Mom made you come all the way out here, but I really don’t need—”

“Do you want me to call her?” my aunt threatened, holding up her phone to prove she’d really do it. “I can wake her up from her nap, and get her into a long conversation about whether or not she wants me to do the thing she asked me to take off work and drive for an hour to do, and probably drain her of whatever energy she saved by getting me to do it, or”—she sucked in more air than seemed necessary, honestly—“you could save us all the trouble and just get in the damn car, Fallon.”

See, this was the problem with Aunt Lune. Aunts weren’t supposed to say things like “Get in the damn car.” They were supposed to bake cookies with you and teach you needlepoint. Or something, who knows—I obviously didn’t have any experience with kind aunts. Whenever Mom argued that her sister was in fact a lovely person and why couldn’t I just try to get along with her for Pete’s sake, I wished I could show her a recording of Aunt Lune ordering me to “get in the damn car.” But Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me have my own phone, so that was a whole other issue.

I let out a giant huff. I didn’t want to cause a scene and I didn’t want to bug Mom, so I had no choice. I got in the car.

“It’s nice to see you, too,” Aunt Lune grumbled as I settled into my seat.

I slammed the door shut.

“Your mom just wants you to look respectable at the funeral,” Aunt Lune went on. “Not like your usual… peculiar clothes.”

One time last year, when we were first becoming friends, Trent asked me something like, “So, um, why do you dress so weird?” (Trent’s not exactly known for his tact.) I wasn’t offended, though, because I knew that Trent wasn’t asking it in a mean way. I think he was genuinely curious. The day he asked me that, I was wearing a pink puffer vest over a long-sleeved shirt stamped all over with koalas blowing bubble gum, and a checkered green skort with knee-high rainbow toe socks. So I got it, what Trent was asking. The way I dressed wasn’t the same as anybody else. Still isn’t. And so that’s what I told Trent back then, something like, “I like weird.” Which was true. And it seemed like a good enough answer for Trent.

But after that, I got to thinking about it more. I guess I’d never really spent too much time wondering why I picked the clothes I did, why I liked what I liked, why those were the things that felt right on my body on any given day. I bet you’ve never really wondered that, either—why you like what you like. But the more I thought about it, the more I started to realize that, at least in some secret part of my brain, I must’ve decided to dress like that because it gave people a second descriptor to pin on me.

Our lit teacher last year, Ms. Emerson, was telling us about descriptors when we were reading Hatchet. She said it meant, like, the words or phrases that first popped into your head when you were trying to describe a character for someone who’d never read the book before. So for Brian in the book, some descriptors would probably be “brave” and maybe “creative.” Definitely “resourceful.” And for me—again, not that I’d ever even thought about it in the front part of my brain before Trent made me start to think it there—I bet that 99 percent of people I ever met, if they had to come up with a descriptor, the very first thing they’d say would be “the girl with the giant scar.”

I bet for a lot of people, that’d be the only thing they could think at all.

So, I guess by dressing weird, I was helping people out a little. Giving them another thing to remember about me—“the girl with the bizarro clothes.” That would never be the first descriptor in anyone’s head, obviously. I’d always be “the girl with the giant scar” first, before anything else. But at least people could have a second thing to put on their list. Something I could be in charge of. Maybe it wasn’t a lot, but it was something.

Anyway, that’s what I was thinking about as Aunt Lune yanked me past every clothing store in Cedar Haven’s shopping district—how she clearly wanted to change my descriptors. (The “shopping district” in Cedar Haven was one street in the center of town, and it was only four blocks long. I saw Trent’s mom working at Kitch’N’Thingz as we raced by, but Aunt Lune said we didn’t have a single second to stop and say hi. And she was always getting on my case about bad manners.) Finally, Aunt Lune pulled me into a shop that might as well have been named Ugly Clothes for Boring People. She made me try on every black dress the store had, even one that was clearly some sort of evening gown.

When I got to the last black dress in the boring store, Aunt Lune frowned at me in the mirror and asked the lady who’d been helping us, “You really don’t have anything else?” The lady shook her head, and Aunt Lune sighed. “Go try on the square-necked one again,” she told me.

“You said that made me look like I was wearing a trash bag,” I reminded Aunt Lune.

“I didn’t say that,” she argued.

I only shrugged. Disagreeing with Aunt Lune was a lot like punching yourself in the face.

When I came out again with the garbage-bag dress, Aunt Lune frowned worse than she had the last time. “It’s not… good,” she said, more to the dress than to me.

“Told you,” I replied. I glanced at myself in the full-length mirror. A face like mine just didn’t “go” with formal wear.

(I wasn’t making it up—my scar really was darker.)

(Or maybe it was just the horrible lighting in the dressing room.)

Aunt Lune ignored me, same as always. Instead she pinched the dress in at my waist, like there wasn’t a real live person standing inside it.

“The problem is you don’t have any hips,” she said. Again, to the dress. “You’ve got nothing to fill it out, so it just sags on you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You should be a motivational speaker,” I told her.

Aunt Lune huffed her for-goodness’-sake-Fallon sigh. “Can’t you be pleasant for one minute?” she said. “I’m trying to help you.”

“I think I’m a lost cause,” I replied.

For once, Aunt Lune agreed. After checking her watch for the millionth time, she announced that there was nothing in all of Cedar Haven that would look good on me, and maybe she could find some options online with overnight shipping.

“Sounds good,” I said. Which really meant Sounds like I can go home now.

Unfortunately, Aunt Lune decided that since she was in town, she might as well stay for dinner. She was like a bad cold that wouldn’t leave. I snarfed down my take-out orange chicken as quickly as possible and then said I had to study for a Life Science quiz, which we were definitely not having. Because when it came to Aunt Lune, I’d rather be anywhere else.







HILARIOUS

“Are you sure this is the movie you want to watch?” Trent asked when I clicked on the one I’d been searching for.

“My Girl,” I said. “Yeah. It’s supposed to be pretty good. Why? Have you seen it already?”

“No, but…” Trent scratched at his nose. “Did you read the description? It’s about a girl who lives at a funeral home.” He said that last part as though I’d picked a documentary about people who ate live rats. “You really want to watch a movie about funerals right before…” His eyes drifted across the half wall into the kitchen, where Dad was trying out a new recipe. Dad was so tall that from this angle we could only see up to his shoulders below the beam in the ceiling, so he was like the Headless Cook in there. “Um…”

“My dad knows about the funeral tomorrow, Trent,” I said, rolling my eyes. “It’s not some big secret. And yes, I read the description. Actually, that’s why I picked it. I googled ‘movies about funerals’ and this was the only one not rated R, so that’s what I picked.”

“Why the heck did you do that?” Trent wanted to know.

“Because someone”—I made my voice extra loud in the direction of the kitchen—“still thinks I can’t handle ‘more mature films.’” I lowered my voice after that. “He doesn’t know your mom let us watch all the Matrix movies.”

“No.” Trent shook his head. “Why would you want to watch a funeral movie in the first place?”

That was easy enough to answer. “I’ve never been to one,” I said. My grandpa had died when I was eight, but I’d been in the hospital for one of my surgeries. “I figured I should probably prepare myself before tomorrow.”

Trent tilted his head at the screen. The movie still was two blond-haired kids laughing. “You thought you’d prepare yourself with a movie about a girl named”—he squinted at the words—“Vada Sultenfuss that takes place in the 1970s? How’s that gonna help anything?”

“Look, we’re working with what we’ve got here,” I said, and I pressed Play. I knew Trent wouldn’t argue after that. I was generally the boss when it came to picking movies. “Now pass me the popcorn.”

My Girl was an okay movie. Trent and I watched while we ate our popcorn mixed with mini Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. (That had been Trent’s invention, and it was the perfect sweet-salty snack, because the hot popcorn made the chocolate just a little bit melty.) And Trent pretended to be annoyed when I stopped the movie to point out continuity errors, but we both knew he enjoyed spotting them nearly as much as I did.

“There!” I cried. I was slow to pause the film because I had to wipe some chocolate off my hand before I grabbed the remote, so I needed to rewind a bit after. “Look at Shelly’s hair!” Shelly was the new lady that Vada’s dad had hired to do dead people’s makeup for the funerals. Which sounded pretty gross to me—slapping makeup on dead people—but I didn’t even like putting makeup on myself, so what did I know? “One second ago it was wavy, and now it’s straight!”

“Huh,” Trent said, impressed.

I was good at this stuff. My dream job was to be a script supervisor in Hollywood. That was the person who checked the costumes and props and everything between takes, to make sure it was all consistent from shot to shot and scene to scene.

I pressed Play again. And three seconds later…

“Wavy again!” Trent and I said at the exact same time.

“Man, those guys who made this movie could’ve really used your skills,” Trent told me, and I smiled.

Pretty soon, Dad was done with the chopping stage of dinner-making and moved on to the stove, which involved turning on the overhead vent, and that was louder than a thousand cats in a swimming pool.

“Dad!” I hollered into the kitchen. “Can you turn that down? We can’t hear in here!”

He grunted and turned the fan down one notch. It didn’t help.

I mashed up the volume button. I was annoyed because I had a brand-new laptop that my parents had gotten me when I started seventh grade, so it would’ve been easy to just watch the movie with Trent in my room. But since I’d turned thirteen in the fall, my parents decided that when I had a boy over, we had to stay in the living room with “adult supervision.” Which was obviously a rule they only created because they were worried about Trent and me making out. But that was pretty messed up because, for one thing, my parents let Kaia and me hang out in my room unsupervised, so clearly they’d just assumed I was straight without even asking. And for another thing, if there ever was a boy I wanted to make out with—which there wasn’t at the moment, just for the record—it sure wouldn’t be Trent Zimmerman. Because even though Trent and I had only been best friends since last year, it felt like we’d known each other forever. Which basically made him my brother. So… ew.

And third, since when did the act of turning thirteen suddenly make me some damsel in distress who needed protecting? It was patriarchal nonsense, if you asked me.

But whatever. Parents made rules and kids had to follow them. Although I guess the good thing about my dad cranking up the fan to eleven was that he couldn’t hear us anymore.

“My parents said I can talk at the funeral, if I want.”

That’s what I said to Trent when I realized my dad couldn’t hear me.

“Talk about what?” Trent asked.

“Uncle Geebie,” I told him. “They said anyone who wants to can get up and share memories of him. And they said I can share a memory, too. If I want.”

“Uh…” Trent seemed unsure how to react to this information. “That’s, um…”

I snorted. “Don’t worry,” I said, waving him off. “I already said I didn’t want to.” The movie was still playing in the background as we talked. Vada Sultenfuss was trying to steal a cookie jar full of money. “Although wouldn’t it be hilarious if I got up in front of everyone who was saying all this nice stuff about him and was like”—I spread my arms wide—“my turn! And then I walloped them all with the actual truth about the guy they’d just been gushing over?” I laughed. “That would make a good movie.”

Sometimes Trent got this look on his face like he was my big brother and he was trying to figure out the best way to take care of me. Which was ridiculous, obviously, because he was only two months older than me, and anyway, Trent had a little brother, and all he did was pull pranks on him and give him noogies.

“Dude,” I said, ramming my shoulder into Trent’s so he’d snap out of it already. “I was joking. I’m not going to actually do that.”

“You should.”

That’s what Trent said.

I tossed some popcorn in my mouth. “Good one,” I told him.

“No.” He grabbed the remote from me and turned off the movie. “I’m not joking, Fallon. You should. Everyone deserves to know how you got your scar. Not just me. You should get up there and tell the truth.”

“No one wants to hear the truth about Uncle Geebie,” I said. I picked out some more kernels. “Believe me. They like him—liked him—just the way they think he was.”

Everyone knew Geebie had “mental health issues.” I didn’t know the details, but I’d heard my parents and Aunt Lune talking about it sometimes—how my uncle would go off his meds and disappear for months or years, not getting in touch with anyone. That’s what happened after the Scar Day. I didn’t see him again until I was seven, and all healed up, and he was back to being regular old Uncle Geebie, and it was hard to believe he’d ever been that guy on the swing that New Year’s Eve morning.

But mostly, everyone had always seemed worried for Uncle Geebie when he had those “episodes.” No one ever suspected that he might do anything bad. Anything awful. Anything that might totally change the entire course of his niece’s life. Why would anyone but me ever suspect anything like that?

Trent was still examining my face. “Well, maybe it doesn’t matter if anyone wants the truth or not. It’s your truth. If you want to tell it, you should.”

It wasn’t like it hadn’t occurred to me already, to drop a truth bomb at the funeral instead of just joke about it. Because maybe it would be a relief to have everyone finally know some of my secrets. Not just the third-biggest one—the one I’d told Trent—but the biggest one, too. The idea of telling a room full of mostly strangers those things was terrifying. Goose-bumps-on-my-arms, fire-on-my-cheeks, tears-in-my-eyes kind of terrifying. But it was also… There was a part of me that felt like if I finally told the truth about Uncle Geebie, it’d be over. I’d never have to worry about anyone finding out those secrets anymore, because they wouldn’t be secrets. And if I told people now, Uncle Geebie couldn’t argue, because he was dead. So really, what better time was there?

Trent was still looking at me with this expression on his face like he was just positive I had the guts to go through with it. “I’ll be right there,” he told me. He must’ve been reading my mind and knew that I was really thinking about it. “So if you get nervous, you can just look out into the audience at me and know that I’m on your side, no matter what.”

I thought about that. “I don’t think they call it an ‘audience’ at a funeral home.”

Trent would not be sidetracked. “No matter what,” he repeated.

I didn’t say anything right away. I started the movie up again and we watched for a while longer. But then, without saying anything, I flicked it off.

“Hey, Dad!” I called out into the kitchen.

My dad turned down the vent.

“You say something, Fallon?”

Trent was giving me a thumbs-up, a big you-got-this grin on his face. Like somehow he’d known what I was going to do all along.

“I think maybe I do want to talk at the funeral!” I shouted to my dad.

Dad bent down so I could see his face. “That’s great!” he shouted back. “I’ll tell your mom.”

When he went back to cooking, I turned to Trent. His gaze had never left my face.

“You really think you’ll do it?” he asked me.

I unpaused the movie. “Maybe,” I told him.

But I was grinning.

“Cool,” Trent replied. And then he reached into the popcorn bowl, shouted, “Geronimo!,” and tossed a handful into the air, attempting to catch it all in his mouth. Popcorn and mini Reese’s flew everywhere, and he managed to snag exactly zero of them. And even though we had to pause the movie again and spend ten minutes checking under all the couch cushions and everywhere for Reese’s while Squillo did his best to escape my clutches and gobble them up… I still didn’t mind. As far as I was concerned, it was the perfect Friday evening.







STRAWBERRY MILKSHAKE

Aunt Lune met us at our house so we could all ride to the funeral together, which I was not thrilled about. But then I found out we were going in a limo, and that was pretty thrilling. I’d never been in a limo before. I tried all the buttons, which I thought would make one of the adults yell at me, but I guess they were too busy being sad.

Mom was sitting next to Dad on the bench across from Aunt Lune and me, and she was already looking beat. Her head was resting on Dad’s shoulder. Their hands were wrapped together. Dad was wearing his black suit, and Mom had on this flowy long black dress she used to wear all the time for date nights. She’d gained some weight since she’d gotten sick, though, so now the dress didn’t fit quite right, with puckers along the side where her bra dug too tightly into her skin. I’d ended up wearing the dress my parents had bought me for the winter concert in fifth grade. The fact that it still fit had surprised everyone but me—more proof that I was way behind all the other girls my age when it came to growing boobs. Aunt Lune had on a short black dress under her black coat.

I hoped she was freezing.

“Where’s Drew?” I asked her. Because I guess I was surprised that her boyfriend of a thousand years—who she lived with, even—couldn’t be bothered to come to her brother’s funeral. But Aunt Lune only shook her head like she didn’t want to talk about it, and I didn’t care enough to ask again.

“You know what would be awesome?” I said, flicking through the channels on the limo TV. No one stopped me. “We should go through a drive-though. Wouldn’t that be fun, pulling up to the take-out window in a limo, like, ‘Four Big Macs, please!’” I tried a button on the armrest, which turned out to open the sunroof.

Across from me, Dad shook his head. “Fallon,” he said softly. “This isn’t the time.”

But to my surprise, Mom perked up next to him and said, “Actually, that’s kind of a great idea.”

“It is?” I asked.

Mom reached across to poke Aunt Lune with her toe. “Couldn’t you go for a strawberry milkshake from Yogi’s right now?”

And I don’t know what I was expecting, but it definitely was not for Aunt Lune to slap her hand over her mouth and shout, “Yes!”

So that’s how my mom ended up crawling across my dad’s lap to tell the driver we wanted to make a pit stop at Yogi’s drive-through and grab some milkshakes. (I showed her which button rolled down the window between us and him, since I was the button expert.) And it was pretty fun—even if we didn’t actually fit through the take-out space, so the driver had to pull parallel to it in the parking lot, and Dad had to hop out to place our order in the microphone menu thing.

“Cheers,” Mom said when we were all settled in with our shakes. Dad had ordered everyone a large strawberry shake because Mom insisted, even after Dad reminded her it was ten thirty in the morning and we were on our way to a funeral. We clinked our tall paper cups together, and I sucked mine down in no time flat.

It was delicious. Exactly what I needed.

This was turning out to be the best funeral I’d ever been to, and we hadn’t even gotten there yet.







DECORUM

The funeral was over an hour away, in Chester Hills, where Uncle Geebie had lived, but I felt weirdly calm the whole ride over. I’d felt that way ever since I’d talked to Trent the day before about speaking at the funeral and finally letting everyone know the whole truth about my uncle. I kept trying to check in on my brain, making sure I really did want to share the secrets I’d been keeping nearly my entire life with a room full of people. But my brain kept replying, “Yep! We’re a go!” And who was I to argue with my own brain?

When we got to the funeral home, I spotted Trent right away. Kaia was there, too. “Thanks for coming,” I told them, hugging them both tight. I couldn’t believe I’d ever wanted Kaia not to come.

“Of course,” Kaia said. She was puffing out clouds of frosty air as she spoke. (She still wasn’t wearing a coat.)

My parents joined us at the door. “Hi, Trent,” my mom said. “Hi, Kaia. It was so nice of you both to come all the way out here. Fallon’s lucky to have such good friends.”

Trent shrugged. “Aaron said he didn’t mind driving because there’s a camping supply store out here. And he’s the biggest dork in the world, apparently.”

My parents went into the funeral home first, and Trent and Kaia and I followed them. Kaia grabbed my arm as we walked inside, past an usher guy who handed us pamphlet things with a grinning black-and-white photo of Uncle Geebie on the front.

“Are you still gonna… talk?” Trent asked me as we made our way into the main part of the building, where chairs were set up in rows facing a podium. When I glanced at Trent, he looked nervous for me.

“Yep,” I told him. Then, because he still looked so serious, I added, “Actually, I thought I’d sing a number from Spamalot first, just to loosen everyone up. Then, when they’re really off guard, I’ll hit ’em where it hurts.” I stabbed my pamphlet-holding hand into the air for emphasis.

Trent stopped in his tracks. “Really?” he asked. He looked horrified.

“Oh my god, you are so gullible!” I said, laughing. And once I smacked him over the head with my pamphlet, he started laughing, too.

“You should see your face!” Kaia hooted.

The moment was quickly ruined, though—and it wasn’t much of a surprise who ruined it.

“Children!” came Aunt Lune’s shrill voice from behind us. “This is a funeral. Show some decorum.”

“Some what?” Trent asked.

I knew what “decorum” was, but I decided not to show any.

“Your uncle’s body is laid out over there, Fallon,” Aunt Lune whispered, “if you’d like to pay your respects.”

I looked to where she was pointing. Next to a giant framed photo of Uncle Geebie—the same one from the pamphlet—there was a long, shiny wooden casket with the lid up. The inside of the lid was a red satiny fabric, and from where I was standing, I could just make out a lumpy shape in the main part of the casket that was probably my uncle’s rotting corpse.

“Um, no thanks,” I told Aunt Lune. “I’m good.”

Trent and Kaia and I found seats in the second row, right behind Mom and Dad and Aunt Lune, and it wasn’t long before things got started. The funeral director yammered on for a while about the meaning of life and death, even though I was pretty sure he didn’t know anything more than the rest of us. I got even more sure when he kept mispronouncing Uncle Geebie’s last name as “Moose-Man” instead of “Mussman.”

We sang a couple of hymns and said a few prayers, even though Uncle Geebie had never been particularly religious. And then people started to get up and tell stories.

One guy talked about how Uncle Geebie had always been up for any adventure. The guy said the two of them once drove for four hours to catch the “most radical waves on the West Coast,” and it wasn’t till they got there that Geebie admitted he’d never been surfing before. “He said I made it sound so amazing, he couldn’t pass up the opportunity!” the guy told us, wiping at his eyes while he laughed.

One lady talked about how, even after she and Uncle Geebie had stopped dating (Geebie had been a “confirmed old bachelor,” more than a few people mentioned), he flew across the country when her mom got sick. “He bought me groceries and vacuumed my apartment and cooked his famous chicken gumbo, just so I could concentrate on my mom that whole week. He was so good at taking care of people.”

Trent and I played hangman on our funeral pamphlets. He kicked my butt with “GOOSEBERRY.” I wondered if that lady would ever eat chicken gumbo again after she heard what I was about to say.

Another woman mentioned how good Geebie had been at his job, editing promos for movies and TV. I already knew all about that. Geebie had been the one who’d first taught me about continuity errors. He was the only person who was better at spotting them than I was.

Kaia and I rated the footwear of everyone whose feet we could see under the chairs, marking their scores down with the nub of the pencil that was left from all our hangman. The hands-down winner was the guy across the aisle from us with these shiny black shoes with a boxy toe that made his feet look way too long. They were so weird they circled back over into good, and earned the guy a ten.

Nobody talked about Uncle Geebie’s “episodes,” or his tendency to totally flake out on commitments.

Nobody said anything negative about him at all.

When Aunt Lune got up to speak, the very first thing she said was how she’d always been so close with her brother, since he was only two years older, and she’d looked up to him a lot, too.

Then she paused and cleared her throat.

Once.

Twice.

She had a sour look on her face—more sour than normal—and for a second I thought she was too sad to go on talking. But I guess that was just wishful thinking because after one more throat-clearing, she started up again.

“My brother was famous for his nicknames,” Lune went on. “The names would always start as one thing and then morph into another, until sometimes you couldn’t remember how the thing had even started. I went from ‘Claire de Lune’ to ‘Loony,’ then just plain ‘Lune.’” There were a few soft laughs. “And most of you probably don’t realize that our sister’s real name is Patricia”—she nodded at my mom in the front row—“because ‘Peppermint Patty’ turned into ‘Pepper,’ and then ‘Jalapeño,’ and eventually that got shortened to ‘Holly.’” Lots of folks actually did seem surprised by that information.

Aunt Lune cleared her throat a few more times before she went on.

“The only nickname Geebie didn’t come up with,” she continued, “was his own. That one came from our mother, who was constantly calling him a goofball. ‘G-Period, B-Period, Goofball!’ she’d shout when he did something rotten. She was never really mad, though. She always said it was impossible to stay mad at such a G. B.—Geebie—goofball for long.” Aunt Lune looked up from her phone, where she’d been reading, and swiped at one eye, smearing her mascara a little. I thought she was going to say something else then, but the words seemed to get stuck in her throat, and as many times as she tried to clear it, she couldn’t get them out. So eventually, she just gave up. One of Geebie’s friends got up to give her a hug and help her back to her seat.

When Mom got up to the podium, she was crying, too, but not in a showy way like Aunt Lune. In between sobs and sniffles, she told the story of her parents bringing Uncle Geebie home from the hospital when he was born. She was ten, she said, and mad because she’d wanted a sister. But then Geebie reached out and grabbed her finger with his little baby hand and wouldn’t let go, and she was “in love forever.”

“Claire’s right that he was always a goofball,” Mom went on, nodding at Aunt Lune, back in the front row. A small grin made its way through Mom’s sniffles and onto her face. “It seems like there wasn’t any awful situation he couldn’t make right with a little humor.” Mom glanced at the words on the paper she’d so carefully typed out, then set the paper on the podium in front of her. “Actually”—she looked out at all of us—“just this morning, on the way here, I was remembering one of those times.” And she laughed, a little breathy laugh that was just for herself, no one else. “We were riding in this ridiculous limo, and my daughter, Fallon”—she looked over at me and smiled—“suggested we stop at a drive-through. So we took a detour to Yogi’s to get some strawberry shakes. It seemed like the perfect tribute to my brother.”

For the first time all day, I felt a creep of a chill working its way across my neck.

“See, every summer when he was in high school,” my mom went on, “Geebie worked at Yogi’s, and the job he hated most of all was cleaning the milkshake machine. He used to lie to his boss every night and tell him he’d cleaned it when really, he hadn’t.”

Mom took a breath.

I took one, too.

“So one day,” Mom went on, “Geebie’s trying to dispense a milkshake, and the machine must’ve had a clog in it, because nothing would come out. And then, when Geebie tugged too hard on the handle, the thing breaks off, and strawberry milkshake went spewing out of it. All over the walls, the ceiling, everywhere.” Mom let out one of those laughs that’s more like a pig snorting—and that just made everyone else laugh, which made her laugh harder. “Geebie said he could see his boss running over, hopping mad, and he knew he was about to get fired. He knew he had to save the situation somehow. So Geebie grabbed a stack of cups and shouted, ‘Strawberry milkshakes for everyone!’ The customers were so happy they left a record number of tips, and somehow, Geebie wound up employee of the month.” A few people clapped and cheered. “He smelled like strawberry milkshake for weeks after that,” Mom said. “I still can’t smell strawberry without thinking of him.”

The story was over, but those prickles of ice at the back of my neck weren’t ready to leave.

When Mom sat back down in front of me, I leaned forward in my chair.

“How come you didn’t tell me that before?” I said. “About the milkshake?” I felt betrayed, like she’d tricked me into honoring my horrible uncle when I thought the milkshakes were just… milkshakes.

Mom patted my hand on the back of her chair and whispered, “Classic Uncle Geebie, right?” And then, like I’d forgotten, she added, “You’re up next.”

My fingers were ice.

My face was ice, too.

“Fallon?” Trent said as the funeral home guy got up and checked his notes. “You okay?”

I shook my head at him, which was supposed to mean Leave me alone. But I guess Trent thought it meant No, I’m not okay, because half a second later he poked me in the leg with his funeral pamphlet, and when I looked over I saw that he’d scribbled me a message:


You don’t have to go up there if you don’t want to.



Which made me more irritated than everything else that had happened that day put together—the milkshakes, Aunt Lune being Aunt Lune, all of it. I was so sick of Trent acting like my personal feelings referee.

“I’m fine,” I informed him.

And so when the funeral director began, “Next, I believe we’re going to hear from Steven’s niece, Fallon,” I leaped out of my seat. Because I really did feel fine. Better than fine, even. Great. Best I’d felt all day. Because after all those bogus stories everyone had just shared about who they thought my uncle was, I was about to blow their minds with the actual truth. And once they knew what I knew—once they learned who Uncle Geebie really was—it wouldn’t be my uncle’s version of reality that everyone was living in anymore. It’d be mine—the real reality.

“Hi,” I said, coming up to the podium to face everyone. There was a microphone, but I didn’t need it. I was a real actress now, the lead in a play. I could be plenty loud if I wanted to be. “I have a few things I’d like to tell you all about my uncle.” Uncle Geebie’s casket was open not too far away, but that didn’t bother me. There was nothing he could do to me now. I smoothed down the front of my dress with one hand—for some reason I’d accidentally brought the pamphlet with me, the one with Uncle Geebie’s face on the front—and I looked out at the crowd.

“Two things, actually,” I went on.

Two secrets. Three days.

I took a deep breath.

And that’s when I saw it. Out the front window of the funeral home. Across the street. And suddenly, I couldn’t talk anymore. All I could do was stare.

Red all together.

Blue all together.

Green together.

Yellow.

Then red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

Across from the funeral home, someone had their Christmas lights up. They were blinking. Blinking, blinking, blinking. And I didn’t know why, and I didn’t know how, but suddenly I was two people, at the exact same time. I was me, then, in the funeral home, standing in front of all those people, about to tell a story about my uncle. And I was also Little Fallon Little, staying at Uncle Geebie’s house for Christmas, back before the Scar Day.

Blinking, blinking, blinking.

I snapped myself back to reality. Lowered my gaze so I wouldn’t see the lights.

Blinking, blinking.

“Not a lot of people know this,” I began. I could still see the colors changing from the corners of my eyes. “But my uncle…”

Red together.

I looked down and saw Uncle Geebie’s face on the pamphlet, smiling back at me.

Blue together.

“My uncle…”

Green together.

I folded the pamphlet in two, with the crease right down the middle of Uncle Geebie’s face. When I opened it up again, Uncle Geebie had a scar, too, same as me.

Yellow.

I had to tell them.

“My uncle…”

Red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

I looked up and spotted Trent in his seat, looking encouraging and concerned, and that made the rage boil inside me. And the rage inside me, and the chill all over… it wasn’t really a great combo.

I burped. A strawberry milkshake burp. I could taste the flavor, sick-sweet in my throat.

Kaia was looking concerned, too, now, and for some reason that made me think about the play, and how was I ever supposed to be the star of an entire musical when I’d never even had a single line onstage before? What had Mr. C. been thinking when he’d cast me instead of Stella? How was I supposed to get up onstage in front of all those hundreds of people and say a million lines when I couldn’t even get out a single sentence in a tiny funeral home? And why didn’t people wear hats anymore? If I’d been allowed to stand at that podium wearing some baller old-timey hat with a black lace veil, I’d be golden. I wouldn’t’ve had any trouble saying anything behind a hat with a veil.

I burped again, strawberry film coating the insides of me.

“My uncle…”

These people deserved to know the truth. All of it.

I stepped up closer to the mic. All I had to do was tell them.

I burped.

And before I knew it, I’d let it all out.

Or, up, I guess.

Everyone in the crowd shrieked when the first splat of strawberry vomit hit the floor. It got the podium, too. Sprayed all over my shoes and down the front of my dress.

I left them shrieking. I ran out of that room as fast as I could, leaving strawberry milkshake footprints the whole way.

Red-blue-green-yellow.

Red-blue-green-yellow.

The lights kept flashing colors as I went.
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NEVER HAPPENED

The floor of the ladies’ room at the funeral home was covered in the most god-awful brown carpet I’d ever seen. I learned that after the whole barfing-in-the-middle-of-a-eulogy thing. (Who carpeted a bathroom?) I flung myself into the far left stall and schwick!ed the lock closed. There was no lid on the toilet, and who knew what that carpet was hiding, so I leaned against the stall door, trying to take deep breaths. I’d always thought breathing was super easy—I’d laughed at Mr. C. last year during play practice, when he’d yell at us in the middle of a big dance scene: “Don’t forget to breathe!” Like how could a person possibly forget to breathe?

Well, I guess now I knew.

Luckily, Kaia and Trent came and found me pretty quick. Kaia knocked on the stall door and said, “Fallon? Can we come in?”

Once I opened the door, Trent told me, “Your dad’s outside, hovering. He wants to know if you’re okay. I think he’s three seconds away from calling an ambulance.”

I told Trent to tell my dad I was fine, that it was just the strawberry milkshake, that was all. Because what else was I supposed to say?

The Christmas lights were blinking at me, so I puked?

I guess I really didn’t want to share my secrets after all?

It turns out it’s harder than I thought, being at the funeral of the person who…?

When Trent came back from talking to my dad, I let him into the stall with me and Kaia, like this was my house and I was having the world’s weirdest dinner party.

It was a tight squeeze—Kaia ended up sitting on the back of the toilet, one foot on either side of the seat, and Trent and I were facing each other, smooshed up against opposite walls. Kaia had brought me some wet paper towels to clean the milkshake barf off myself, but I was still kind of a disaster. I could tell Trent was worried, because he didn’t even complain once about being stuck in a girls’ bathroom.

“You really okay?” Trent asked me.

“I mean, except for being humiliated because I barfed in front of half the world at a funeral? Totally.” I was lying, and I’m pretty sure Trent knew that, but maybe because Kaia was there, too, he didn’t call me on it. “Let’s just pretend it never happened.”

So Kaia talked about what we should do on Monday, since we had school off for Martin Luther King Jr. Day, and how great the first play rehearsal on Tuesday would be. Trent went on and on about baseball tryouts coming up. And I stood and nodded and semi-smiled. And basically, we all acted like it was the most normal thing in the world, being stuffed together in a bathroom stall, in the middle of my uncle’s funeral, chatting.

Actually, the whole thing didn’t feel too weird until some lady came in and peed in the stall right next to us. That’s when Trent’s eyes got as huge as tennis balls, and Kaia nearly fell off the toilet leaning over to slap a hand over his mouth so he wouldn’t make any noise, and I definitely forgot how to breathe again. We stayed stone silent for nearly forever, until the lady finally flushed the toilet, left the stall, washed her hands, and walked out. As soon as the door creaked closed, we all burst out laughing.

It was by far the best part of the funeral.

Still, every time I closed my eyes, I could see it.

Red together.

Blue together.

Green together.

Yellow.

I planned on keeping my eyes open for as long as possible.







BROKEN

I stayed awake as long as I could that night, because I didn’t want to see the blinking lights again. I didn’t want to think for even a second about the funeral, because as far as I was concerned, if I didn’t think about it, it never happened.

On Sunday, Mom was too tired to run lines, and I wasn’t in the mood anyway, so I spent most of the morning watching dog training videos on YouTube and failing at getting Squillo to copy any of them. But after a while, I decided I needed some fresh air, so I grabbed my bike and took off. I didn’t have any plans for where I was headed—I just rode.

Riding helped me not think.

Not remember.

I guess I was not-thinking and not-remembering a little too well, though, because somehow or other, I found myself right in front of the Bennys’ house. Their hideous blinking lights were on, even though it was still bright out.

And maybe because I was getting so good at not-thinking, I didn’t stop to wonder why my chest was suddenly feeling so tight.

Red together.

I didn’t think about why my cheeks were wet.

Blue together.

I didn’t think about why I was hot all over, like I’d been suntanning on the beach in August instead of biking in January.

Green together.

And I definitely didn’t think about why I dumped my bike in the street and ran toward the Bennys’ fence.

Yellow.

I just grabbed at that string of hideous blinking lights and I pulled as hard as I could.

Red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

I yanked them to the ground while they blinked in my hand, watching the hooks that attached them to the fence pop off one by one. I tugged and tugged until I had a good six feet of lights on the sidewalk, and then I picked up a good heavy rock and I bent over a bulb—a yellow one—and I smashed it. Tiny shards of broken glass flew everywhere. Then I smashed a red one. And a green one, too. I smashed and I smashed, I don’t know how long, until the whole strand stopped blinking and I noticed a dog barking, and I ran back to my bike and pedaled off.







UNDERSTATEMENT

“So… Alicia Benny called this afternoon.”

That’s what Mom told me Sunday during dinner. Dad had made my favorite, fettuccine Alfredo.

I only shrugged as I chewed my noodles. “Oh,” I said, even though my brain was screaming Oh! “What did she want?”

Dad raised an eyebrow at that, like he’d been expecting a different response. Mom sat tense in her chair, her knuckles white around her glass of water. Already this conversation seemed to have made her tired, and we were only thirty seconds in.

“Do you want to share why you broke the Bennys’ Christmas lights?” Dad asked.

The real answer to that question was No, I don’t, but thanks for asking. My stomach was a mess all of a sudden, twisty and tight. “I thought I saw a bug on them,” I told my parents calmly. But you wouldn’t’ve had to be an expert in body language to tell they didn’t buy it. “Anyway, it’s way past Christmas, so they should’ve taken them down already.”

“Fallon…” Dad started.

I raised my hands in surrender. “Fine,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I’d felt better after I smashed those lights, I really had. But apparently, I’d been caught in the act, so there was no use fighting. “I’ll go over and apologize tomorrow. I have some babysitting money I can give them to pay for new ones.”

Mom and Dad swapped a look.

“That’s a good start, Fallon,” Mom said. “But I still don’t understand why you did it in the first place. That’s not like you. Is something going on?”

Every time I see those lights, my body becomes a scream. I’m a teakettle whose insides are boiling-boiling-boiling, and I don’t know how to stop it.

“I told you. I thought I saw a bug.”

Squillo hopped into my lap under the table then, totally from nowhere, and squished his fluffy little white self into the ten-inch gap between my legs and the tabletop. I guess he could sense I was in hot water. I scratched his soft ears.

“Trouble at school?” my dad asked. “With friends?”

“You haven’t been yourself all week,” Mom said. “Quiet.”

“Withdrawn,” Dad added.

“Probably just some of those good old teenage hormones,” I told them. I stopped petting Squillo for a second so I could scoop another forkful of fettuccine into my mouth. I didn’t know why. My stomach was still a wreck.

“Maybe it’s because of Uncle Geebie?” Mom suggested.

I set my fork down. Harder than I meant to. It CLANG!ed against my plate.

“I’m fine,” I told them. I took a deep breath to prove it. “Really.”

“Well…” Dad did not look convinced.

“What about going back to therapy?” Mom said.

I sighed.

“You’re not gonna make me see Dr. Stu again, are you?” I asked.

I’d seen a child therapist, Dr. Stu, for years after the Scar Day, and not because I loved it so much, either. And even though Dr. Stu had done absolutely zero to help me (I was pretty sure he wasn’t qualified to figure out what was wrong with a dead ant), my parents still acted like therapy was the answer to everything. Any time I was having a bad day or stubbed my toe, they were all, “Oh, honey. Do you want to start therapy again?”

I did not.

Mom shook her head. “No, we found a new practice. Trent’s mom suggested it, actually. She said it’s been really helpful for him.” She stabbed a tall stack of lettuce onto her fork. “You’d be with a different therapist, of course. There’s a counseling group for teens and young adults.”

It was news to me that my parents had been talking to Trent’s mom about sending me off to therapy. I knew Trent didn’t hate it there. But I also knew therapy was not for me.

Still, I had a feeling that the harder I fought, the harder they would push. So? “Sure,” I told them. “Sign me up.” Maybe group therapy wouldn’t be as bad as the normal kind. I figured I could not-talk to a bunch of people just as easily as I could not-talk to one person.

My mom let out a sigh of relief. I guess she’d been worried I was going to argue. “Thank you, Fallon,” she said softly, and she reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “I’ll call them first thing tomorrow morning.”

I took my hand back so I could give Squillo the double-scratching he deserved. I could tell he was grateful for it, too, because he managed to roll onto his doggy back under the table and lick my palm. (I chose to believe they were sympathy licks instead of Yum, Alfredo! licks.)

“Okay,” I said. I looked from my mom to my dad. I nodded to the pasta pot on the table. “Can I have more?” I wasn’t about to let a little upset tummy ruin Alfredo night.

“Actually,” my mom said. “We have something else we wanted to tell you.”

I perked up. Whatever it was, it had to be better than therapy. “Yeah?”

“Aunt Claire is going to be moving in with us. She’s coming tomorrow.”

I CLANG!ed my fork again. “Wait, what?” I said. “But she has a house.”

“She’s going to be renting it out for a while,” Mom answered. “She and Drew just broke up, unfortunately, and she needed a change, and we could use the help around here, so it’s perfect timing. We decided to start with three months, and see how things go from there.”

“Three months!” I screeched. I must’ve kicked my legs up under the table, because Squillo nipped my hand in protest at being squished. “Why the heck would she want to move here for three months?”

“She’s doing it to help us,” Dad said. “With your mom not able to work, and me back at school, things have been a little… rough lately.”

“And it’ll be nice, won’t it,” my mom began, like just hoping could make it so, “to have someone around who can do things—vacuuming, doing laundry, coming with me to my doctor’s appointments? Your dad’s so busy now, and I’m fairly useless, so—”

“You’re not useless,” I argued.

“You know what I mean.”

“And I vacuum, and wash my own clothes, and go with you to appointments.”

Mom frowned. “You shouldn’t have to do all that, Fallon. You should have time to be a kid.”

I pushed my plate back across the table. I couldn’t eat any more if I’d wanted to.

“No,” I said.

“Fallon.” Dad’s serious voice was back. “This isn’t a discussion. This is what’s best for our family right now, and so this is what’s happening.”

“No.” I didn’t say it loudly that time. But sometimes you don’t have to be loud for people to understand how serious you are.

My mom took a long, deep sigh. She reached out for my hand again but no way I was giving it to her. This was a thousand times worse than making me go back to therapy, and they didn’t have any idea.

“Fallon,” she said. Just as serious as Dad. “I know you don’t always get along with Aunt Claire.” If I’d had any strength left in me then, I would’ve snorted and told her, Understatement of the millennium. But I didn’t. “But maybe this will be just the thing to give you the push you need to really get to know her. You are my two favorite ladies on earth, and you have so much in common.”

I pulled Squillo closer to me on my lap, wriggling him out from under the table so I could snuggle him like a baby. He yipped in happiness and settled in for some nice deep scratches. I could not, would not live in the same house as Aunt Lune. I’d run away if I had to. Live at Trent’s house with his two ridiculous brothers and join them in their never-ending Prank War. Being constantly wary of Vaseline on the toilet seat sounded like heaven compared to spending a single day with Aunt Lune.

“No,” I said again.

Mom and Dad just looked at each other, for a long time, without saying anything. But when my mom finally turned back to me, her face had not softened one bit. “You ready for that second helping now?” she asked, reaching for the pasta pot.

I stood up, accidentally dumping Squillo on the floor. “Oh, sorry!” I told him. But he was too offended to accept my apology—he was already skittering off to his doggy bed in the living room.

“Fallon?” Mom asked, her hand still stuck to the pasta spoon.

I shook my head. “No, thanks,” I said. My voice cracked a little, and I swallowed, trying to get it back to normal. “I lost my stomach.”

“You what?” Dad said. I was already headed to my room.

“Appetite!” I called over my shoulder. “I lost my appetite!” And I made it to my room, where I shut myself inside and flopped on the bed, burying my face in my pillow. I could feel my heart beating against the bedspread.

But only a few seconds later I heard a familiar jangling at the door, and I got up to open it.

“Squillo!” I whisper-cheered. He hopped right onto my bed, back in snuggle mode already. I sat down beside him and went to work, scratching at his ears, his belly, his chin, all his favorite places. And the whole time, I couldn’t stop thinking how messed up it was that the only member of my family who even attempted to understand me was the dog.







MASTER OF THE HOUSE

Aunt Lune arrived bright and early Monday morning, because of course she did. Couldn’t even let me sleep in on a day off from school. And Mom was no help at all—she woke me up and wouldn’t let me burrow under my blankets and go back to sleep, and so I wandered bleary-eyed into the living room in my jammies and found Aunt Lune setting down a big cardboard box in the middle of the floor. Two stuffed suitcases had already made their way into our house.

“Why, hello there, Fallon,” she said, straightening up. “So nice of you to join us.” Like it was some sort of crime to sleep past 8:00 a.m. on a non–school day. Squillo ran up and yipped at her then, and even made like he was gonna nip at her ankles. He didn’t, but I loved him for it just the same. “There’s more stuff in the car that needs to come in.”

Which obviously was her way of telling me she wanted me to help haul her stuff in. But I just said, “There is?” Like, How much stuff are you bringing? Did she think she was moving here permanently?

Dad made his way through the door then with two boxes, one stacked on top of the other. “Come on, Fallon,” he said. “We could use the help.”

I didn’t argue, only because I knew there were lots more things I was going to need to argue about later, and I was saving up. But I did say, “Let me put Squillo in my room, okay? I’d hate for him to dash out the door while we were bringing all your stuff in and get hit by a car and die.” Which obviously had not even occurred to Aunt Lune to care about when she went and left the door open.

By the time I got back from securing Squillo in my room, there was only one pillow left in the car. I didn’t know why Aunt Lune thought she was too good for our pillows and needed to bring her own, but I grabbed it and brought it inside. I was about to toss it on the couch when Aunt Lune said, “Actually, can you bring that up to my bedroom, Fallon? Thanks. And take one of those boxes while you’re at it.”

“What do you mean, up to your room?” I said. I did not move to pick up any boxes.

“Claire’s taking the master bedroom,” Mom explained. “Dad and I are going to switch to the guest room for now, since I fall asleep down here half the nights anyway, when I can’t manage the stairs.”

I hated the thought of my parents squeezed together in that tiny room while Aunt Lune was living it up in her huge “master” suite. She better not get any ideas about being the master of anything else.

I swear I must’ve been feeling extra civil that morning, though, because I didn’t say any of that, just grabbed one of the boxes, set the pillow on top, and headed up the stairs. I didn’t ask if she’d packed dumbbells in the box, either, because it was heavy as anything. I don’t know, I must’ve been “maturing.”

Still, when I got back downstairs, I hightailed it to my room and DMed Kaia to tell her I was coming over to her house STAT, whether she liked it or not. Then I went back out to the living room and asked my parents, “Is it okay if I go over to Kaia’s? She’s having some sort of crisis.”

And of course it was Aunt Lune who answered first. “Fine by me,” she said. Like she was in charge of literally anything. But just this once, I decided not to care.

(No need to ask why Drew had dumped her. I was amazed the guy lasted as long as he had.)

“Okay, great, bye!” I told my family. Then I grabbed my coat, hopped on my bike, and I was gone.







UPSIDE-DOWN

Normally, if Trent and Kaia and I were all getting together, we would’ve gone to my house, because I was the connector of the three of us being friends. But no one wanted to be anywhere near my house right now, and Trent’s brothers could be kind of annoying with all their pranks, so Kaia’s it was.

“Um, why don’t we always come here?” Trent asked after about fifteen minutes. “This place is way better than Fallon’s or my house.”

Honestly, I wasn’t even offended. Kaia’s house was the coolest. Mostly because her parents had built a whole “sensory room” for her little brother, Grady, with a swing, and pegs to climb up the wall, and monkey bars on the ceiling and everything. As soon as we set foot in the room, Trent claimed Grady’s balance board. Now he was rocking back and forth while playing with the wall of PopSockets nearby.

Kaia was twisting herself up inside the fabric of the pod swing. Usually I steered clear of swings, but I loved that thing, ’cause it was like being snuggled inside a dewdrop. Kaia would twist one way until she was lifted up so high her toes barely reached the floor, and then she’d let go and spinspinspin so fast I got nauseous just watching her. “Well, it’s awesome when Grady’s not here,” she told Trent. “There’s a reason my parents soundproofed this room.”

“She’s not kidding,” I agreed. I was lying belly down on the floor of the sensory tent, playing with one of Grady’s latch toys. “You think you know how loud a six-year-old can be, and then you meet Grady and you’re like, Oh, I was so wrong.”

“He bounces off the walls,” Kaia went on. “Literally. The kid taught himself parkour. It’s both impressive and terrifying.”

Trent laughed. “Now I really want to meet this kid,” he said.

“Careful what you wish for,” Kaia replied. “He’ll be back from OT soon enough.” Kaia lifted her feet then and went spinning in dizzy circles. As soon as the swing slowed down, she went right back to twisting herself up. “But you’re welcome here on Monday mornings,” she said. Twist, twist, twist. “I mean, not when we’re at school, obviously, but other times.”

Trent hopped off the balance board and started climbing up the wall pegs. He was a skinny kid, definitely not as muscly as his older brother, Aaron, but he was a fast climber. “So, basically one hour every Monday in the summer?” he asked, lifting himself from one peg to another.

“Basically, yeah,” Kaia replied. “Unless Fallon and I are at acting camp.”

“So… never then.”

“Pretty much.” Kaia turned her attention to me. “Speaking of acting, you got any of your lines memorized yet, Dolly?”

I flicked a lever on the latch toy. “I got the first two scenes down last week,” I told her. I’d been recording all the dialogue into an app on my laptop, leaving gaps for Dolly’s lines, so I could try to do them by memory.

“Really?” Kaia asked. Even while spinning, she looked skeptical.

“Yep.” I scooched myself up a little on my elbows so I could project in my best stage voice. “‘I’m going to get married again!’” I recited from scene one. “‘I’m going to marry Horace Vandergelder for his money and send it out circulating among the people like rainwater!’” Then I went back to flicking the lever. “My mom was going to help me memorize more this weekend, but…”

No one needed me to finish that sentence.

Trent was busy shifting over to the monkey bars, and since he’d always been very vocal about hating musical theater, I figured he’d been tuning Kaia and me out completely. But I guess not, because as he tucked his knees over one of the bars and flung his upper half back to hang upside down, he asked, “Who’s Horse Vandersmelt?”

“Horace Vandergelder,” I corrected.

Kaia was twisting up again, ready to spin the other way. “See, in the play,” she explained, “Fallon is this matchmaker, Dolly. And Dolly gets hired by this millionaire—”

“Half-a-millionaire,” I corrected, quoting the script.

“This guy Horace,” Kaia went on, “who wants her to find him a wife. But Dolly decides she’s going to marry him instead, because he’s so rich.”

Trent was still hanging, his legs wrapped tight around the monkey bars. His brown hair was flopping down so far he looked like a troll doll, and his shirt exposed his pale belly. “Wait, isn’t that, like, kind of… messed up?” he asked.

“Horace is an old miser,” I told him. Flick, flick went the lever. “Dolly just wants to stop him from hoarding all his money so she can use it for good things. It’s what’s best for everyone, really.”

Trent frowned an upside-down frown. “I dunno,” he said. “I’d be mad if someone did that to me.”

I had to admit he had a point.

But clearly, Kaia didn’t. “It’s a musical,” she argued. “It’s supposed to be silly. And in the end, everyone’s happy, so…” She lifted her feet and started spinning then, instead of finishing her sentence.

I pushed the latch toy aside. For some reason, what Trent had said was needling at me, and I couldn’t let it go. “I know it’s supposed to be silly,” I said. “But, well, is it?”

“Is it what?” Kaia asked, still spinning.

“Silly,” I said. “Is it silly to decide everyone’s lives for them?” The needling was getting stronger, making me think about things in a way I never had before. “Dolly lies a lot, in the play, to get people to do what she wants. Wouldn’t it be better if she just told the truth? And then they could make up their own minds about what’s right for them?”

That was as far as I got with my thought, though, because just at that second, we heard the front door slam shut downstairs. “Kaaaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiii-aaaaaaahhhhhh!” came Grady’s six-year-old holler. “I’m hoooooooooome!”

Trent flipped himself to the floor, clearly startled. “Does that kid have a bullhorn?” he asked.

I laughed. “No, he’s just actually that loud.”

Then the stomping started as Grady made his way up the stairs. “Kaia, Kaia, Kaia, Kaia!” He was excitedly shouting his sister’s name with every step.

Kaia hopped out of the swing. “Get ready for Hurricane Grady,” she said, crossing over to the door of the sensory room. And sure enough, just as she opened it, Grady came barreling inside, without any intention of slowing down. He plowed into Kaia, squeezing her into a tight hug as she tumbled back onto the padded floor with Grady right on top of her. “Kai-AH!” he shouted into her face. Then he looked up at me, just as excited. “FALL-on!”

Kaia was laughing so hard her eyes were tearing up. “Trent,” she said from the floor, “this is my brother.”

“Nice to meet—” Trent began. But he didn’t get to finish, because Grady crashed into him, too, screaming, “Trent!”

By the time things finally settled down again about a million years later, no one remembered we’d been talking about the play. And I decided I didn’t want to remind them.







BOOM

I stayed at Kaia’s as long as I could, but eventually I figured I’d better go home and eat dinner before my first therapy session. Because lucky me, not only was the Cedar Haven Community Therapy Collective open on Martin Luther King Jr. Day when Mom had called, but they had a new teen group session starting up that very evening.

Joy.

“Hey, Fallon!” Mom greeted me before I’d even taken my shoes off. My cheeks were icicles.

Mom was sitting on the couch with Aunt Lune next to her. My aunt had Squillo in her arms, and she was scratching him on the belly and he was eating it up, doing his happy little doggy dance. I shot eyes at him, like, Traitor, but he was too blissed out to notice.

“Hey, Mom,” I said. “I’m pretty beat. I’m gonna hang out in my room until din—”

“Oh, join us, will you?” Mom said, patting the couch between her and Aunt Lune. “I thought we could paint our toenails and drink lemonade.”

“Uh, why?” I asked her, dumping my coat on the floor. We had literally never done that before.

“Just humor me, would you?” Mom replied.

I didn’t want to spend a single second more with Aunt Lune than I had to. Mom might as well have asked me to paint my nails with Benedict Arnold.

“Fallon, don’t leave your stuff on the floor,” Aunt Lune told me as I headed toward them. “There’s a reason we have hooks.”

I hated how she said that—we. They weren’t her hooks. She’d only been living in our house a few hours. But then I realized I was so busy being mad that I didn’t even notice Mom had gotten up from the couch to get the lemonade.

“Patty, you don’t have to do that,” Lune called, chasing after her. “Let me. You sit. Sit.” And then I was annoyed all over again, because I was usually the one helping Mom conserve her energy.

Once we had all the necessary supplies, Mom set me up on the couch with my toes on a paper towel, and she sat on the floor with the nail polish to paint them. Aunt Lune was busy working on her own toenails, all a soft baby pink.

“Can you do every other one black and then green?” I asked my mom. We had some weird colors, since I picked them primarily based on their names.

On the couch opposite me, Aunt Lune wrinkled her nose. “You want to look like you have some sort of toe fungus?” she asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “Absolutely. Toe funguses are all the rage right now.”

Mom shook the bottle of “Easy Being Green” and steered the conversation in a new direction. “Claire got a job at the Cedar Haven Herald,” she told me. She turned to Aunt Lune. “You start next week?” Lune nodded.

“I can’t believe they’re still in business,” I said. I wasn’t trying to be snotty, either. The only place I ever saw the local newspaper was outside the supermarket or the Mad Batter restaurant. At this point, it seemed like they were mostly printing them so people would have something to wrap dishes with when they moved.

Aunt Lune ignored me, as always. “It’s just part-time,” she said. “It’ll be interesting working in print, anyway.” And as Mom started in on my toes—green, black, green, black, as requested—I tried my hardest not to listen to Lune droning on about the new gig. She said she’d mostly be editing “puff pieces” (which she was waaaay overqualified for, apparently) so the tourists would have something to read while they sipped coffee on their lake weekends. And she said she’d also be keeping her full-time job—something about writing “copy” for an online women’s journal—but that this was good supplemental income to help us out.

“I told you, you don’t have to do that,” Mom interjected when Lune said that last part. “You’re doing so much already, just being here.”

Aunt Lune shooed Mom’s concern away with one hand. “Obviously I’m going to help out in any way I can,” she said. And then, almost in the same breath, she added, “I just hope I have enough time between the two jobs and helping out here to keep up with my training schedule.” She turned to me. “I’m running another half-marathon in June,” she said.

“Oh,” I replied. I didn’t care, but probably everyone knew that already.

“You should run with me in the mornings before school,” she told me. “It’d be good for you to get some exercise.”

As if running for no reason wasn’t bad enough, I was going to wake up early on a school day to do it with Aunt Lune? “I’m good, thanks,” I said.

Lune tilted her head to one side while she painted her left foot. She had this look like she knew I’d definitely be better off if I randomly started running for no reason, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it, so she’d just have to wait for me to come to my senses.

“Claire ran track in college,” Mom told me. Which I already knew. Mom paused on my nails to look up at her sister. “Remember that time a dog got loose and ran the whole race with you guys?”

And then Mom and Aunt Lune were cracking up so hard that for a second I was seriously worried about nail polish on the couch.

The two of them always loved to talk about the “good old days,” back when they shared an apartment together for a year and a half. Mom was a full-on grown-up and engaged to Dad, but Lune was just out of high school and mooching off my mom so she didn’t have to pay for on-campus housing. Mom always said it was the last time she got to really feel young—goofing off with her sister and staying up late—before she got married and had me and only did boring stuff.

They swapped stories for a while until they got to one I’d never heard before.

“There was this one time your uncle Steve came for a visit,” Mom told me, and she was so into the storytelling she must not have noticed me flinch. “That was right before your nineteenth birthday, right, Claire? So I was, what, thirty-one?” Mom looked to her sister for confirmation, like Aunt Lune would know my mom’s age better than she did, but Lune was focused on her nails. “Your uncle Steve—he must’ve been just about twenty-one then—he was living in Nevada at the time, and he arrived in the middle of the night, and he fell asleep on the living room floor, and I stepped on his head. I got so freaked out, thinking he was a murderer, I almost killed him with a lamp.”

Mom’s shoulders were shaking like this was the most hilarious story ever, but I had a question.

“He fell asleep on the floor?” I asked. That seemed weird. “Didn’t you have a couch?”

Mom only shrugged. “Steve was always falling asleep in unusual places. He could sleep anywhere. Claire, didn’t you say when you were little, he fell asleep standing up in your bedroom once?”

Aunt Lune cleared her throat. “He did,” she confirmed, still focused on her nails.

“One year, our dad took us to see the symphony,” Mom went on, dabbing at my pinky toe, “and for the grand finale, they played the 1812 Overture.” She dipped the brush back in the bottle for more paint, but then she started giggling so hard that she had to screw the cap on, so she wouldn’t spill it all, I guess. “Steve fell asleep in his seat and snored through the whole thing!” she said. Then she started waving her arms around as she re-created the song. “Da-da-dada-da-da-dum-dum-dum,” she sang. And then: “BOOM!” Aunt Lune was laughing now, too. “There’s actual cannon fire in that song,” Mom explained. She wiped at one eye. “Steve snored the whole way through it!”

Lune was wearing one of her rare smiles. “Afterward, when our dad shook him awake, the audience gave Steve a round of applause, too.”

And then they were laughing all over again.

It was tough, because I loved seeing my mom happy—she had so much more energy and life to her when she was happy—and being around Aunt Lune clearly brought her joy. But on the other hand, Aunt Lune made me want to stuff pistachios in my ears so I’d have to go to the hospital for a surgical procedure where only parents were allowed to visit. (If they allowed extended family, too, I’d have to come up with a new plan.)

But it seemed like, for the time being, I didn’t have much of a choice about Aunt Lune—she was here whether I liked it or not. And watching my mom giggle like a kid while she finished painting my last toenail “Quoth the Raven” black, I decided that for her sake, I should try just a little bit harder to push that sour, churning-milkshake nausea down to the bottom of my stomach where it couldn’t come up and ruin everything.







HIHO! CHERRY-O

I saw Dr. Stu for several years after the Scar Day. Even after we’d moved to Cedar Haven, my parents would drive me over an hour, every week, just to talk to him. I don’t remember much about those early days, but I do remember that I knew right away I was going to hate Dr. Stu, because he pulled out a box of HiHo! Cherry-O and told me that it was his absolute favorite game.

HiHo! Cherry-O was nobody’s favorite game.

Look, I’m not saying there aren’t some amazing, miracle-worker therapists in the world. I’m sure there are many. (Trent says his has been “pretty helpful,” which for him is basically a rave review.) I’m just saying that Dr. Stu was not one of them.

He made me play HiHo! Cherry-O all the time, even when I was way too old for it. He had all these “therapy” rules for the game—like when you landed on the “Pick Two Cherries” spot you also had to name two things that had happened that week, or when the birds stole one of your cherries you had to talk about something you remembered from your past. Even as a kid, I could tell it was bogus. Because no matter what I told Dr. Stu, even if it was something as boring as “I had a PB&J for lunch,” he’d nod very seriously and make a little note on his yellow legal pad and say, “Interesting.”

I’d never been as happy about anything as I was the day Dr. Stu retired.

The problem was, even if Dr. Stu had been the best therapist in the world, I was never going to share anything with him—at least not anything important. Not my third-worst secret, for sure, and certainly not the second-worst.

And the first?

Dr. Stu couldn’t’ve pulled that out of me with all the cherries in the world.







BLAND AND GRAY

I know that, technically, a person can be afraid of anything. Arachnophobia—that’s the fear of spiders. Claustrophobia—that’s the fear of being stuck in small spaces. Even phobophobia is a thing—the fear of fear. And when you have enough of a fear that it’s not just “kinda scared” but full-on phobia, it’s a legit problem. You might faint or break into hives or hyperventilate. It’s not the kind of thing you can just get past. Your body takes over and this fear reaction starts, and even though it’s just a tiny spider on the wall or whatever, your brain is going, Alert! Alert! We are about to die! All systems ratchet up to Danger Level Ten. I repeat, we are about to dieeeeeeeeeee! My second-grade teacher was deathly afraid of snakes, which all us kids discovered one day at recess when she spotted a bit of jump rope poking out from under a slide and ran away screaming. After that, Jeremiah Jacobson went to town tormenting her with fake snakes from home, and even though she knew they weren’t real, she’d still end up hiding in the art closet in the back of the room till Jeremiah finally got bored or one of the kids went to get the teacher next door.

She didn’t even last the whole year. I think she sells Jacuzzis out in Foster Springs now.

Anyway, the point is that I realize it’s perfectly normal to be afraid of things that don’t make a lot of sense to be super afraid of. Still, I never thought I’d be huddled in a bathroom stall, trying to mop the sweat off my palms with toilet paper, all because I was afraid of an office building.

On Sunday night, after my parents had told me they were planning on sending me to the Cedar Haven Community Therapy Collective, I’d DMed Trent and told him it was all his fault, because his mom had said he loved it. (I didn’t mention the Bennys’ Christmas lights.)

It’s actually not so bad, he DMed back.

I replied with a haunted house emoji.

Nah, he wrote. Just a building with rooms in it. He added a shrug emoji. The walls are this bland gray color. It reminds me of my dad’s office. Or going to the eye doctor, but without all the fake eyeball statues.

Meh, I wrote back. Then I sent an eyeball emoji. Because why not.

Seriously, he told me, it’s no big deal. Anyway, in group therapy you probably don’t have to talk much. You can probably just sit there and watch movies in your head the whole hour.

I sent a light bulb emoji. Maybe I’ll do WALL-E, I wrote. Haven’t seen that one in a while. WALL-E was an extra good one because there were clips from Hello, Dolly! in it, so it was like two awesome movies in one.

Or Empire Strikes Back. You can reenact the scene in the asteroid field, and in your head it’ll be all, Pew-pew-pew! Whee! Ahh, look out! “Never tell me the odds.” And no one’ll even know what you’re thinking about. There were lots of emojis that came along with that message—a bunch of stars, and some rocks that I guess were supposed to be asteroids, and planes that were probably supposed to be TIE fighters.

It didn’t sound like the worst idea, honestly.

So you can understand why I was confused on Monday evening when I walked into the building that was—just like Trent said—bland and gray and boring, and all over, my skin went clammy. The palms of my hands began to sweat. My palms. I didn’t even know those could sweat. Still, when I turned around I could see my dad in the car through the glass door, so I gave him a thumbs-up. A big ole smile, too. Nothing to worry about here! That’s what I hoped my smile told him. Feel free to leave now! I’ll be fine!

He did leave after that.

But I was not fine.

I found the women’s bathroom right away, that wasn’t a problem. I was good enough at hiding in bathroom stalls by then, so I figured I’d just wait out the full hour and then hop in Dad’s car when he got back and tell him everything went great. Good thing Mom had completely crashed after the nail painting, because if she had come instead of Dad, she’d’ve wanted to stay in the waiting area the whole time and maybe even talk to the therapist after. So I guess there were some good things about your mom being chronically ill.

(That last part was a joke, obviously. In case it wasn’t clear. I’d definitely give up the ability to hide in bathroom stalls if it meant getting to have a healthy mom again. I’m very selfless like that.)

The problem, though, was that apparently my new therapist didn’t like the idea of charging my parents a bunch of money just for me to sit in a bathroom for an hour. Which, if you thought about it, didn’t make her the best businesswoman, but anyway.

“Hello?” came a call from outside my stall, once I’d been in there for about ten minutes. “Fallon? Is that you in there? This is Deirdre. I’m in charge of the teen group?” She said the last part like a question, but I didn’t feel like I needed to answer. I was thinking about how my mom and I had had a whole discussion while we were painting nails about how Deirdre was such a weird name because the people who had it couldn’t even agree how to pronounce it. Some people said “DEER-druh” and other folks said “DEE-druh.” I’d have to tell Mom my new therapist was one of the “deer” ones.

Red, blue, green, yellow, blinking, blinking, blinking, blinking. That’s what I saw when I squeezed my eyes shut. I opened them and wiped my palms on my jeans again. No one could make me talk if I didn’t want to. I didn’t have to tell them anything.

“Fallon?” the Deer called again. “I saw your dad drop you off, but you never came into the session. We’re in Room 2.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.” The Deer knew it was me, so there was no use hiding.

“Do you think you can join us when you’re done in here?” the Deer went on. Like I was just sitting in the stall peeing, which she obviously knew was not the case. “We’re about to start.”

“Sure,” I told her. Because what else was I going to say?

“Great,” the Deer said. “Can’t wait to meet you for real.” I could hear her smiling, a perfect encouraging therapist smile. “Room 2,” she said again.

“I remember,” I replied.

“See you soon, Fallon!”

And then the main door to the bathroom opened and shut again, and I was alone.

And my palms were still sweating.







COOL RANCH DORITOS

Since I obviously couldn’t stay in the bathroom for a full hour without the Deer coming to look for me again, I finally pried myself off the toilet, washed my hands, and went to find Room 2.

I stood outside the door for a few seconds. Just stood there, contemplating my escape. I could sit outside the building until my dad came to pick me up, pretend I’d been inside the whole time. I could stand right here, in this one spot, still as stone. An hour wasn’t that long. Either way, though, the Deer would probably tell my parents I’d never made it to Room 2.

And then, just down the hall, I noticed the little alcove, tucked in between two of the office doors. I snuck down, one foot in front of the other, curious.

It was a tiny room—no door, just a mini space, for whoever wanted to go in, I guess. It was set up like a kitchen, with a sink and a refrigerator and a microwave. No windows. There was one table in the center of the room, with four chairs around it. And a water cooler with a tall stack of paper cups, and a vending machine that someone was slipping a dollar into right that minute.

The perfect place to hide, I thought. For a few minutes, at least. I could sit in this space, sipping water, staring at the boring gray walls, and be happy as a clam. And when the Deer finally did find me, I’d just tell her I was thirsty.

I was about to go for a cup of water until I saw who it was at the vending machine.

Blond straight hair.

Pale, freckly shoulders complemented by her perfectly fitted pink tank top.

That delicate bend as she reached for her Cool Ranch Doritos.

The kind of perfect-looking human that you’d definitely want to cast in a ketchup commercial.

Stella Brymner didn’t see me, but I saw her.

I raced back to Room 2 and didn’t think twice before opening the door and stepping inside. Because if there was anything worse than going to group counseling, it was having that snake Stella Brymner knowing that’s what I was doing.







THE ALTERNATIVE

There were four other people in the teen group besides me and the Deer. I was the youngest, but no one was too old. High schoolers, probably. And I didn’t know any of them, thank goodness.

It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.

The Deer didn’t make me talk at all, except to tell everyone my name. The other kids talked about things that were going on in their lives, like applying for college or their parents being annoying or whatever. I didn’t listen much. I mostly stared at the boring gray walls and thought about how close I’d come to having Stella Brymner notice me, and how she’d probably eat it up, knowing I was in therapy, and how she probably would’ve told all her friends if she’d seen me, and how lucky I was that she hadn’t, because she probably super hated me now that I was Dolly in the school play and she wasn’t, and how weird it was that I wasn’t more excited to be Dolly, and how Stella probably would’ve had the sense to be more excited than I was if she’d gotten the part like everyone expected she would.

It wasn’t until the very last minutes of the session, when the Deer was thanking us all for being there and being so brave for sharing our stories, that it even occurred to me to wonder exactly what Stella might’ve been doing at the Cedar Haven Community Therapy Collective. It didn’t make sense. Because for the life of me, I couldn’t think of a single thing that might be terrible enough about Stella’s life that she’d need to talk about it with a professional.

Maybe one of her parents worked here, I thought, and she was hanging out waiting for them.

Maybe she just came for the Doritos.

Either of those options seemed to make a lot more sense than the alternative.







GRAPE SODA

That night after therapy, I figured I could use some cheer in my life, so when I was getting ready for bed, I put on my favorite jammies. The bottoms were pants with rainbow stripes and the top was a big white T-shirt with a drawing of a rainbow on the front. Only the rainbow had a face, and it was scowling, and it had a speech bubble that said, Oh, you thought I was one of those HAPPY rainbows? For some reason it always cracked me up.

Anyway, all the olds were asleep and I knew I probably should be, too, or I’d be absolutely zonked in Literature. But I was checking something online and then a DM popped up and it was Trent.

Hi! How was therapy? he asked. Not so terrible, right?

I sent back a shrug emoji. Part of me wanted to tell him about seeing Stella there, but it didn’t seem like my business to share.

You excited to start rehearsals tomorrow? Trent went on.

Sort of, I wrote back. A little worried Stella’s gonna poison me so she can end up being Dolly.

Trent replied with a poison bottle emoji, then a face with x-ed out eyes, then a baby doll, and finally a poop. I guess because Stella was a stinky pile of poop. I LOLed.

After that we got to talking about Trent’s baseball tryouts, and when we were finally going to go see the Riddler movie, and how Kaia and I both thought Eliza P. was going to win this season of Dance, Dance, Dance! but Trent was still rooting for Sebastian—probably because Trent was two episodes behind and hadn’t seen how Sebastian sabotaged his dance partner yet. (Trent claimed that he’d only started watching the show so he’d be able to understand what Kaia and I were talking about at lunch, but I suspected he actually enjoyed it. There was a secret musical theater lover hiding inside him somewhere, I was sure of it. I just needed to wait for the right moment to help set it free.)

Anyway, before I knew it we’d been chatting for over an hour and I was dying for a grape soda.

BRB, I wrote. I left my laptop open on my bed and went out to the kitchen to raid the fridge, still chuckling about how bad Trent was at predicting dance competitions.

I should’ve known it was a mistake to be in a good mood.

“And what are you doing up this late?” came a voice. Aunt Lune was at the counter between the kitchen and the living room, bouncing a tea bag up and down in a cup of steamy water. My own personal Professor Umbridge.

I tried my best not to roll my eyes as I passed by her on my way into the kitchen. I was still resolved to be mildly pleasant as long as I could help it. “I’m getting a drink,” I said. Which was true enough. I didn’t exactly feel like a lecture, though, so I figured I’d have to go for water instead of grape soda.

“It’s nearly midnight,” Aunt Lune said. Her voice was all high and shocked-sounding, like she thought a teenage girl wanting to get a glass of water before midnight was worse than being a serial murderer. And, I mean, I hadn’t actually known it was that late, but whatever. I was allowed to get water in my own house whenever I wanted it.

So I just shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep,” I said.

She frowned at me, like she didn’t believe me. Aunt Lune had this way of making it seem like you were up to something terrible, even when you knew you weren’t.

I did roll my eyes that time. But I had barely taken a step toward the sink when I heard the noise. And Aunt Lune—I knew she heard it, too.

Ding!

It was my laptop, on the bed in my room. I’d left the door open, and you could make out the faint sound of Trent sending me a message.

Ding!

And another one.

“You’ve been messing around on that laptop of yours, haven’t you?” Aunt Lune asked. She looked really pleased about it, like finally, here was the proof of all the awful stuff I’d been doing.

“No,” I told her. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like using my own laptop was a crime or anything.

Ding! Ding!

She scowled at me.

“Fine,” I said. “So I’ve been online. So what?”

(I may have given up being nice by then. Who could blame me?)

Aunt Lune finished dunking her tea and set the soppy bag on a saucer near her mug. I didn’t even know we had saucers. “I’ll tell you who cares, young lady. The American Academy of Pediatrics, that’s who. Using electronic devices before bed can lead to insomnia. And at your age, you need eight to ten hours of sleep every night.”

I blinked at her. “How do you even know that?” I asked. I wasn’t trying to be sassy. I was honestly wondering. Was Aunt Lune scouring the American Academy of Pediatrics website, trying to bone up on childhood sleep disorders? She didn’t even have a kid.

Somehow, Aunt Lune could make wrapping her hands around her mug feel threatening. “It’s common knowledge, Fallon.”

“Well, I didn’t know it,” I replied.

She looked down her nose at me. It wasn’t a long nose, but she made it look like a mile. “Maybe it’s time you went to bed,” she said.

The problem was, when grown-ups treat you like a little kid, it’s nearly impossible to prove that you’re not. If I argued with her, I’d sound like a brat. If I gave up and went back to my room, she’d smirk and say to herself that she was right all along. Aunt Lune hadn’t even been here one full day and already she’d managed to make me feel out of place in my own home. I was paralyzed standing there, knowing there was nothing I could do that wouldn’t end up with Aunt Lune all smug and me stuck looking like the immature one.

In the end, I let out a loud, growly huff and stomped off to my room. I didn’t even get any grape soda. Or water, either. And Aunt Lune called after me in a way-too-cheery voice, “Good night, Fallon!” So I could tell she thought she’d won.

I’d been trying to be nice.







RUNAWAY EGGS

There were unusual smells in the kitchen when I came out of my bedroom the next morning. I padded in to find Mom and Dad sitting at the table, and Aunt Lune at the stove.

“What’s going on?” I asked my parents. Usually before school, it was just me and a bowl of cereal in the kitchen. Sometimes Dad was there, too, bleary-eyed, trying to remember how to make coffee before he’d had coffee, which apparently for grown-ups is a real challenge. Other times he’d be microwaving a bowl of oatmeal to bring to Mom in bed. It was never this sitcom-type morning with everyone sitting around the table, chatting.

“Claire’s making us breakfast,” Mom said. She had her big fluffy pink robe wrapped around her, and she didn’t look quite as tired as normal. “Isn’t that lovely?” She pulled out the chair next to her for me to sit down.

But I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

“Why?” I asked. Aunt Lune was cooking in her running clothes. She wasn’t wearing a sweater or a jacket, only a sports bra. If that’s what she’d gone running in she might’ve caught pneumonia, and if it hit her bad enough, she could end up in the hospital.

A girl could dream, right?

(Okay, for the record, I’m not a monster. I might’ve hated my aunt—I really, really hated my aunt—but I didn’t want her to die. That would make my mom too sad. No, I just thought that if she did end up in the hospital for a while, my parents would have the time to come to their senses and realize we were better off without her.)

“Your mom needs a healthy start to her day,” Aunt Lune replied from the stove. “And I thought while I was at it, I might as well feed everyone.”

Mom patted the seat again, inviting me to the party. “Claire makes a mean runny egg,” she told me. But for some reason I thought she said “runaway egg,” and so while I sat down I was thinking about what the heck a runaway egg was and what that might taste like. And then I realized what Mom had probably actually said, and I was glad I hadn’t thought all that out loud.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Mom said as she took a bite out of her toast. She set the bread down and patted her cheek for a kiss. I gave her one.

Dad just nodded at me as he sipped at his coffee, which I knew was his version of an affectionate morning greeting.

Aunt Lune plopped a plate down in front of me. Toast, avocado slices, and two eggs, sunny-side up. It was so perfectly plated that if I was a judge on a cooking show, I’d’ve given her at least a nine out of ten.

“Uh, thanks,” I said. Because, honestly, I am not really a jerk.

Aunt Lune seemed surprised by that. She darted her eyes to me, trying to figure out if I was up to something. Finally, I guess she decided I wasn’t. “Enjoy,” she told me.

I scooped some avocado slices onto my toast and took a hesitant bite. It was pretty delicious, actually.

“I can’t wait to hear how rehearsal goes today,” Mom said as she dipped the edge of her toast into some egg yolk.

I shrugged.

“You nervous?” Mom asked, confused by my shrug.

I stared down at the eggs on my plate, their sunny bellies shining up at me. The truth was, I didn’t know how I was feeling about it. Not the way I would’ve expected to feel, that was for sure.

“Maybe a little,” I admitted.

“Well, I want every detail when you get home.” Mom took another bite of toast, and Dad nodded over his coffee cup again, like he wanted details, too. “Claire’s taking me to the neurologist at five, but after we get home, you and I have a scheduled gossip session. It’s mandatory.”

“Sure thing,” I told her.

Aunt Lune slipped into the seat beside me. I only scooched my chair over a little.

Dad let out a tiny cough and not-so-subtly glanced at the clock.

“Oh, yeah!” Mom said, just as I sliced the edge of my fork across my first egg. Its yolk ran out across the plate, that too-yellow yellow. “We wanted to talk about something with you, Fallon.”

“Oh… kay,” I replied, setting down my fork. This did not seem like it was going to be the good sort of “something.”

“Your dad and I were thinking that you probably shouldn’t use your laptop at night anymore,” she said, like this had just occurred to her. “All that blue light isn’t supposed to be good for your brain. Disrupts your sleep, apparently.”

I looked back and forth from Mom to Dad as she went on and on about sleep studies and how they wanted to be better about not using their devices at night, too, and how they’d come up with the idea of a “charging station” for us to plug everything in at night, in the living room, and how we’d all be on the honor system not to use anything until morning, so everyone could get their best sleep. I looked at Mom, and then I looked at Dad, and then I looked at Aunt Lune.

She couldn’t even be bothered to meet my eye. She just kept munching on her toast, delicately nudging back an avocado slice that was threatening to jump overboard. Like this whole conversation was news to her.

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

My stomach flipped.

As my mom continued on about all their new plans to be “electronically emancipated,” I stared down at that slashed yolk on my plate. Running to the edges of the dish, desperately trying to escape. A runaway egg, indeed.

I couldn’t say I blamed it.

When everyone else had finished their breakfast, I dumped my plate in the sink without taking another bite. I wasn’t even close to hungry anymore.







THE TRUTH

I was late to school that morning because of taking extra time at breakfast and the laptop conversation and having to walk the scenic route to avoid seeing the Bennys, now that I was a light-smashing felon. When Ms. Howard, the secretary, made me fill out a tardy slip, I stared for so long at the blank spot after Reason for Tardiness that Ms. Howard said I’d better hurry up or she’d give me a second one. Finally, I decided the truth was probably the best option.

My aunt is the worst person on earth, I wrote.







HEAVY

For the first rehearsal, Mr. C. sat us all in a giant circle of chairs in the middle of the cafeteria, facing one another. Then he handed out big fat scripts to everyone with lines, and smaller packets with just the songs to the other people. In the chair next to me, Kaia was having some sort of mind-blowing existential moment.

“It’s so heavy,” she kept saying, weighing the script in her hands like it was a bowling ball she was testing the feel of. “Did you think it’d be so heavy?”

While Mr. C. explained to everyone that this first rehearsal would be a “read-through,” where we’d all read the script aloud together, everyone playing the parts they’d been assigned, Kaia dug through my backpack for a highlighter. “In the front pocket,” I whispered.

“At least you came prepared,” she whispered back. “I have so many lines! Did you ever think you’d have so many lines?”

I flipped through the script. I’d already read through it several times and memorized the first two scenes, so it wasn’t new to me. But for some reason, my eyes landed on one of Dolly’s lines, something she says to Horace when they’re at the Harmonia Gardens restaurant, about him marrying her:


It’s no use arguing. I’ve made up your mind.



It was supposed to be a silly line, one of those funny, offhand things that Dolly says throughout the play. But right then, it didn’t strike me as funny. For some reason, right then, it made me think of Aunt Lune, and the way she was so determined to change my whole life around until I was exactly the kind of person she thought I should be.

Without thinking much about what I was doing, I raised my hand.

“Yes?” Mr. C. said, once he’d noticed my hand up. “Does our star have a question before we begin?” He was grinning. You could always tell, watching him in play rehearsal, that leading kids in drama was his jam. Right now, surrounded by all his “young thespians,” Mr. C. was in his happy place.

I lowered my arm. “Does anyone else think that”—I searched for the words and ended up finding Trent’s—“this play is kind of messed up?”

Mr. C.’s face fell. I’d yanked him right out of his happy place. Way to go, Fallon.

“Sorry?” he asked.

From the next seat over, Kaia elbowed me in the ribs. “Fallon!” she whispered. “What are you doing?”

I sat up even straighter. I had something to say, and no one was going to stop me from saying it. Not even Kaia.

“So Dolly’s the lead of the play, right?” I asked Mr. C., and he nodded because, obviously. “Which makes her, like, the hero? Only Dolly’s all sorts of awful.”

Mr. C. cleared his throat. “I happen to think Dolly Levi is an excellent example of a strong female—”

“Like when she decides to marry Horace,” I went on, “and she twists everyone around and manipulates the whole town just so it happens. She knows they don’t want to do the stuff she makes them do, but she lies to them and tricks them into doing it anyway. And in the end, that’s all supposed to be okay? Everyone’s happy about it?”

“It’s a comedy,” Mr. C. explained. Already I noticed half the cast squinting at me like I’d lost my marbles. Stella was across the circle from me, but I definitely wasn’t going to look at her. “A farce.” Kaia was fake-coughing so hard I was worried she’d blow out a lung. “There’s a great history of farce in American theater, and Thornton Wilder, whose original play this musical is based on, is one of the great American playwrights.”

Mr. C. was not going to sway me with theater history. “Dolly doesn’t even like Horace,” I added. “She only wants to marry him for his money.”

Mr. C. sighed. “Fallon, if you’d like to discuss this one-on-one at another time, we can—”

“It just doesn’t make sense,” I said, “that Dolly’s the character we’re supposed to root for when she spends the whole play being this manipulative puppet master.”

“Fallon—”

But I wasn’t about to stop. “Like, when young girls are sitting in the audience”—I waved my hands around to where the chairs would one day soon be set up in rows, with us performing on the cafeteria stage—“and they see me being Dolly, they’re supposed to think, ‘Hey, now, that’s a great role model!’?”

I kept thinking of that runaway egg at the breakfast table, and Aunt Lune sitting there so smug as Mom went on and on about pre-sleep screen time. Aunt Lune was trying to wind everyone around her finger, just like Dolly. And no way was I playing a character like that.

From over near Stella, Wyatt Tomlinson, who was playing Horace, jumped in. “But it all works out for the best, doesn’t it? At the end, everyone’s happy. Dolly gets them what they wanted, they just didn’t know that’s what they wanted yet.”

I shook my head. One more person who wasn’t even trying to understand my point.

“We could fix it,” I went on. “We wouldn’t need to change everything, just the stuff that’s problematic. Like…” I started flipping through the script, looking for examples.

“We will not be changing any part of the play, Fallon,” Mr. C. told me.

“Like maybe Dolly could actually like Horace, instead of wanting to marry him for his money? And she knows Irene likes Cornelius, too, so when she gets them together it’s not just because she decided that’s how it should—”

“Fallon!”

Mr. C. had had enough. He was shouting now, and Mr. C. never shouted.

“It’s time to start rehearsal,” he said, a little calmer.

I looked around the circle again. Some kids were shuffling their feet, looking at anything but me. Others were snickering behind their hands. Wyatt was furiously scribbling on his script. Next to me, Kaia was boring a what-the-heck stare into the side of my face. “But…” I began, but it just came out as a blubber.

“If you need a moment to gather yourself,” Mr. C. went on, still stern but caring, too, “you may go out into the hall. The rest of the cast, however”—he turned his gaze around the circle to confirm that everyone else was on his side—“will be in here, reading. Please come back when you’re ready to join us.”

The lump in my throat was sharp and hot, like I’d swallowed a smoldering coal.

“I’m okay,” I said. Softer than soft. “I don’t need to go into the hall.”

“You sure?” Mr. C. asked.

No one was with me. Not even Kaia.

“I’m sure,” I squeaked out. Gave Mr. C. a tiny nod.

So? I stayed. And I read my lines, every single one. But with each word that came out of my mouth, it felt like I was losing another piece of my soul. Because I was right, I knew I was.

But what was the point of knowing what was right if you were all alone in knowing it?







ANXIOUS

I was surprised by the quick beep-beep! horn honk as everyone filed out of the cafeteria after rehearsal into the teachers’ parking lot.

“Mom!” I said, rushing over. She had the driver’s side window down. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

“Claire had something she needed to do at her house before the new tenant moves in,” Mom said. “So I thought you might want to accompany me to my doctor’s appointment.”

I piled into the car, happy to have something to take my mind off that train wreck of a first rehearsal. Mom had the notebook she took to doctor’s appointments waiting for me on the dashboard. I grabbed it and flipped through the last few pages, refreshing my memory. “This is the new neurologist, right?” I asked.

Usually when my mom had a doctor’s appointment, Dad drove her—because concentrating on the road for more than twenty minutes could wipe her out for days. But when Dad had a class, Mom took me along to be her “eyes, ears, and brain.” Whoever came with her kept a notebook full of everything the doctor said, and all the questions we needed to ask, and all the things the other doctors had said before. Mom had a lot of trouble remembering details these days, so she needed someone to help her.

Mom nodded. “Yes,” she said. But then she slapped the notebook out of my hands while she was backing out of the parking space. “But enough of that. Tell me about rehearsal.”

My chest twisted, just a little. Exactly what I did not want to talk about. But Mom was excited, and energized, and I wasn’t about to be the one to mess with that.

“It was great!” I said. Used all my best acting skills to really “project positivity.” “We read through the whole script. Kaia’s going to make a killer Minnie, and Wyatt’s not bad as Horace, either.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Mom replied. She was grinning. “Anything interesting happen?”

Did it ever, I thought. But instead I told Mom about how Kaia’s highlighter had run out of ink and when Wyatt tried to toss her a new one he hit Aleah Bronstein in the knee, and she complained she was going to develop “highlighter knee,” like that was some sort of sports injury or something. Mom laughed, seeming even more full of life than before.

By the time we got to the doctor’s office, I’d managed to change the subject to Tuck Everlasting, the book we were reading in Literature. Mom had read it when she was a kid, and said it was one of her favorites. I was just glad not to be discussing the play anymore.

It took forever before we saw the doctor. Twenty minutes in the waiting room, then twenty-seven in the tiny room they stuffed us in. Mom sat on top of the foldout table-bed thing while we chatted, her legs swinging off the end like a little kid.

Finally, the doctor came in. He was a new one, a neurologist. He was maybe in his forties, and white, with dark hair that was just starting to think about turning gray. He didn’t look at my mom, only the tablet he was holding, as he sat down in the fancy swivelly chair and said, “So. Patricia, is it?”

“Patty,” my mom said. She stopped swinging her legs, but she still kind of looked like a kid, up on that high table, her hands folded in her lap as she looked down at the doctor. “And this is my daughter, Fallon.” I had the notebook open in my lap, pen poised above it, ready to take notes.

The doctor didn’t look at me, and he didn’t say “hi.” He just kept staring at his tablet.

“So,” he said. His “so” was always one sentence, I was noticing. So. “They’ve sent me over your scans, and you should be happy to know that you have a perfectly healthy brain.”

Mom was frowning at that, but of course Dr. Tablet didn’t notice.

“So, the headaches…?” she began.

He was flipping through images of what looked to be my mother’s scans. “Yep, clean, clean, clean,” he told her.

“I get headaches,” Mom clarified. She was picking at the hem of her shirt. The doctor still wouldn’t look at her. “Every day. All day, sometimes. They’re awful. And my head feels like—it’s like a carpenter’s level. If I bend too much, my head doesn’t like it. I have to lie down.” My mom had been saying this forever, to doctor after doctor. It didn’t make much sense to me, but I figured the neurologist would get it. Finally. He’d be able to help. I moved my pen closer to the paper, ready to write down the medication or treatment or surgery or whatever that would finally help my mom get better.

Dr. Tablet did look up at my mom then. He scrunched his eyes at her. And he said, “That shouldn’t be happening. Not if your scans are clean.” Then he went back to swiping, like that was all he had to say.

I watched my mom swallow hard. Then she said, very softly, but definitely loud enough to hear: “But it is happening.”

The doctor didn’t answer. Just kept swiping.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I tapped my pen on the edge of my notebook, louder than my mom had been speaking. “So what can you do about it?” I asked the doctor. And my voice was not soft. It was hard, like a rock. I hurled it through the air, hoping it would hit.

“Hmm?” The doctor looked up at me and seemed startled, like he’d just realized I was there.

Or maybe he was startled by my scar.

I blinked at him. I knew, then, that he was an idiot. But he was also the person standing between my sick mom and a normal life. So he was the person I had to work with.

“What can you do to help my mom with her headaches?” I said. “And the balance thing? And the”—I flipped pages back until I reached my mom’s long, long list of symptoms—“brain fog? And the memory stuff? And light sensitivity, and—”

The doctor jumped on that last one. “Has your mother seen an ophthalmologist?” he asked me. Like she couldn’t speak for herself.

But she could, obviously. She was sick, not stupid. “I did,” she said. “He said my eyes were fine. He referred me to you.”

“Well.” The doctor pulled a tiny flashlight out of his pocket and wheeled himself over to my mom. Without so much as standing up, he shined his light in my mom’s eyes for about point two seconds each and asked, “Are things very difficult at home? At work?”

“She can’t work anymore,” I answered. I knew my mom was perfectly capable of answering, but I could tell, by the way she was scrunching up the paper covering her table-bed, that she was getting angry. And when my mom got angry, she got quiet. Refused to speak.

“She hasn’t worked for months,” I told the doctor. “Because of how sick she is. She can’t even get out of bed half the time. She sleeps for hours and hours and still feels exhausted. She can’t walk to the end of the block without nearly passing out. She’s not… her.”

The doctor flicked his flashlight off. “I see,” he said. I could tell he didn’t. “That sounds… hard. But not neurological. I’m afraid there’s not much I can do in a case like this.”

Mom was gonna rip that paper clean off the table, I could tell.

“You didn’t even look at her,” I said. “So how the heck can you know you can’t help?”

The doctor gave me a smile then—the kind of look a grown-up gives a kid when they think they’re being cute for trying to understand adult things. “Of course,” he said. He dropped his flashlight into his coat pocket and turned to my mom, holding up one finger from each hand. “Grab my fingers,” he told her. “As tightly as you can.”

He had my mom squeeze his fingers, and try to hold her arms steady while he pushed down on them. He had her follow a pencil with her eyes as he moved it back and forth, up and down in front of her face. He had her stand up and walk across the room, then back again. The whole exam took about five minutes.

“So,” he said when he was done. His focus was back on his tablet, and he was typing something. I craned my neck to see what he was writing, but the words were upside down and tiny. “That’s all for today, then. You can schedule a follow-up with Debbie at the front desk, if you like. Six months, if symptoms persist. In the meantime, I suggest finding a good psychiatrist.”

Mom snapped her head up.

“Wait, what?” I said before Mom beat me to it.

Dr. Tablet was still typing. “High anxiety can cause all sorts of issues. Make a person think they’re sick when they’re not, really.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. “My mom had to wait four months for this appointment,” I told the doctor. Shouted, really. “And all you can say is that she’s making it up?”

“I didn’t say—” the doctor began.

“She’s sick,” I told him. Which is not a thing I should’ve had to say. “It’s not in her head.” Who gave this quack his medical degree?

“As I said, anxiety can manifest in a myriad of—”

“I’ll manifest you,” I said. Which didn’t make any sense, but neither did the doctor, so who cared?

“Fallon,” my mom said sternly.

The doctor stood up. “I think we’re done here,” he said.

And my mom, who had ripped the table paper to confetti, said, “Yes, I think we are.”

The doctor kept the door open behind him when he left. But Mom didn’t get off the table right away. She was just looking at me. I sat in my chair, the notebook still open in my lap, waiting for the lecture I was sure she was formulating in her head. But when it didn’t come after a minute, I had to pipe up.

“I know I’m not supposed to talk to grown-ups like that,” I told my mom. “And I’m sorry, but…” I trailed off. “Actually, I’m not sorry. That guy sucks. He’s a doctor, and he didn’t even listen to you. He didn’t even believe you.”

Mom surprised me then, because she gave me a smile.

“Come here, Fallon,” she told me, stretching out her arms. “I could use a hug.”

I snapped shut the notebook and walked the six feet over to my mom’s table-bed. I wrapped my arms around her and she wrapped back. And while I was snuggled into her warmth, that’s when she started laughing. I could feel it, shaking her body, before I heard it.

I pulled out of the hug. “Mom?” I asked.

She wiped at one eye. She was smiling bigger than I’d seen her in a long time. “I’ll manifest you!” she said, then cracked up all over again.

And, for just a second, my anger melted away, and I was able to laugh, too.

“That doctor does suck,” Mom admitted. Which only made me laugh harder.

On the way out, Mom walked right by Debbie’s desk. When Debbie called out to her, asking if my mom needed to schedule a follow-up, Mom didn’t even stop walking. “No, thank you!” she called. “Apparently, I’m only anxious!” And when I held out my fist just before we reached the door, Mom bumped it and we did the hands-exploding-into-fireworks. When the door swung closed behind us, we were out of there for good.







NORMAL

That week passed so slowly it felt like I was living in some sort of reverse time warp. Every day, I went to school, tried to act as normal as possible, joked with Trent and Kaia at lunch, and headed off to rehearsal. I said my lines, learned my blocking, practiced the songs and the dance steps. When Kaia asked me what’d been going on with me that first rehearsal, I told her, “Oh, I was just overthinking things. I’m fine now. Don’t worry about it.” And Kaia nodded, and that was the end of it. Neither of us even told Trent what had happened.

After rehearsals I hid in my room doing homework, and scratched Squillo in his favorite spots, and watched YouTube videos and didn’t check my DMs. There was no one I wanted to talk to. And at dinner, I pretended my ears were stuffed with cotton and did my best not to react to Aunt Lune when she said anything annoying, which was practically every second. I had to pretend-stuff them with extra pretend-cotton when she went on a rant about the neurologist. “How could he just dismiss you like that?” she cried when Mom told her about the appointment. “Does he think he knows better than you what’s going on in your own body?”

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

But Thursday night, something happened that I couldn’t exactly ignore.

“Fallon,” my mom said, “Claire needs help setting up her new office tomorrow. I thought you and I could help her after school. You know where the Herald office is?”

Of course I knew. The town was, like, ten square feet total.

“Sure,” I said.

“Perfect.” Mom smiled as she helped herself to more baked eggplant. (Which was so gross and slimy that I wouldn’t have wanted to eat it even if it hadn’t been cooked by Aunt Lune.) “And after we’re done beautifying we can go out for sushi to celebrate. We’ll make it a girls’ night.”

I didn’t think eating raw fish counted as any sort of celebration, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue.

“Sure,” I said. “Sounds fun.”

Mom grinned at both of us. “I can’t wait to bond with my two favorite ladies,” she said.

I just bit the insides of my cheeks and did my best to remember that making my mom happy made me happy, too.

Even when it made me miserable.







BOXES

Clearly my mom had seen Hello, Dolly! one too many times, because when I got to the Cedar Haven Herald office that Friday after rehearsal, I discovered she’d been up to some hijinks.

“Where’s Mom?” I asked Lune after some nice old man pointed me to her office. I definitely could’ve found it on my own, because the entire Herald headquarters was barely bigger than my living room, and there were only four offices in it, and Lune’s door was open.

Aunt Lune hoisted a box onto her desk and pulled the lid off. “She just called to say she can’t come after all, but she hopes we have fun bonding.”

I huffed. “So we got set up,” I said, folding my arms over my chest.

She didn’t even look at me, just pulled odds and ends out of the box and set them on the desk. “It would appear that way.” She tugged out a tiny cactus in a pot. Seriously, she’d had a cactus in a box for days now, moving it around that way like it was books or picture frames. “You can go home if you want. I really don’t need help.”

There was nothing I wanted to do more, in that moment, than hightail it out of that dingy office and head home. But I wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of getting to say that I’d bailed on my promise. “No, that’s fine,” I said. “I’ll stay.”

“Great,” she replied. I could tell she didn’t mean it, though. “Help me with those boxes?” She nodded toward the stack behind her.

Mom had said we were going to “beautify” Aunt Lune’s office, but apparently that just meant setting about four books on Lune’s tiny shelf. The only thing I got to unpack was a mug that said WRITER in bold letters. Like if Aunt Lune didn’t drink her coffee out of it while she was working, she’d forget what she was supposed to be doing and start painting or something.

“Is that it?” I asked Lune, once the mug was sitting safely next to the cactus. “That took five minutes.” Not that I was complaining, but I didn’t exactly see the point of me walking all that way just to help pull a mug out of a box.

Aunt Lune shifted the mug slightly closer to the cactus. “I told your mom there was no use in coming. I think she had visions of hanging up pictures or draping curtains or something, but, you know, it’s an office. I’m pretty sure this space was a supply closet before I got here.”

“File storage!” yelled the nice old man from the office next door—to be helpful, I guess, and maybe also to let us know that the walls were thinner than the newspaper they were currently working on.

“What about all those boxes?” I asked Lune, pointing to the three stacked file boxes by the door.

“Those are some articles I brought from home,” Aunt Lune explained. “My old work. I had to get them out of the garage before the new tenant moves in. I thought there’d be room for them here, but…”

She didn’t have to explain further. The room was so small that the cactus almost seemed like too much. If she didn’t move the boxes before she closed the door, she’d probably suffocate in there.

“… I guess I’ll just bring them to your house,” Aunt Lune finished.

I shrugged. What’d I care what she did with her old files?

She looked around the tiny space. “You could help me dust?” she said. I could tell she was just trying to find things to take up our “bonding time.” But I shrugged and told her sure.

Lune found some paper towels and spray cleaner, and we got to work spraying the desk, the baseboards, the tiny bookshelf. It was actually really dusty. The nice old man loaned us a can of compressed air for Lune to clean the computer keyboard with. I’d never heard of compressed air before, but after Aunt Lune showed me how to use it, I was hooked. I sprayed in between all the keys, shooting the dust out, and the can got colder every time I sprayed.

“By the way,” Aunt Lune said out of nowhere. She was rearranging the four books on her shelf. Because I guess the order I’d put them in had been terrible. “I found your mom a new doctor. Someone who might actually be able to help. I got her an appointment for next month.”

For some reason, I got an image right then of Aunt Lune as Dolly saying one of her favorite lines from the play: “Just leave everything to me!” Lune couldn’t handle whenever anyone else was in charge, that was for sure. But I didn’t say anything. If this doctor turned out to be three thousand times more helpful than the neurologist, they’d still be useless.

“I’ve been doing some research,” Aunt Lune went on. “And I think your mom might have chronic fatigue syndrome.”

I wrinkled my nose as I let loose some more spray air. The keyboard was pretty much clean now, but I wasn’t ready to stop. “That sounds made up,” I told her.

“Well, it’s not,” Aunt Lune replied. She pulled forward the books on the shelf so they were all sticking out the exact same amount. “It’s very real, and it can be debilitating. But not impossible to treat.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”

(Why hadn’t I thought to look up chronic fatigue syndrome, I wondered. It seemed so obvious, now that I knew about it.)

Part of me wanted this new doctor to be another crackpot, like the neurologist, just so it wouldn’t be Aunt Lune who cured her. But I squashed that horrible part of me down deep inside and gave the keyboard one last spritz.

“I hope they can help,” I said.

After that, there was absolutely nothing else to set up or clean, so once Aunt Lune had put away the supplies, she came back and asked me, “Do you want to get sushi now?”

She asked it the way you’d ask someone if they wanted to run over your foot with their tractor truck.

“I hate sushi,” I replied.

I expected Aunt Lune to come back at me with some lecture about how I should broaden my horizons and try new food or something, but she must’ve wanted to bond with me exactly as much as I did with her, because she just said, “Oh, well, I tried. Tell your mom I’ll be home by six.”

And with that, I was free to leave.

Not that I was complaining.

But there was a very small part of me that, on the cold walk home by myself, wished I had an aunt I’d want to eat raw fish with.

Or better yet, an aunt who’d be thrilled to eat anything with me.







PINKY PROMISE

When I showed up for my next session at the Cedar Haven Community Therapy Collective, what I was mostly thinking about was how much time I could spend in the bathroom before the Deer would come find me. I wasn’t actually thinking about Stella Brymner at all.

Which is why it was so weird when she came up and talked to me.

“Fallon!” she said, and hustled over. Like we were such good friends and she was so happy she’d spotted me.

“Uh, hey?” I said. I’d been standing outside the ladies’ room, just kind of glancing at the door, trying to pick the perfect moment to go in so I could use up as much therapy time as possible. That hadn’t seemed like such a weird thing to do before, but now that Stella was coming over, I realized it probably was. So I bent down to drink out of the water fountain, like that’s what I’d been there to do all along.

The fountain wasn’t working. Nothing came out.

“Hi, Fallon,” Stella said with a wave when she reached me. It was a friendly wave, too, which freaked me out. She smiled, showing off her perfect ketchup-commercial teeth. “I didn’t know you went here.”

“Uh, I just started last week,” I said. I shrugged my shoulder to show that I was being forced into therapy by my parents. I wasn’t sure my shoulder actually said all of that, but it’s what I was going for, anyway.

“Cool,” Stella said. She was still smiling. “It’s been really helpful for me.”

I had no idea what Stella was up to, but I knew it was something. I looked around for a way out of the conversation, but I didn’t see anything good. I probably could’ve darted into the bathroom then, but what if Stella followed me? If she did, I’d have to leave after a normal amount of time, which would screw up my plan. So I just stood where I was, jabbing at the water fountain button.

“That thing’s busted,” Stella told me, pointing at the fountain.

“Yeah, I… kinda figured that out,” I replied. I stopped pushing the button. Now I really had nothing to do. It was either talk to Stella Brymner or go to therapy, and how terrible were those options?

“There’s a soda machine in the alcove,” Stella said, nodding her head to the kitcheny area I’d seen her in last week. “If you double-tap F4, you can get a Mountain Dew for free.”

“Wait, really?” I asked. I couldn’t help it. This was genuinely intriguing information.

“I swear,” Stella said. “Here, come on, I’ll show you.” And she led me over.

Sure enough, if you punched the F4 button two times quick enough, it let loose a bottle of soda without even asking for money.

“Does it work with any other drinks?” I asked as Stella wedged her arm through the slot at the bottom to pull out the Mountain Dew.

“Nah,” she said. She handed me the bottle. “Which stinks, because I hate Mountain Dew.” She double-tapped F4 again and bent down to retrieve her soda. When I raised my eyebrow at her as she unscrewed the lid, she said, “Yeah, but it’s free.” And I couldn’t really argue with that. She took a huge swig and I took one of my own.

It was way too sweet. The kind of sweet that pinched my cheeks together. But free sure tasted good. I took another swig.

“How’d you figure that out, anyway?” I asked her.

Stella screwed the cap back on her bottle. “I’ve been coming here a while,” she said.

“Oh.”

I was looking around me then, trying to figure out where to go next. Maybe it was time for the bathroom, although ideally I’d wait about five more minutes, until everyone had gone into their sessions. But at this moment, I really wanted to get away from Stella. Because, sure, she was being super nice now, but I knew that sooner or later she’d turn all snaky again, and I needed to get out of her way before she decided to strike.

“I kind of have to…” I started. But at exactly the same time I said that, she started talking, too.

“I really liked what you said in play practice last week.” And then, because she realized I’d been talking, too, she added, “Sorry, what did you say?”

“Uh, nothing important,” I replied. Shaking my head. Had Stella Brymner just given me a free soda and a compliment?

“Anyway,” Stella went on as though there was nothing weird about it at all, “I hadn’t thought about the play like that before you brought it up. How Dolly’s a—what did you call her?—a ‘manipulative puppet master’?”

I nearly choked on my soda. Now that someone else was saying the words, I heard how silly they sounded.

“Yeah,” I said, pounding on my chest a little to help the soda down. “I’m not sure what was wrong with me when I said that. I probably just—”

“No.” Stella cut me off. Her face was serious. “You were totally right.”

“I was?” I asked. I was definitely in some alternate universe.

“Yeah. The play is messed up!” She was swinging her arms around as she spoke, getting more into it with each word. “What kind of message are we sending to everyone who comes to see it? It’s okay if someone lies to you as long as they think they’re doing something good for you? That’s just wrong, right?”

“Well… yeah,” I said. “That’s what I thought, anyway.” I didn’t know why Stella was acting like we were friends all of a sudden, but I decided to go with it. It beat hiding out in the bathroom. “You’re the only one who agrees with me, though. Even Kaia thought I was being ridiculous.” I’d mostly tried to push any anti-Dolly thoughts out of my mind since last Tuesday’s disastrous read-through.

But clearly, Stella hadn’t.

“That’s just because they don’t get it yet,” she said. “You have to explain it better, is all.”

The thought of reliving that day was not exactly appealing. “Uh, no thanks,” I said. “Mr. C. obviously isn’t going to change anything about the play, so…”

“So find someone to make him!” The way Stella said it, practically yelling, she sounded way more enthusiastic about the idea than I’d ever been.

“Like… who?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” Stella admitted. She unscrewed her soda cap again. Stared at the neon liquid inside like there might be some answers there. “Maybe the school board or something?”

“The school board?” I repeated. I wasn’t even sure what a school board was. A bunch of stuffy old men making rules kids had to follow, I figured.

Stella took a short sip, thinking. When she came up for air, she looked more determined than ever. “My sister told me that a few years ago, the drama club was going to do Grease, but then someone complained to the school board that it was inappropriate, and they shut it down.”

I frowned at that. “I don’t want to shut the play down,” I said. For one thing, Kaia wouldn’t get to be Minnie, and she was going to rock that part. “I just want them to change some stuff.”

“Well?” Stella looked at me, her blue eyes all expectant. “So why not ask them to?”

“Ask them to how?” I said. “What am I supposed to do, make a TikTok about it?” I might not know much about the school board, but I had a strong suspicion that whoever was on there wasn’t exactly scrolling social media.

Stella let out a snort that I didn’t think a person as pretty as her could even make.

“Right,” she said. “One of my dad’s clients is on the school board. You know Dan Conrad, that ancient guy who owns the window shop?” I nodded, even though I had no idea our town had a window shop. (Was it really only windows in there? How could you have an entire store of just windows?) “No way he even owns a computer. He probably still reads newspapers.”

“I’ll tell my aunt,” I said. Just the thought of Aunt Lune made the Mountain Dew swish sickly inside me, but for whatever reason, I kept talking. “She just started working at the Cedar Haven Herald, so she’ll be thrilled to know they have at least one customer.”

Stella’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Fallon Little,” she said, and my name didn’t sound nasty in her mouth the way it usually did. “I think you just found the solution to our problem.”

“I… did?” I asked. I didn’t even know Stella and I had the same problem.

“You’re gonna write a letter to the Cedar Haven Herald,” Stella told me. Like it was a fact. All settled. “One of those… what are they called? Op-eds. And you can give it to your aunt, and the school board will read it, and they’ll pressure Mr. C. to change the play so it’s not offensive anymore.”

I was pretty sure I was staring at Stella as if she had five heads. “I’m not going to do that,” I told her. There were a lot of steps in there that sounded less appealing to me than sticking my hand into a lion cage after smothering it in raw hamburger meat.

“Sure you are,” Stella told me. “It was your idea, wasn’t it? About the changes? Anyway, you’re an awesome writer.”

“I am?” I asked. I wasn’t so much asking if I was a good writer—which, not to brag, but I did think I was okay—but more wondering how the heck Stella knew that. Up until that day, I figured she’d only paid enough attention to me to find new ways to make me feel inferior.

“Shut up, of course you are,” Stella said. She rolled her eyes and then took another sip of soda. Somehow, she hadn’t even drunk down to the top of the label yet, whereas my bottle was nearly empty. “Didn’t you win third place in that essay contest last year?”

“Second place,” I told her. I don’t know why. I shouldn’t have said anything.

“See?” Stella said. “So you have to do it.”

“But…” I felt like I was speaking a different language, because Stella was not understanding what I was saying at all.

“Promise,” Stella ordered. And she even stuck her pinky in the air, like kids used to do in kindergarten.

“Um…”

She shook her pinky at me.

So?

I gave her mine. We hooked them together. And we pinky-promise shook on it.

“Awesome,” Stella said, smiling with all her perfect teeth showing. “And hey, if you want me to look at the letter before you give it to your aunt, I’m happy to. I mean, I’m not as good a writer as you, but sometimes another opinion is helpful, right?”

“Uh, right,” I agreed. How had I gone from trying to hide in the bathroom to hooking pinkies with Stella in the span of five minutes? I felt completely confused.

“Okay, well, I better get going to my sesh,” Stella said. I assumed “sesh” was short for “session.” “See you soon!”

I only lifted a hand to wave at her as she bopped off. I couldn’t think of any words to say. I was still standing there, staring dumbly at the soda machine, my nearly empty Mountain Dew open in my hands in front of me, when the Deer found me.

“Hey, Fallon!” she said, as chipper as Stella had just been. “Good to see you today. You ready to come join us?”

I was wordless.

So I just nodded. What else was I supposed to do?

And as the Deer led me toward Room 2, going on and on about what a fabulous addition she thought my presence had been to the group dynamic last week, I still said nothing at all. I just gulped down the last of my Mountain Dew and let the too-sweet sweetness settle down inside.







LITTLE STINKERS

When we got to the front of the lunch line Tuesday afternoon, Miss Kramps, the head lunch lady at the register, stopped Kaia from moving through.

“Sorry,” she told Kaia. “You don’t have any more money on your account. You gotta put that back.”

Kaia growled and dug her chin into her chest. I stood there, watching helplessly, as she slumped back to the hot lunch station, returned her slice of pepperoni pizza and mixed veggies, and accepted the sad little PB&J wrapped in plastic they gave her. She waved it at Miss Kramps, who nodded her approval.

As soon as Miss Kramps ushered me through—pepperoni and all—I scuttled to catch up to Kaia, who was nearly all the way to our table.

“Sorry about that,” I told her as we squeezed into our seats. Trent was already there, saving our spots. (Not like anyone would want to take them. Ours wasn’t exactly the most popular table.)

Kaia shook her head. “It’s not your fault,” she said, but she still sounded grumpy. She slapped her PB&J on the table and sat, sinking her head into her folded arms.

“What happened?” Trent asked, shaking up his chocolate milk.

Kaia apparently didn’t feel like answering, so after a second, I answered for her. “Her parents forgot to put more money on her lunch account,” I said.

“Ah,” Trent said, understanding.

Kaia shifted her head so her chin was on the table and she could look at both of us. “That’s six PB&Js in a row,” she said miserably. “And it’s pizza day.”

“You want mine?” I asked, shoving my tray her way. Trent was already halfway through his slice, so I figured I had to be the one to step up.

Kaia looked like she really, really wanted to take the pizza, but instead she shook her head. I had to admit I was kind of relieved. “You shouldn’t have to suffer just because my parents can’t remember to do basic parent things,” she replied. “You know, last year I had to tape a permission slip to my dad’s face while he was sleeping so he’d sign it when he woke up?” Kaia’s parents were both nurses at the hospital, so most days they were off to work super early, and it was Kaia’s job to get herself and Grady to school in the morning. If they forgot to sign something, she was tough out of luck.

Trent laughed. “Smart,” he said. “Did it work?”

Finally, Kaia let out a small smile. “Yeah,” she said. “It did.”

Trent opened his milk. “Maybe you could tape a laptop to his head tonight, open to the lunch account page?”

Kaia’s smile got bigger. “Not the worst idea,” she said.

While we ate, Trent told us all about the most recent prank his brother Aaron had pulled on him and their younger brother, Doug, where he swapped the shampoo in the shower with cold pea soup, so when Trent pumped it, it came out all green and moldy-looking in his hand. Apparently Doug hadn’t even noticed and actually washed his hair with it. Trent said Doug’s head had smelled so soupy, it would make your eyes water.

“Oh, that’s disgusting!” Kaia squealed, and she was covering her eyes with her hands, like the prank was playing on a big movie screen and she didn’t want to see any of it. But she was laughing hard. “Were you completely grossed out?”

“Nah.” Trent grinned big, then took a monster bite of his pizza. “Only, I need to figure out how to get Aaron back. Before he goes off to college next year, I need to do one huge one.” He peeled a pepperoni off his pizza and added it to the stack on the edge of his tray. The pepperoni was Trent’s favorite part, so he liked to eat it last, in one fat pepperoni tower. “Doug wants to fill Aaron’s pockets with popcorn kernels,” he went on. “He thinks when Aaron goes out in the sun they’ll all start popping and freak him out. I told him that if the sun was hot enough to pop popcorn, then you wouldn’t even be able to take it home from the grocery store without it exploding on you, but he wouldn’t listen.”

“Doug should not be allowed to think up pranks,” I said.

“For real.” Trent chewed and thought some more. But before he had any ideas, Kaia chimed in.

“You should do something like on Little Stinkers,” she said. She was finally unwrapping her PB&J. “Then when he finds it, you can yell, ‘Stunk as a skunk!’”

Trent laughed so hard he nearly choked on his pizza. “You stink!” he and Kaia shouted at the same time.

I raised an eyebrow. “Uh, what is happening?” I asked them.

Kaia was wiping at the corner of one eye. “Little Stinkers,” she explained. “It’s a YouTube channel. It’s this guy—”

Trent cut her off, eager to be the first to explain it. “And there are all these chipmunks, right? But they have hats on. Only, wait, I’m not telling it right.”

I looked from Trent to Kaia and back again. I must’ve seemed confused, because Kaia said, “You really have to see it to get how funny it is. I’ll send you the link and you can watch it tonight.”

“Cool,” I said. But it wasn’t, not really. Because—okay, it’s not like it was against the law for Kaia and Trent to have stuff that they knew about that I didn’t. But when, exactly, had they figured out they both loved this channel so much? How much had they been DMing while my laptop was stuck in charging station jail every night?

Kaia had moved on to describing another video, where one of the chipmunks does a handstand, and I was busy trying to figure out if these were real chipmunks or cartoons or what, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I shifted my head to see who it was.

“Hey, Fallon,” Stella greeted me, all toothy smiles again. She was wearing a sweater that was so cropped it showed off her belly button, which I was pretty sure was against the school dress code, and her hair was hanging straight down, slick and shiny and beautiful. Somehow, her hair made me feel like a baby, because mine was frizzy and stuck up on top of my head with a panda bear barrette I’d found at a garage sale with Kaia.

I’d thought that barrette was so goofy it was cool when I’d found it. Now it just seemed goofy.

“Uh, hey,” I said. Kaia and Trent had stopped talking and were staring at me and Stella. I could feel the tension at the table. Seriously, the temperature just in our part of the cafeteria must’ve dropped ten degrees.

“What do you want?” Kaia asked. And the way she said it, you knew she wasn’t asking because she cared. She shifted on the bench a little closer to me, like she was getting ready to pounce at Stella if she tried to attack.

Stella darted her eyes to Kaia and then back at me. “I just wanted to see if you’d finished that letter yet,” she said. Her words were friendly, and her face was friendly, too.

Somehow, Friendly Stella Brymner was even more terrifying than the regular version.

“What letter?” Kaia asked. She’d moved one hand to my knee, to protect me from Stella, I guess.

“Um…” I glanced at Kaia. Trent was behind me, so I couldn’t see him, but I was sure his mouth was open, watching Stella Brymner talk to me as though I was an actual human. “I… haven’t finished yet.”

I hadn’t written a single word, and I wasn’t going to, either. But I wasn’t about to tell Stella that. Not right then, anyway.

“What letter?” Kaia asked again.

Stella ignored her. “Okay, well, I really want to read it when you do,” she said. And she actually seemed sincere. “Will you message me tonight so I can read a copy?”

“I…” Kaia was squeezing my leg. “I’m not sure I’m going to have time to…”

But Stella’s attention had been seized by someone over near the trash cans.

“Coming!” she shouted, waving to whoever it was. To me, she said: “I’m ‘stellsbells’ on the school app, ’kay?” And with that, she raced off to join people who it probably made way more sense for her to be talking to.

“Uh, what was that about?” Kaia asked when Stella was out of earshot.

“Oh, um…” I started slowly. I decided I didn’t want to share that Stella and I had been talking at the Cedar Haven Community Therapy Collective, because it wasn’t really anyone else’s business that Stella was getting therapy. So I just sort of skipped that part. “Stella said she wants me to write a letter for the newspaper about some of the stuff I was talking about at play practice. Like about how the play is really dated and sends bad messages and…”

I trailed off when I noticed that Kaia was wrinkling her nose. “Why does she want you to do that?” she asked.

And I don’t know why, exactly, but it made me feel defensive when Kaia said that.

“Because she thinks I made some good points,” I said. And okay, maybe my voice was a little sharper than I meant it to be. “And she thinks that if I can convince the school board, then they can pressure Mr. C. into listening, and he’ll have to change things.”

Kaia was staring at me, confused. “You’re not going to do that, though, are you?”

I wasn’t going to. I really wasn’t, before. But Kaia looking at me like I was so ridiculous for wanting to write the letter… for some reason, that was making me really want to do it.

“Not sure,” I told her.

“I think Stella’s trying to punk you or something,” Kaia went on. “There’s no way she actually thinks Mr. C. should change the play. I mean, that just doesn’t make sense.” She turned to Trent, who had been doing a good job inspecting the integrity of his pepperoni tower during our conversation. “What do you think?” Kaia asked him. “Do you think the play has a ‘bad message’?”

Trent picked up his pepperoni tower between his two hands. He looked at Kaia, then he looked at me. “I haven’t seen it yet,” he said. “So…” He chomped off half the tower.

Kaia rolled her eyes. “Coward,” she said.

The lunch bell hadn’t rung yet, but I wasn’t hungry anymore, so I stood up.

“You’re leaving?” Kaia said. “Fallon…”

“I have to pee,” I told her.

“Fallon, wait,” Kaia said. “I’ll come with you.” She started cramming her sandwich into her mouth, trying to finish it.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m not mad,” I added, because she looked worried. Anyway, I wasn’t mad, not really. I didn’t think I was. “I just have to pee.”

Kaia frowned but nodded slightly. “Okay,” she said. “See you in Pre-Algebra?”

“Yeah,” I told her. And I walked to the trash cans and threw out my lunch tray.

Maybe I was mad. I wasn’t sure. The only thing I did know for sure in that moment was that, for whatever reason, I was definitely going to write that letter.







THE LETTER

I wrote the letter, that same day, after rehearsal. And I sent it to Stella, too. She told me it was amazing. See? she messaged. I told you you were a good writer. She only had one note, which was that I should “use more forceful language.”

Like here, when you say, “the play is a bit old-fashioned,” she wrote, copying one of the lines from my letter. Don’t say “a bit.” Just say “old-fashioned.” Or…

There was a pause in the DMs, while Stella looked for the part she was thinking of, I guess.

Instead of “I don’t think it’s a good idea”… just say, “It’s not a good idea.” See what I mean?

I did see, and she was right. Even though I felt sort of weird writing a letter that sounded so “forceful” (because, after all, who was I to state things like they were facts?), it definitely made the writing stronger. So I changed it. And I reread it. And it was good. It really was.










HELLO, DOLLY! PROMOTES A CULTURE OF GASLIGHTING

An op-ed by Fallon Little

This year, Cedar Haven Middle School is putting on Hello, Dolly! as its spring musical. I was cast as Dolly, which is the lead part. The play was written in 1964, and although it’s funny and has some really memorable songs, it’s not a good idea to perform it as it is.

In the play, which takes place in the 1890s, Dolly Levi is a matchmaker who is known for “arranging things.” In her first song, Dolly brags about how she “puts her hand in” to everyone’s lives, and fixes them without them realizing what she’s doing. She sings:

I twist a little, stir a little

Him a little, her a little.…

When I use my fist a little

Some young bride gets kissed a little

It’s supposed to be a silly song about how clever Dolly is, and how successful she is as a matchmaker. But really, it’s a song about manipulation. Who wants a person to “twist” them into doing something they’d never willingly do themselves? By the end of the play, Dolly has managed to twist the lives of every single character—and scored herself an engagement to half-a-millionaire Horace Vandergelder (a man she clearly only likes for his money). And is anyone in the play upset by what she’s done? No! Dolly is celebrated for her meddling, and we’re supposed to admire her for her skill.

It’s clear the play is old-fashioned, but it’s dangerous, too. Telling someone that what you want is really what they wanted all along is one example of what’s called “gaslighting,” and it’s wrong. So we shouldn’t be cheering for someone who does that onstage. If we do, kids who go to see the play will leave with the message that it’s okay for other people to decide their fate for them, which is just not right.

Fortunately, I think the play can be updated with a few alterations—and I think that if the Cedar Haven School Board read the script, they’d agree. So please join me in asking them to encourage the rewriting of the play before it gets performed in May and promotes its damaging message.



After Stella signed off, I reread the letter one last time. There was nothing else I could see that needed changing.

So I took a deep breath, scooped my laptop off my bed, and went to find Aunt Lune.







MOLEHILL

If I’d listened to my stomach—which was doing flips as I left my room with my laptop—I would never have asked Aunt Lune about publishing my letter in the Cedar Haven Herald. But instead of my stomach, I listened to Stella Brymner.

Shows what I know.

Aunt Lune was sitting at the kitchen table, clicking away on her computer. Next to her was a cup of tea, which looked full but not steaming, so I had a feeling she’d been so engrossed in whatever it was she was doing that she’d forgotten to take a sip. Which seemed like maybe the wrong time to talk to her. So I took a step backward, edging out of the kitchen before she had a chance to notice me, my laptop hugged close to my chest. I’d just come back and show her the letter another time, I decided, when she’d be more receptive to it.

Only, while I was inching my way out of the kitchen, I accidentally inched myself into the rolling cart Dad keeps all the pots and pans in, and that let out a huge CLANG! that basically undid all that good stealthy inching I’d been doing.

“Fallon!” Aunt Lune said, her head jerking up. She clutched her chest with one hand, as though she were about to have a heart attack. “You startled me!”

“Uh, sorry,” I said. I was awkwardly trying to shift the rolling cart back in place with my one free hand, but one of the pans slid off the bottom with a second giant CLANG! I picked it up and dropped two more. CLANG! CLANG!

“Let me help you,” Aunt Lune said, rushing over. “That cart drives me crazy. I keep telling your father he should invest in a hanging system for these pots—they’d be so much easier to access. But you know how stubborn he can be about his kitchen.”

I did know, and I kind of agreed about fixing the pots-and-pans situation, but I didn’t want to tell Aunt Lune that. Instead I just said, “Thanks” as she helped me find the best way to settle all the pans on the shelf.

“You hungry?” she asked when we’d restacked everything. “I was going to start dinner in a bit, but I could fix you a snack or something.”

My gut reaction was to tell Aunt Lune I didn’t need her to fix me a snack, because this wasn’t her house and it wasn’t her kitchen and I wasn’t some toddler she was babysitting. But I was sort of hungry, actually, and maybe it would be a good chance to talk to her about my letter. So I said, “Sure. Thanks.”

The snack Lune fixed for me was fancy cheese—Brie, I think—and crackers and a cut-up pear. Which was definitely something I could’ve fixed for myself, only I never would’ve because cutting up fruit and cheese only to immediately eat it always seemed like too much work, for some reason. But I had to admit it was delicious. Aunt Lune and I sat across from each other at the table, the plate between us, taking turns snacking. I was surprised that she didn’t immediately turn back to her laptop, which was right there in front of her. Instead she snapped it closed and gave me a friendly smile. “So, how’s school and everything?” she asked. She reached for a pear slice.

I thought about how to best answer that. I didn’t want to get us off track before I could ask her for a favor, so I just said, “Fine, I guess.” And then, before she had enough time to jump in with another question, I said, “Actually, though, I wanted to ask you something.”

Lune paused with her half-eaten pear slice in her hand. “Oh, yeah?” she said. She seemed genuinely interested.

If someone had walked by us right then and seen us talking at the table, they would’ve probably thought we were a regular aunt and niece who chatted together all the time and liked each other and had perfectly normal, pleasant conversations. For not the first time, I wished that was the way we actually were. It would be nice, after all, to have an aunt I could go to with questions about… I don’t know… whatever girls talked to their aunts about. Boys, maybe. Makeup. Books. Cats. Why there was a random person who didn’t know either of us walking by us in the kitchen, thinking we were normal. Whatever. I didn’t actually know what normal nieces and aunts chatted about, obviously. But it seemed like it would be a pleasant thing to do. Across the table, Aunt Lune was leaning toward me with an inviting smile on her face, like she was a normal aunt asking her normal niece about her normal problems. So since she was so good at pretending, I figured I could be, too.

“Yeah,” I finally said. I pushed my laptop closer to her across the table. “I wrote this letter,” I told her. She opened up the computer. Started to skim. “About the play. And I was hoping you could publish it in the paper so the school board would read it and…” I trailed off, because Lune was reading for real now and I didn’t want to interrupt her.

My stomach twisted as she read. It was hard to watch someone’s eyeballs taking in words you’d written, waiting for their mouth to tell you what their brain was thinking about them. Especially if that person was Aunt Lune. I half wanted to reach across the table and snatch the laptop away from her, but I sat on my hands to stop myself.

Aunt Lune clicked down on the scroll bar. Kept on reading. I held my breath.

“Hey, it’s my two favorite ladies,” came a quiet voice from the doorway. Mom. She was leaning on the doorframe, looking worn out but smiling. “What’re you up to?” she asked.

I got up to help her to a chair. I didn’t exactly want to tell her about my letter, but what else was I gonna do? So while I took her by the elbow, I said, “I wrote a letter, and I asked Aunt Lune if she could get it published in the Cedar Haven Herald.”

Mom raised her eyebrows, impressed. “A letter?” she said. She slid into her chair, and I plopped back into mine. “What’s it about?”

Before I could respond, Aunt Lune looked up from the computer. She met my gaze.

And she frowned.

My heart immediately sank into my stomach.

Apparently Mom didn’t notice Aunt Lune’s frown because she grabbed the laptop and said, “Me next!” She began to read.

My stomach had turned to pudding. I knew I never should’ve shown Aunt Lune the letter. I never should’ve written it in the first place. Everything inside me wanted to jump up from the table right then and storm back down the hall to my bedroom, where I could hide under my blankets and pretend I’d never written anything. But now that Mom was here, that didn’t exactly seem like an option. I stared down at the table, silently urging Aunt Lune to keep her mouth shut.

She didn’t, of course.

“Fallon,” she said. Her voice was deep and serious, and I could tell she wanted me to look up at her, but I didn’t. “I don’t think we’re going to publish this.”

Next to me, Mom was already scrolling to the second page. She was a fast reader.

I hated Aunt Lune right then. More than usual. But I hated myself, too, for forgetting for one second that Aunt Lune was the worst.

“That’s fine,” I told her. “I had a feeling you’d say that anyway.”

Next to me, Mom closed the laptop. “This is very well-written,” she said, smiling her tired smile at me. She turned to her sister. “Don’t you think it’s very well-written, Claire?”

I scooched my chair back from the table. “She’s not going to publish it,” I said, grabbing for the laptop. “Anyway, thanks for reading it.”

And that’s where I was ready to leave it. But I guess Aunt Lune had other ideas.

“Fallon, you’re being dramatic.” She breathed out super heavy when she said it, too, like just me existing was so exhausting for her. “Don’t you want to know my reasoning?”

“No,” I replied. “Not really. I—”

Mom set a hand on my arm to keep me from standing up. “Hang on, Fallon,” she said. “I’m sure Claire has some good advice for you. One writer to another. It can’t hurt to listen.” Mom had her other hand propping up her chin, and I could tell she wasn’t feeling good at all, but she was still here, talking to me. Trying to help.

“Okay,” I said. I could only barely make it sound like I meant it.

Aunt Lune picked up her mug of tea then and sipped at it slowly, like she had all the time in the world. “I definitely think this is an issue that would interest the town,” she said at last. She went for another sip of tea, then set her mug down. Probably because it had gone freezing from sitting out so long. “And you make some good points about why the play is problematic. But you don’t really offer any solutions.”

I shook my head. “Yeah, I did,” I argued. “I said we should make changes.”

“But you don’t say what changes,” Aunt Lune replied flatly. “And, frankly, I can’t imagine how a few line alterations could fix what you point out is a problem with the very foundation of the show.”

“I guess I could add some more specifics…” I said slowly.

“Even if you clarified what you wanted to change, though,” Aunt Lune went on, “you’d never be able to do any of that. You know that, right? The school has to perform the play exactly as written or they can be sued. Copyright law.”

“Someone would sue a bunch of middle schoolers?” I said, my left eyebrow raised high. (The skin from my scar always tugged at my eyebrow a little when I did that, just to make things more difficult, I guess. But this eyebrow raise was worth it.)

Aunt Lune nodded seriously. “It’s happened before,” she said. And I guess I still looked skeptical because she added, “You don’t mess with copyright lawyers.”

Well, that was not good news. But all I said was “Oh.” Maybe Aunt Lune was wrong about the copyright stuff. Maybe I could talk to Mr. C. again and…

“Probably you should just let it go,” Aunt Lune told me.

I raised my other eyebrow.

“Why?” I asked.

I wasn’t happy.

Aunt Lune sipped at her cold tea. “It’s just a very thirteen-year-old sort of argument, isn’t it?” she said, nodding at the laptop. “‘This thing bothers me, so it shouldn’t exist.’”

“I am a thirteen-year-old,” I pointed out.

Mom patted my arm again. “A very talented thirteen-year-old,” she added.

But Aunt Lune remained unswayed. “My point is,” she said, “the musical is old-fashioned, and it has some old-fashioned messages in it—but is it worth going to battle over? Hardly.” She clicked her teeth then, like she was about to impart the greatest wisdom of all time. “Just because you say something is a mountain, Fallon, that doesn’t necessarily make it anything other than a molehill.”

That was enough for me. I’d had it.

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

“Okay,” I said. I stood up. “Awesome, thanks.” I clutched my laptop to my chest.

“Fallon?” my mom called as I stormed off to my room.

In reply, I slammed my door shut. But even inside my closed bedroom, I could hear Aunt Lune complain, “You see what I mean, Patty? Your daughter is impossible.”

I hated her.

I honestly hated her more than anyone who’d ever lived, even my uncle—and that was saying something.

Aunt Lune wouldn’t know a mountain from a molehill if she drove her car straight into one.







SPYING

Trent didn’t work at the store on Tuesdays, so I biked to his house. I remembered my coat this time, but the whole way there, as the wind whished past my head, I swear it kept whispering, Just because you say it’s a mountain, Fallon, doesn’t mean it’s not a molehill…

I shook my head sharply, side to side, like that would stop the wind.

It didn’t work.

I dumped my bike in Trent’s driveway, and the kickstand didn’t catch right, but I didn’t care. Both his mom and Aaron were home, anyway, I could tell by the cars, so it wasn’t like anyone was going to run it over. When I got to the door, I knocked, even though Trent had told me I didn’t have to. But when his mom was home, it just seemed polite.

It wasn’t Trent’s mom who came to the door, though. It was Trent’s little brother.

“Oh, good,” Doug said, dragging me into the house. Doug was in fifth grade but short for his age and a little stout. No matter how often he cut his hair it was always flopping around on his head, looking shaggy. He reminded me of a cartoon character from some Japanese show that wasn’t properly translated, because he was bouncy and silly and half the things he said didn’t make any sense. He drove Trent crazy. I liked him, though. He was cute and harmless, and occasionally funny. “It’s you.”

“Yep,” I said. My insides were still pudding because of Aunt Lune, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be pleasant to a ten-year-old. “Pretty sure it is.” I even grinned at him.

Doug grinned back. “I need help spying. You’re a good spy, right?”

I nodded. “Decent enough,” I said. A Doug adventure seemed like a good distraction. It would cheer me up a little before I spilled my guts to Trent and got furious about my aunt all over again.

“Awesome,” Doug said. “Because I think they might be kissing.” And with that, he grabbed my hand and started dragging me down the hallway toward the bedrooms.

“What are you planning on doing?” I asked as we went. I hadn’t even known Aaron had a new girlfriend, but that wasn’t really my business. “Peering through the keyhole or something? That’s kind of an invasion of privacy, don’t you think?”

Doug shrugged. “Who cares?” he said. “Anyway, our doors don’t have keyholes. But I found this website where they teach you how to make a periscope, so I thought we could shove it under the door. You can help.”

From out of nowhere, Doug produced what looked to be an old paper towel tube cut in the middle and taped back at a weird angle with way too much masking tape. There was aluminum foil involved, too. Even though I had no idea how to make a periscope, I was pretty sure that wasn’t it. But all I said was, “Uh, I don’t think that’s gonna fit under the door, Doug.” I couldn’t wait to tell Trent about this later. He was obsessed with Doug’s terrible pranks.

Doug stretched out his arm for a better look at the gizmo he’d made. Then, slowly, he frowned. Like he was just now realizing that there was no way to fit a two-inch-wide “periscope” through the quarter-inch gap underneath Aaron’s door.

“Huh,” he said.

“Sorry, Doug,” I told him. And for a second, I felt pretty bad for him. He looked so sad.

But as quickly as he’d gone sulky, he cheered right back up again. “We’ll just open the door a tiiiiiiny bit,” he said, a crafty smile taking over his face, “without making any noise, and then we’ll stick this through and… Voilà!” He shouted “Voilà!” so loud that I was pretty sure Aaron and his girlfriend were already onto us. “We’ll catch ’em in the act.”

“Uh, Doug?” I said gently. I hated to be the bearer of bad news, really, especially since I’d just been stomped on myself, but in this case I was saving a ten-year-old from some serious wet willies, so it seemed okay. “There’s no way that’s gonna…”

But I trailed off.

Stopped talking.

Because Doug wasn’t opening Aaron’s bedroom door.

He was opening Trent’s.

“Wait,” I said. “Why are you—”

I didn’t get to finish that one, either. From inside the room, I heard two things at once.

The first was the familiar sound of an exasperated Trent hollering, “Doug!”

And the second was a girl shrieking.

I froze.

There was a girl in Trent’s room?

And then the door opened all the way when Trent rushed over and yanked it. And I saw who was behind him, sitting on the bed.

It was Kaia.

I had never felt so stupid in my entire life.

“Um, I gotta…” I tried to turn to get to the front door, but instead I smacked chin-first into the side of Doug’s head.

“Ow!” Doug said, grabbing his ear.

“Fallon?” Trent said. “When did you get here?”

From the bedroom, I heard Kaia say, “Fallon’s here?”

“No,” I said. I darted around Doug this time and scooted down the hallway. “Sorry. I’m not. I’m leaving. Bye, Doug! Thanks for, um, letting me in.”

“Bye!” Doug called from behind me.

I made it to the living room before Trent caught up to me. “Wait!” he said, grabbing my elbow. “Fallon! What’s going on? Why are you leaving? I didn’t even know you were here.”

I yanked my elbow back. “Well, now I’m not,” I said. I moved for the door, but Trent grabbed my arm again.

This time I yanked it hard. “Stop grabbing me!” I shouted at him. I must’ve shouted loud. Trent looked startled.

I didn’t care.

“Leave me alone. Then you and Kaia can get back to whatever it was you were doing in your room without me.”

I could see Kaia at the far end of the living room, frozen stiff, like maybe if she didn’t move, I wouldn’t notice her. But Trent told me calmly, “We were just watching videos.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. I could tell that Trent was telling the truth. But I could also tell that there was more to the truth than that.

I stared at Trent and he stared back at me. For a long time, it seemed like no one was ever going to talk again. And then, finally, Kaia piped up from across the room.

“We started going out a few weeks ago,” she said. She kind of squeaked the words. “Me and Trent, I mean.” She was staring right at me, her shoulders scrunched, all embarrassed, and she was shooting out the words like if she didn’t do it as fast as possible, they might explode inside her. “We’re not, like, dating or anything, because we haven’t been on any dates. I mean, we were going to go to the movies, but—” I saw Trent, who had turned around to look at her, shake his head back and forth, ever so slightly. You’d barely even notice it if you weren’t looking for it. “Anyway…” Kaia went on, digging the toe of her shoe into the carpet. Her eyes darted from Trent back to me. “We were going to tell you, really. But then everything happened with your uncle and…” She stopped. Maybe Trent had shaken his head again, I don’t know. But there was nothing else I needed to hear. Kaia and I had spent that whole afternoon at rehearsal together, quizzing each other on lines in between scenes so we could be “off book” like Mr. C. wanted—and all that time, she hadn’t once mentioned she was heading over to Trent’s house afterward.

She hadn’t mentioned anything.

“Got it,” I said, turning back to the door.

“Fallon,” Trent groaned, like I was being unreasonable. From the corner of my eye, I saw him reaching for my arm again, but he must’ve thought better of it, because he never made it there. My hand was on the doorknob. “Are you mad?” Trent asked the back of my head.

“Why would I be mad?” I asked.

No one answered.

I opened the door and hopped down the porch steps. I scooped my bike off the ground and hopped on.

As I was pedaling down the street, I heard Trent call out, “Fallon!” one more time. But if he said anything else after that, I didn’t hear it.







CONTINUITY

I know I told you before that I’d always thought I was good at catching continuity errors in movies. It had always felt like my calling, ever since Uncle Geebie told me it was a job. I was the one who pointed out to my parents that in Raiders of the Lost Ark, Indy grows a whole day’s worth of stubble while he’s fighting the bad guys in the market in Cairo. Or that in The Goonies, when they’re jumping off the pirate ship, Data actually jumps twice. And Trent didn’t even notice that when the Whomping Willow smacks a mega-dent into the roof of Ron’s flying car in Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, the dent disappears, then comes back between shots (I mean, I know the car is magic, but still).

But I guess when it came to real life, I wasn’t always so great at noticing those sorts of details. Because I should’ve been paying more attention that day when Kaia was at Trent’s mom’s shop, before I showed up to suggest seeing a movie. I should’ve realized that look between them when they were talking about Little Stinkers was more than just a look. I should’ve seen it all, but I didn’t.







SAILING

Here’s what I was thinking as I biked home:

Trent and Kaia hadn’t done anything wrong. Not really. So why were my eyes burning with hot-cold tears that were trying to come out? Why did my insides feel even more puddingy than they had with Aunt Lune?

Sure, they could’ve told me earlier, about them going out. Because it hurt that they’d waited to tell me. That they thought I couldn’t handle it. But still. Trent and Kaia were my best friends. It was a good thing they liked each other. So the tears and the pudding-stomach? That didn’t make any sense.

Maybe I was jealous, I thought as I pedaled closer to home. Maybe I was secretly in love with Trent—so secretly that even I didn’t know about it—and I couldn’t handle that he’d picked Kaia over me. Or maybe I was in love with Kaia, even, and I was furious that she’d picked Trent. I mulled that one over while I struggled up Maple Hill. That would be a thing that could make a person want to cry, for sure—extreme jealousy. In movies, people who were rejected in love sometimes worked themselves into such a jealous rage that they ended up murdering people. So it would make sense if that’s why my insides were threatening to leave my body right then. That would be totally understandable. (Not the murder part, I mean, just the feelings.)

But I was pretty sure that wasn’t it, either. Because the thought of kissing Trent Zimmerman made me want to yak even harder. And kissing Kaia didn’t even seem like a thing I would want to try in this universe. Trent was my friend. Not someone to kiss. I didn’t want to imagine anyone kissing him. But if I did have to imagine it, him and Kaia kissing seemed a lot less horribly disgusting than him and me kissing.

I didn’t want to kiss anyone, that was the truth. Even Oscar Sublasky, who I once asked Trent to doodle because his nose is so perfect I honestly think it should be studied for science. (His eyelashes are pretty wonderful, too.) If Oscar asked me to the seventh-grade dance, I would totally say yes. (I think I would say yes.) But if, during one of the slow dances, he tried to lean in close in the dark gymnasium and kiss me on the lips? I was pretty sure I’d deck him, right in his perfect nose. Probably one day I’d want to kiss someone with a nose and eyelashes as amazing as Oscar’s—maybe even the actual Oscar himself. But that seemed like a day far off in the future.

So I didn’t think it was jealousy that was making me feel so rotten. I began swerving left to right as I rode, taking up the whole street, because there was no one else around and I wanted to, so why not?

The more and more I thought about it, the more I realized that seeing Kaia and Trent like that, it was like they were in a boat together, a boat with only two seats. And standing alone on the shore, watching your two best friends sailing away, shrinking into tinier and tinier specks in the distance, wondering when exactly they’d disappear forever?

Well, that would make anyone’s stomach hurt, I guess.







AMATEURS

I ignored Trent and Kaia all that night. It wasn’t too hard. I docked my laptop in charging station jail as soon as I got home, and when Kaia called my dad’s phone, I told him to tell her that I had moved to Zurich. (Dad told her I was taking a shower and didn’t ask me any questions about it after, which made me love him more than I already did.)

I pretty much ignored everyone else in my family that night, too, except for telling my dad about moving to Zurich. I told them that I’d eaten dinner at Trent’s, and that I needed to spend the rest of the evening working on my Tuck Everlasting book trailer. Technically, I was telling the truth about the book trailer. Only I left out the part where it wasn’t due for three weeks.

Too bad I couldn’t use the book trailer excuse to get out of my actual Literature class, because as I walked through the door for first period the next morning, Kaia practically pounced on me.

“Hey, Fallon!” she greeted me. She’d been standing right beside the entrance, waiting for me, like some sort of stalker.

“Hey, Kaia,” I said back. Perfectly calm and cool. Like it was any other day. Although, probably, if it was any other day, I would’ve said it in a funny accent or something. But I wasn’t exactly in the mood.

She followed me to my desk, even though she sat two rows over. She slid into Greta Hasberg’s seat beside me, since Greta wasn’t there yet.

“I wanted to say sorry about yesterday,” Kaia told me. She looked sorry. Her eyes were kind of watery, even, like if I didn’t forgive her, she might start bawling.

Part of me wanted to give Kaia a piece of my mind. Only… I didn’t exactly know what that piece was. Why was my stomach still so churny when I thought about what had happened at Trent’s house? Honestly, I wasn’t sure.

So instead I just said, “It’s okay.” Which was mostly true, anyway.

“Really?” Kaia was squinting at me. “Because it doesn’t seem okay.”

For a while, I concentrated on lining up all my pencils just right in my desk’s pencil tray. But finally, I took a deep breath and turned to face her again.

“Look,” I told her. I kept my voice even, calm, as I tried to work through what was in my brain. “I was a little upset that you guys didn’t tell me what was going on.”

Kaia frowned. “Yeah,” she said softly. “We shouldn’t’ve done that. I’m really—”

I cut her off. “But I’m not mad about you and Trent.”

Kaia seemed surprised at that. “You’re not?” she asked.

“Why would I be? I’m friends with him, I’m friends with you… I want you both to be happy. And you’re kinda cute together.”

Kaia couldn’t help smiling. “You think so?”

I nodded. They were pretty cute. “Have you guys”—I lowered my voice—“kissed yet?”

Kaia’s eyes went wide. She looked over both shoulders, but no one was paying us any attention. “Not yet,” she said. She seemed embarrassed, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of the idea of kissing Trent, or because she hadn’t yet.

For some reason, her answer made me feel better. I knew that at some point they probably would kiss. But for now, the boat still seemed pretty close to shore.

“Well…” I couldn’t figure out something to say that would let Kaia know I was on her side and happy for her and Trent, no matter what happened, and also not sound pushy about them not doing things they weren’t ready for. “Keep me updated.” That’s where I landed.

“I promise,” Kaia replied.

Greta finally showed up, so Kaia had to leave then. But before she hustled to her own seat, she told me, “I’m glad you’re not mad, Fallon. You’re my best friend, so I’d hate if I did something that hurt you.”

I waved her off, like, Don’t even worry about it. Which is how I wished I felt. And for some reason, what popped into my head then was something that Kyle, one of the judges on Dance, Dance, Dance!, was always telling the contestants: “No one knows you’re an amateur until you show them. So fake it till you make it!”

I was just going to have to slap a smile on my face and pretend to be happy for my two best friends until that feeling made its way from my grin to my brain.

It would happen eventually, I figured. Anyway, that’s what I told myself, doing my best Kyle impression in my head.







LADY PROBLEMS

I had basically the exact same conversation with Trent, before Life Science.

“You swear you’re not mad?” he asked me for the fourth time.

“Why would I be mad?” I replied. Time number four.

He had no answer for that, so he had to accept that I was totally okay with everything that was going on, just like I told him I was.

He did keep frowning at me, though, all through our quiz on the parts of a cell. It was so distracting that I accidentally labeled three different things as the “membrane.”

By lunchtime, I was sick of constantly having to assure my two best friends that I didn’t hate them for lying to me and sneaking behind my back, so I decided to go to the nurse’s office instead of the cafeteria. I figured I could tell the nurse I was having “lady cramps,” because I’d heard if you did that she’d give you a Tylenol and let you sit with a hot pack over your stomach until you could go back to class. And even though I hadn’t technically started my period, I didn’t think that was in my file or anything, so it seemed like a lie I could get away with pretty easily.

When I got to the office, though, and told Ms. Howard, the secretary, that I needed to see the nurse, she just waved me toward her room and said, “Wait in there. She should be back soon.” Then the phone rang and she scooped it off the hook. “Cedar Haven Middle School!” she crowed.

I walked into the nurse’s office, clutching at my lower stomach area, just in case there was someone there I’d need to convince. But fortunately, there wasn’t anyone. The two invalid beds were empty, one with the curtain half-closed around it. I plopped down on the other one to wait.

Immediately the curtain around the next bed SWISH!ed open and I let out a loud shriek.

“Ack!” I hollered. “I didn’t think there was anyone there.”

“Sorry.” It was Stella, an ice pack pressed to her forehead. Her knees were curled up to her chest, which is why I hadn’t seen her feet poking out from the half-closed curtain. She shifted the ice pack a little. “What are you in for?”

I shrugged. I was sick of lying, but I didn’t really have a good answer for anything lately that wasn’t at least half a lie. “Lady problems,” I replied. Stella nodded understandingly. “You okay?” I asked her.

She shrugged right back. “I got hit with a volleyball,” she said. “Mr. Gorman freaked out and made me come here, and I have to wait till Miss Stone comes back so she can check if I have a concussion.” She shook her head, annoyed. “I definitely do not have a concussion.”

I let out a half laugh. “Where’d Miss Stone go, anyway?” I asked.

“Apparently there was some sort of mass puke incident in Mr. Weir’s room,” Stella replied. She stretched out her legs, crossing them at the ankles. “She’s been gone a while.”

“Oh.”

I drummed my fingers on my knee, my legs positioned awkwardly off the side of the bed, and I thought about my options. I could stay there with Stella, or I could go to lunch with Trent and Kaia.

I lifted my legs and stretched back. Might as well make myself comfortable.

“Before you ask,” I told her—because I knew she was going to, any second—“I did show my aunt the letter and she said there was no way the paper would publish it.” I shook my head, like the whole incident had been no big deal. “So I guess that’s that.”

Stella sat forward and pushed the curtain open even wider, like she needed that much more space to really take in what I was saying. “Seriously?” she asked me.

I nodded.

“What an idiot,” she huffed.

I laughed. “She said the school couldn’t make any changes to the play, because if they did, they’d get sued. And she said none of it mattered, anyway, because I was making a mountain out of a molehill, and the whole thing was no big deal.” The words still pricked at my insides, even a full day later.

Stella threw up her non-ice-pack-holding hand. “This is what I’m talking about!” she hollered. I didn’t know what she meant by that, but she went on. “So many people act like these things—not listening to what someone wants, or making decisions you think are good for them—people act like that’s not really a big deal. But it is a big deal, and pretending like it’s not only makes it harder for the people it happens to to talk about it.”

I blinked at Stella. I never would’ve believed it, but it was like she could see inside my head. And having someone else agree with me that my worries weren’t simply a molehill… Well, that meant something.

“This is exactly the kind of thing we talk about in SHASA,” Stella went on. She was gesturing wildly with her one hand now, talking more to the wall than to me. “How people are always trying to dismiss your experiences, acting like what you’re telling them is not as serious as you know it is. It’s ridiculous! And people like your aunt and Mr. C., they’re the problem. Even if they think they’re helping.”

I tried to take in everything she was saying, but my mind was swirling.

“Who’s Sasha?” I finally asked.

“SHA-suh,” Stella corrected. Then she shifted her ice pack to get a better look at me. “Survival and Healing After Sexual Assault.” The words rolled out of her mouth like they were nothing. Like they didn’t bite or sting.

They bit me, though.

“That’s the group session I go to at the Therapy Collective,” Stella went on. She didn’t seem to notice me flinching. “It’s really helpful. Having so many people in there who get what you’re going through.”

My throat felt dry.

“You…” I said. I made myself push the question out, even though it didn’t come out nearly as smoothly as Stella’s words had. “You were…” I couldn’t say the word “assaulted.” I definitely couldn’t say “sexually.” The words stuck in my throat. In my gut. In my soul. “… too?” I finished.

At first I wasn’t sure if Stella heard my whole question, because the way she kept talking, it wasn’t clear. “You know that commercial I was supposed to be in, end of last summer?” she said. “That ketchup thing?” I nodded, not sure where she was going. “The director on the shoot, he wanted me to do things. Like”—she waved her free arm around again—“things I wasn’t comfortable with, that had nothing to do with the commercial. And I said I wouldn’t, and he acted like I was crazy for thinking it was weird, that every commercial shoot was like this, and I just didn’t know that because I was so new to professional acting. But anyway, I told my mom what he asked me to do, and she told the creative director from the ad agency, and they fired me. Not that guy. Me. The creative director was a woman, too!” She was back to ranting again. “You know what she told me? She said, ‘I’d be careful in the future, honey, or you’ll get yourself a reputation for being difficult. And trust me, no one wants to work with a difficult actress.’ Can you believe that? How was I the difficult one?”

I blinked at her. I wasn’t sure how to answer. Because I believed it. I believed everything she was saying.

“That’s awful” was what I finally landed on. How was it so easy for her to share something so terrible? If that had happened to me, I didn’t think I’d be able to tell anyone, let alone a girl I’d barely started speaking to before last week.

She nodded, cooling down from her rant a little. “It was awful,” she told me. Her eyes got far away then, like she was remembering, and in that moment I realized that maybe it hadn’t been so easy for her to share after all. “I was kind of messed up there for a while.” She returned her gaze to me. “Maybe I still am.” I didn’t say anything to that. There was nothing to say. “I didn’t even want to be in the play this year, but my mom convinced me to go out for something. She was all, ‘Don’t allow this one bad apple to let you stop doing what you love.’ And then it turns out to be this play, you know? Which is just bringing all that stuff back up again. If it weren’t for you, I would have quit already.”

I felt my eyebrows go up on my head. “Why because of me?” I asked.

The look she gave me was like that answer should’ve been totally obvious. “Because you’re out there doing something about it!” she said. “That letter you wrote, it was awesome. I’m sorry your aunt is such a jerk.”

I laughed again. “You have no idea,” I told her.

Stella brought the ice pack down from her head and cradled it in her lap. The one side of her hair was mushed up wet on her forehead. I’d never seen her look so remotely disheveled. “Anyway,” she said. “It’s nice to have someone else who gets it, at least.”

The way she was looking at me, I was wondering if she’d heard me before, when I said that “too.” Part of me was kicking myself for having accidentally spit the word out, hoping beyond hope that she’d missed it. But the other half was desperate for her to have noticed, for her to ask about it, for someone, anyone, to finally know.

(And maybe it hadn’t been so accidental after all. I wasn’t really sure myself.)

“You want to come to SHASA with me sometime?” Stella asked. And that’s how I knew. She’d heard me loud and clear. “I think you’d like it.”

And in that moment, I knew I had two choices. I could pretend I didn’t know what she was talking about, pretend the “too” hadn’t happened. Or I could hug the word close to my chest and finally embrace it.

“Sure,” I told Stella.







SECOND-BIGGEST

There was a reason I hated Christmas more than paper cuts under my fingernails, and it wasn’t just because of the lights. It was because of my second-biggest secret.

Dad never had much family to speak of, but back when Mom’s dad was still alive, he and Aunt Lune and Uncle Geebie all lived within a few hours of us, so they’d take turns hosting over the holidays. We’d all stay at Pop’s house one Christmas, and then travel to Lune’s for New Year’s. Or Christmas would be at our place, and New Year’s at Pop’s.

The year I started hating Christmas, we were staying at Uncle Geebie’s. I was little—only five—but I remember that Aunt Lune and I had to sleep together on the foldout couch in the living room for the two nights leading up to Christmas.

We actually used to get along pretty well, me and Aunt Lune. Back before.

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

That’s what she said, after I came back from staring at the Christmas lights out Uncle Geebie’s office window. I told her what had happened—I told her why I’d been awake in the first place. That night and the one before it. And all she did was tell me to go back to sleep. Like everything was fine.

Nothing happened.

Only it had. Even though I was only five, I knew that well enough.

Red all together.

Blue all together.

Green together.

Yellow.

Then red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

When I closed my eyes that night, I could still see those blinking lights from across the street. And I couldn’t sleep, not at all.

But when Aunt Lune told me I was fine, it made me feel like I had to be. And that if I wasn’t, it was all my fault.

I never told anyone else about the lights after I told Aunt Lune.

I knew that, just like her, no one would ever believe me.

So I kept it secret, from that day on. And I kept what she said secret, too.







UNSPOOLING

The rest of the week was mostly the same. At school, I “yes”-ed and “no”-ed and “mm-hmm”-ed and “fine”-ed with Kaia and Trent, and generally got through the day as boringly as possible. At rehearsal, I read my lines just as they were written in the script and did my best not to think about how my character was manipulating everyone else on the stage, and didn’t make any sort of fuss about anything. At dinner, I “yes”-ed and “no”-ed and “mm-hmm”-ed and “fine”-ed with Mom and Dad and Aunt Lune, and got through the meal without stabbing anyone with my butter knife. Afterward, I did homework and tried to teach Squillo to dance the polka, and before I locked my laptop in jail, sometimes I’d DM with Stella, and we’d talk about the play and what idiots Mr. C. and my aunt were for not listening to two geniuses like us.

Over the weekend, I really thought I was making some progress with Squillo’s step-hop-step, but it turned out he just had gas.

And on Monday, I went to Deer Therapy, same as usual. But after twenty minutes, I left to use the bathroom. Just like we’d planned. At first I was worried Stella would remember the plan, because I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. But then when I saw her half hanging out of the doorway of her group’s room, I was glad to see her.

“Hey!” she whisper-shouted, waving me over.

I took one step, then another. Before long, I was all the way there.

Stella gave me a huge smile and opened the door wide. “This is Fallon,” she told the room as I stepped inside. “She’s joining us for a little bit today.”

I stood awkwardly in the doorway, scratching the palm of my right hand with the fingernails on my left. Then I switched and scratched the other way.

One woman waved at me from where she sat in the chair circle. “Lovely to have you, Fallon,” she said. “I’m Elise. Come in. There’s a spot open right there next to Stella.”

I followed Stella over to the chair, looking-but-not-looking at the other people in the room. It was all girls and women, unlike in Deer Therapy. Maybe eight people total. Most were grown-ups, but there was at least one teenager and another one who might’ve been. Stella and I were the youngest.

I wasn’t so sure I wanted to sit down. Because if I sat, if I took that chair Elise had offered me, it would be like saying that I belonged in that room. That I was a “victim,” maybe, or a “survivor.” And neither of those felt like words that described me.

But they didn’t not describe me, either.

I sat in the chair, but I scooched my butt as far forward as possible, so that I was more hovering than sitting.

No one stared at me like they were shocked I was there. I kind of wished they did, and was kind of glad they didn’t.

“You don’t have to talk at all if you don’t want to,” Elise told me. “This is a space to listen and unspool your thoughts however you need to do that, whether out loud or on your own. Just remember that everything you hear in this room is confidential, got it?” I nodded at that. I liked Elise already. I liked the idea of “unspooling” my thoughts. She seemed nice, without trying too hard. “Now, where were we?” she asked, turning her attention back to the whole group. “Ah, yes. Hazel. You were going to share about your date?”

The woman who must’ve been Hazel sat up straighter in her chair and cleared her throat. She looked a little nervous about sharing, but not too bad. “Yeah,” she said. She shook out her arms like she needed to loosen up before she spoke. “I went on another date with Jay,” she said. There were a few whoops and claps around the room, and she let out a smile, her body clearly relaxing. “Yeah. It was good.” Another smile. “I was worried about getting more serious with someone after everything that happened last year. But I think this one’s different.” Her smile just kept growing.

Elise asked Hazel some follow-up questions, and we learned a little more about Hazel’s date. What kind of restaurant they ate at (Cuban), what they did afterward (played pickleball). Nothing that seemed like the serious kind of stuff you’d talk about in a group that had “sexual assault” in the name. But you could tell that all of it was a big deal to Hazel.

Here’s the thing I kept thinking while I was watching Hazel talk. Watching her whole body relax into itself as she told us more nice things about Jay. She was kind of old. Not, like, old old. But forty at least. She definitely had some gray hair in there. She was wearing jeans that were maybe a little too tight on her hips, and sandals, even though it was freezing outside, and a fluffy oversized sweater that looked more well-loved than flattering. She was just a normal person. Any lady you’d pass on the sidewalk and barely even blink at. And here she was, same as me.

After Hazel, another lady shared that she started bawling at the grocery store when she noticed they’d already put out the Easter candy—I guess that candy had brought up a bad memory for her, but no one pressed her to explain. Maybe they already knew, or maybe it was okay if they never did. The definitely-a-teenager told us about the “investigation” her school was doing into the “incident” with the football player—it did not seem like it was going well. She cried right there in the room. The maybe-teenager talked about how she’d recently gone swimming for the first time in six years, and how magical it was, and how she was thinking about joining a gym that had a pool. Everyone seemed very happy about that.

After a while, I knew I had to go back to my own therapy session before the Deer called my parents. There was only so long you could pretend to be in the bathroom. I raised my hand to tell Elise I had to go, and thank her for having me.

“We’re so glad you came,” Elise told me. “You’re welcome here anytime.” And then: “Is there anything you’d like to share before you go?”

I thought about that. “No,” I said softly. “I mean, not now. I’m still”—I cleared my throat—“unspooling.” My eyes wandered over to Stella and she smiled at me. She had a really nice smile.

“Of course,” Elise replied.

Everyone gave me friendly waves, and I walked to the door. But just as I opened it, I sensed someone behind me. I turned.

It was Elise. She took me gently by the elbow and led me out into the hallway, let the door close behind her.

“Can I ask you something, Fallon?” she said. Her voice was kind and her face was open. I could tell why people liked to share their problems with her.

I nodded.

“The issue that brought you to our group today,” Elise went on, “I’m assuming that it’s not something you’re”—she rubbed the back of her neck—“ready to share with your parents just yet?”

I blinked at her, and I guess she took that to mean she was right.

“Okay,” she said. “I get that. Absolutely. But I do have to ask—it’s part of my job to ask—are you in any trouble right now? Is there anything—anyone—at home, or at school, who’s hurting you? Or who could, potentially? Are you safe, Fallon?”

My heart must’ve started beating superfast at that, because I could feel it pounding hard. Not just in my chest, but in my face, too. My scar pulsed-pulsed-pulsed with each beat.

“No!” I said, maybe too loud. “I mean, yes, I’m safe.” I did my best to bring my voice down to a normal volume. “There’s nothing… The person who…” I trailed off. “He died,” I said at last. “A few weeks ago.” And that seemed to satisfy Elise, at least for the moment.

“Okay,” she said again. “Well, in that case…” I could tell she was working something through in her brain, connecting one piece to another. I had absolutely no idea what she was about to say, and I was nervous for a second there, worrying that somehow she’d deduced every detail of my awful story and was about to say it all out loud to check if she was right. But instead, what she said was: “I want you to be able to come to our group, and share what you need to share, and I understand not wanting to tell your parents. And it’s not exactly…” She rubbed at her neck again. “How about this? I’ll check with Deirdre if it’s okay with her for you to come sit in our sessions for fifteen minutes every Monday, and you and I can work out together when might be a good time to tell your parents about it.”

I blinked at her again. “You mean, I can come to your group instead of the Deer—Deirdre’s?”

“Just fifteen minutes,” Elise clarified.

“And you won’t tell my parents?”

This was obviously the part that was making Elise’s neck sore. She rubbed at it harder. “We can tell them together when you’re ready,” she said. “Sound like a plan?”

All my life, I’d never been remotely excited about going to therapy. But for some reason, the idea of getting to ditch fifteen minutes of the Deer’s sessions every week to sit in with Elise… Well, that sounded pretty great. Even if everyone would be talking about words I never wanted to say out loud.

“Definitely,” I replied.

When I got back to Room 2, I slid into my seat and went back to watching movies in my head. (Today’s was The Sting, a mega-classic.) And for the first time, I wasn’t bothered that I didn’t belong in that room.

Maybe because I knew there was somewhere nearby that I did.







FAN FICTION

If anyone had told me a year earlier that I’d end up eating lunch with Stella Brymner, I probably would’ve told them to stop writing so much Harry Potter fan fiction. (Stella would’ve been Draco Malfoy, obviously, and I’d be Harry, because of the scar.) But sure enough, on Tuesday, as I stepped into the cafeteria—before I’d even spotted Trent and Kaia—Stella swooped up to me and asked if I wanted to sit with her. At her table. With her friends. Who had never so much as said one word to me.

I would’ve been less shocked if I’d looked down and discovered my fingers had all turned into bananas. And normally I would’ve suspected that Stella was trying to set me up to be majorly punked, but that afternoon I knew she wasn’t. And normally I would’ve been dying to catch up with Kaia and Trent since the five minutes I’d last seen them in Social Studies, but that afternoon I definitely was not. So? I said, “Sure.” And after I grabbed my bowl of questionable chili, off I went to sit with Stella Brymner.

I noticed Trent and Kaia ogling me from across the cafeteria as I sat down. But I tried not to care.

“This is Fallon,” Stella told her gaggle of friends. Like they wouldn’t recognize the girl with the giant scar that they’d gone to school with for years. They were nearly all eighth graders. “She’s sitting here today.” And no one was gonna argue with Stella.

Mostly, I talked to Stella, and she talked to me. About the play, mainly, but other stuff, too. Mr. C.’s tragic attempt to hang on to his hair. The latest casualty on Dance, Dance, Dance! (Sebastian). Occasionally one of her friends had a question for the group, and we’d weigh in. If any of Stella’s friends thought it was weird that I’d suddenly skipped over twenty levels of popularity to sit with them, they didn’t mention it. And shockingly, that afternoon, I felt more like myself than I had all week, sitting with my two best friends.

When Stella asked me to sit with her on Wednesday, I didn’t have to think twice.

By Friday, she didn’t even ask.







SHOUTING

I’m not sure who thought of it first, me or Stella. But once one of us did, the other was totally on board. It just made sense, really.

If Mr. C. wasn’t going to listen to us, and Aunt Lune wasn’t going to listen to us, then we’d just have to talk to the people directly.

It started simply enough.

At rehearsal on Friday, instead of staying inside the cafeteria with the other cast members, Stella and I went out the back door and stood in the parking lot, where people driving by could see us from the boulevard. We’d made signs the night before—we coordinated over DM. Stella’s was nicer than mine, on a fat piece of pink poster board with perfectly formed purple glitter letters that read THE PLAY’S THE PROBLEM! Mine was the back of one side of an Amazon box from the vitamins my mom had ordered, because we didn’t have any poster board. And my handwriting, with the letters at the end way more smooshed than the ones at the beginning, was not nearly as good as Stella’s. But at least it was legible. It said, LISTEN TO THE KIDS.

We marched around for a while, from one end of the sidewalk to the other, holding our signs up. Most cars ignored us. One kid who was probably a sixth grader stuck his head out of the passenger’s seat as he drove by and shouted, “WHOOOOOOOOOOO!” Stella and I couldn’t really tell if that kid was supporting us or not. I’d printed out a stack of copies of my op-ed to hand out to anyone walking by, but it was so cold that not a single person passed us.

Still, we kept marching.

After about fifteen minutes, Kaia came out the open cafeteria door.

“There you are!” she called, taking big steps as she strode my way. Now that it was February and the groundhog had seen his shadow, Kaia was finally wearing a real coat. “Mr. C.’s been looking everywhere for you.”

“Well,” I said, “we’re out here.” I kept marching.

Kaia wrinkled her nose as she read our signs. “What are you… doing?” she asked.

“We’re protesting the play,” Stella said. She waved her sign at Kaia. “See?”

That did not really seem to make things clearer to Kaia. “Huh?” she asked.

I lowered my sign and stopped walking. “We’re protesting,” I said again. She stared at me blankly. “All that stuff I talked about?” I reminded her. Her face was still blank. “We want Mr. C. to change it. We want people to listen to us.”

Kaia’s eyebrows were scrunched together tight. She kept glancing between me and Stella, who was still waving her sign at drivers. “Is she, like,” Kaia started, her eyes back on Stella, “making you do this?” Her voice was low, like she thought I was in some sort of dangerous situation with Stella, and Kaia was willing to smuggle me to safety if necessary.

I blinked at her. “How do you make someone protest?” I asked.

Kaia threw her hands in the air. “I don’t know,” she said. Suddenly she seemed kind of mad. “I just don’t get it, Fallon. You’re the lead in the play. What are you doing out here with her instead of in there with me?” She waved her hands at the cafeteria door.

It seemed pretty obvious to me what I was doing out here. And I felt like it should’ve been obvious to Kaia, too. “This is important,” I told her. “You can join us if you want.”

Kaia didn’t answer that. She looked around her, and it was like I could suddenly see things from her eyes. Two teenagers in an empty parking lot, holding silly homemade signs, while people speeding by on the boulevard ignored them.

“I’m going back to rehearsal,” Kaia told me finally. “We’re working on the first scene at the hat shop. My major scene,” she added, like I didn’t remember. “You should come inside.” And with that, she left.

I didn’t follow her.

As the afternoon wore on, it started to get colder. So we stomped our feet as we marched, and we made up chants that we hollered at the cars. For whatever reason, shouting made it seem warmer.

“Hey, hey! Fix the play!” we bellowed.

“Change lines to change lives!”

What was really strange was that I felt more comfortable marching in the cold with Stella than I had any of the days so far in rehearsal. It seemed like just because we’d sat next to each other for fifteen minutes that one day during SHASA, Stella understood me better than anyone else I knew. Even though I’d never told her a single detail about why I’d been sitting there. And somehow—maybe because there was finally someone who understood me—shouting at cars about the problems of a sixty-year-old play made me feel more like myself than I had in a long time. Made me feel like it might be okay, someday, possibly, to start shouting about some other stuff, too.

Maybe.

When I wanted to.

If I wanted to.

Just about the time Stella pulled her phone out of her pocket and declared that rehearsal was over in ten minutes, someone did walk by—a lady pushing a baby in a stroller. I thought she was going to pass on by and pretend not to see us, like most of the folks in the cars were doing. But instead, she stopped.

“What’s this all about?” she asked. She seemed genuinely interested.

“We’re protesting the school play,” Stella explained. “It’s Hello, Dolly! We think it promotes a culture of gaslighting, and we want the director to make changes to it so that people who see it will know that behavior’s not okay.” Stella seemed so mature when she spoke. She really sounded like she knew what she was talking about.

“Wow,” the woman said. She peeked over the top of the stroller to look at her baby, who was fumbling for a pacifier that had fallen on his lap. The lady scooped it up and stuffed it back in his mouth. The baby sucked happily, closing his eyes in relief. “That’s kind of big stuff for middle school.” She nodded her head, like she was impressed.

I quickly ran over to the spot where my backpack was weighing down all the copies of my op-ed so they wouldn’t fly off into the wind, and I gave one to the lady.

“Here,” I said. I realized I probably looked like Stella’s sidekick, since she’d been doing all the talking, but someone was actually paying attention to us, so I didn’t care.

“These seem like great points,” the woman replied, reading over the letter in her hand. “Is anyone listening?”

“Not… yet,” I admitted.

As always, Stella was bolder than I was. “Not yet,” she stressed.

The woman rocked her baby in the stroller. Back and forth, back and forth. He was a really cute baby. “Well”—she smiled at us—“hopefully someone will. Anyway, I better go before Bruce realizes it’s snack time.”

And just like that, she was off.

Right about then, parents’ cars started arriving in the parking lot, and kids started streaming out of the cafeteria door. Stella and I managed to sneak in and grab our stuff without Mr. C. noticing us, because he was busy talking to someone’s mom. I felt bad missing a whole rehearsal—I’d probably made Mr. C.’s life lots harder, trying to run things without his lead actress. But I would come back when he listened.

“How was rehearsal?” Dad asked me as I piled into the car. I waved at Kaia, who was getting into her mom’s car. But she either didn’t see me or didn’t feel like waving back.

“It was fine,” I said. And once again, I was glad I had the type of father who didn’t ask a lot of follow-up questions.







POP

That weekend, Stella and I were DMing about nothing in particular when all of a sudden she asked me, So are your parents really strict? Is that why you never wear makeup or anything?

That one surprised me. I even did a little surprised half jolt on top of my bed, which woke up Squillo, and he glared at me before going right back to sleep.

No, I wrote back. I just don’t like it. Whenever I try to do my makeup my scar just ends up standing out worse. I’d experimented a few times, when my mom said I could use her stuff, and it had never turned out well.

It almost felt like a secret that I’d shared, and as soon as I sent the DM, I wished I hadn’t.

I bet you could find some good tutorials online for covering up scars. That’s what Stella wrote back. Which definitely made me wish I hadn’t sent that last DM. It wasn’t like I could just dab a little makeup on my face and—POOF!—transform into a totally normal teenager. But Stella seemed to think I could. There’s some really great makeup influencers out there. I can send you some links if you want.

Maybe a person who always looked as perfectly put-together as Stella did wasn’t capable of understanding any other way of being.

Nah, I wrote back. Not for me.

But Stella wouldn’t give up. OK. But I still think you should try some lipstick at least. I like it cuz it makes your lips pop.

She sent that one with an upside-down smiley face.

Maybe, I told her, even though I knew I wouldn’t.

But it turned out the joke was on me, because that night after my shower, I was digging in the bathroom drawer for the hair-dryer, and I spotted an ancient lipstick of my mom’s that must’ve been rolling around in there for centuries, and I decided to try it on.

It was called Cinnamon Rose, and it wasn’t too bright—what you’d call a “subtle” color, probably. I screwed up the bottom and tested it with my finger, to see if it’d gone chalky like paint that’s been left out too long. It still seemed good, and the color was nice, so I tried it on. Carefully ran the makeup over the curve of my bottom lip, then the upper one, being extra careful around the part of my scar that tucked into it. Then I smacked my lips together with a “MWAH!” the way ladies did in movies, and checked myself out in the mirror. Inspected myself from one angle, then another.

I didn’t like it, that’s what I decided. The color was fine, and I’d done a pretty good job with the application. But it just didn’t look… right.

I scrubbed all the color off with a tissue and then got back to blow-drying my hair.

Maybe some people, I figured, just weren’t meant to pop.







THE STROLL

Ten minutes into Literature on Monday morning, the door opened up and Mr. C. walked in. He said something to Mr. Park that none of us could hear, but the way the two teachers darted their eyes my way, I knew it was about me. And even though I scrunched down low in my seat, they still managed to spot me. (Probably because I am not, you know, invisible.)

“Fallon?” Mr. Park said, calling me over. A few kids in the class “Oooh-ooh!”-ed at me like I was in trouble and we were in kindergarten.

“Hey, Fallon,” Mr. C. greeted me when I came over. Mr. Park went back to talking to the class about themes of loneliness in Tuck Everlasting. “How are you doing this morning?”

I glanced back at the class. Kaia wasn’t looking at me. She had her eyes on her book, because apparently the man in the yellow suit was way more fascinating than what was going on with me.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Great.” He smiled. “I was hoping you had a few minutes this morning to talk to me. Care for a stroll?”

Mr. C. had always been odd, but this was beyond. He was hoping I had a few minutes? What was I going to say? Nope, I can’t right now. Treegap calls! Because clearly Mr. Park had already given him the okay to steal me away from class.

And who said “stroll” anyway?

“Uh, okay,” I told him. I was hoping my voice conveyed how odd I thought he was being without me having to say that outright.

I figured “strolls” happened outside, but apparently not for Mr. C. He led me to the eighth-grade wing, where we walked between the rows of lockers. Very scenic.

“I just wanted to check in with you,” Mr. C. said at last. I guess he’d been waiting till we got to the lockers to start in on whatever it was he planned to say. “How are you, uh, doing?”

“Pretty good,” I told him. Then I pounded my chest dramatically and belted out in a Russian-ish accent, “Healthy as ox!”

I knew my health was not what Mr. C. was worried about. But I’d found it always threw grown-ups for a loop if you acted kind of confused about things. When they had to explain themselves, sometimes they got flustered and ended the conversation early.

Mr. C. definitely looked flustered. “That’s good,” he said slowly. But it didn’t seem like he wanted out of the conversation. “Although I was more concerned about why you and Stella skipped rehearsal on Friday.”

“Oh.” I stopped strolling for a moment and looked at him thoughtfully, like I was surprised by the question. “We’re protesting the play. Because of the stuff I was talking about at the read-through. We want to change it so it’s not so”—I searched for the word—“problematic.”

Mr. C. closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his bald head. When he opened his eyes to look at me again, what he said was: “Look, Fallon, I’ll be honest. I love how passionate you are about this. I really do. I can tell this cause is important to you, and you’re not going to back down until something is done about it.”

I glanced at the lockers, which were covered in red and pink hearts for Valentine’s Day next week. I wondered if Trent would bring Kaia flowers, or if she’d bring him chocolates. “But you don’t think it’s important,” I said. “You don’t think anything needs to be done about it.”

“Not particularly,” Mr. C. admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m right and you’re wrong.”

My heart soared with hope—just a teeny, tiny speck of it. “So we can change the play, then? I have some good—”

Mr. C. cut me off with a headshake. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” he replied. “We bought the rights to the script and the music, and we’re not allowed to change a single word. Not even a note.”

My heart sank. I wasn’t sure if I was more upset that we really couldn’t change the play, or that Aunt Lune had been right about the whole copyright thing.

“Besides,” Mr. C. went on, “a musical—it’s a work of art. I know the play is old, and lots of it feels outdated now, but the creators of it put their hearts and souls into every line and lyric. Can you imagine if every school who wanted to stage the show got to rewrite it, to change it in any way they wanted? It would ruin the play’s very essence. And not for nothing, Fallon, but if Dolly’s not a meddler, there’s not much of a show.”

“So maybe we could do a different play, then?” I asked. The thought had just occurred to me, all of a sudden, but as soon as it popped into my head, I knew it was the perfect solution. “Something even better than Dolly.”

Mr. C. clearly didn’t think the idea was as fantastic as I thought it was.

“It’s not as simple as that, Fallon,” he told me. “Choosing a play, getting the rights to perform it, casting… That all takes a lot of effort. I’ve been working on this play since the end of last school year.”

I frowned. I hadn’t known that.

“Not to mention we’re already a month into rehearsal.”

He had a point. “But still—”

“And honestly, Fallon,” he went on, “if you have a problem with Hello, Dolly! I can’t think of a single play you’d be okay with. Every musical we’ve done in the past ten years—all classics—I’m sure you’d take issue with all of them.” I opened my mouth to argue, but he stopped me. “The Music Man”—he counted off on his pointer finger—“is about a guy who lies and harasses a lady who tells him repeatedly she wants nothing to do with him. My Fair Lady”—he counted a second finger—“Henry Higgins changes Eliza’s entire personality according to his whims. The Wizard of Oz”—a third finger—“the Wicked Witch gets murdered just for wanting to avenge her sister.” He held up a fourth finger. “And don’t even get me started on South Pacific.”

I stared at his fingers. I couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“There are problems with any play that’s ever been written, Fallon,” Mr. C. said, curling his fingers closed. “Especially the ones schools tend to perform, ones that were written a long time ago. Because times change, and those plays don’t.”

“But that doesn’t mean—”

“You’ve also picked a hell of a time to get upset about all this,” Mr. C. went on, cutting me off again. “Did you know that right now, at this very moment, Mrs. Gasker is fighting three different book bans?” He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the library. “People are banning books all over the country, trying to decide what kids should read, and think, and know about. They’re stripping away our First Amendment rights, page by page. The courts are getting involved, and the school board is scared speechless. Soon we may not have a library at all.” You could tell this was an issue Mr. C. was super passionate about. “You want to take the entire theater department down with it? Is that what you want to happen?”

“Of course that’s not what I want,” I said. And Mr. C. nodded like his point had been made. “But just because every play might bother someone doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t speak up about this one. I don’t think books should be banned. I don’t think the library should be shut down, or the theater department, either. But I do think…” I tried to gather my thoughts. “I think it’s my job to speak up when I see something that could hurt someone. And if a bunch of little kids come to this show and learn the lesson that it’s okay for someone to manipulate them—as long as that person is funny and clever about it—well, that’s wrong. And I’m not going to stop saying so just because you don’t agree.”

Mr. C. studied my face for so long, not saying anything at all, that it started to make me uncomfortable. I kicked at a smudge in the linoleum.

Finally, he piped up.

“Fallon,” he said, “I appreciate your side of things. I really do. And I’m honestly really proud of you for speaking out about something you believe in. You’d make a great civil rights lawyer one day, or a community organizer.”

A lawyer? I thought. That had never even crossed my mind.

“But part of growing up,” Mr. C. went on, “is knowing which battles to fight.” He looked down at me, and his brown eyes were big and serious. “I’m telling you, Fallon, this is not a battle worth fighting. Because it’s not one you can possibly win.”

I frowned at him. “Maybe I don’t care if I win or not,” I told him. “Maybe it’s worth fighting anyway.”

Mr. C. stared at me for another long second, and then he nodded—a quick, short nod, like he was making his mind up about something. “Well,” he said, “I’m sorry that you feel that way. But Fallon?”

He paused so long that I finally had to pipe up.

“Yeah?”

“You can either continue to protest the play,” he said, “or you can come back to rehearsal. Same goes for Stella. If you two aren’t in practice this afternoon, I’m afraid I’m going to have to give your roles to your understudies.”

That hit me like a wallop. My first lead role. Maybe the only one I’d ever get. It had never occurred to me that I could just… lose it.

When I didn’t reply right away, Mr. C. spoke up instead. “I think it’s time for you to get back to class, Fallon. Promise me you’ll think about what I said?”

“Sure,” I told him.

And I did.







THAT AFTERNOON

Stella and I protested louder than ever. And we gave away two copies of my letter, too.







WEIGHT

When I joined SHASA again that night, I was still unspooling. For almost fifteen minutes, I sat quietly, a roll of thread slowly turning in a direction it had never turned before, allowing some space between its layers for the first time.

So when Elise asked if I wanted to share anything before I had to go, I shook my head. My layers were loosening, but only barely. I stood up then, because it was time for me to get back to the Deer in Room 2.

But then, I didn’t leave right away. I guess Elise could see it in my eyes, that I was thinking something through, because she didn’t ask anyone else if they wanted to talk. She just waited, letting me stand there silently, giving me time to think.

I’d been thinking about the play while everyone else had been talking. And I’d been thinking about Mr. C., too—how even though he clearly cared about me, and liked me, he couldn’t understand why it was worth losing the lead in the school musical to stand in a cold parking lot and shout at the sky. And I thought about Dolly, the character I’d given up, and how she was funny, sure, but funny could be overrated. And how, for the entire show, all she did was twist people around her finger, deciding for herself what was and wasn’t important in everyone else’s lives.

And that—that—made me think of another twisty sort of someone I knew.

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

Those words, I realized—those awful words Aunt Lune had said to me on that long-ago Christmas Eve—they’d been weighing me down for the past eight years. Carrying those words around with me, it was like wearing a scarf filled with cement. They made trying to do every single other thing in the world seem heavier and harder. And all this time, those words had felt like they were only mine to carry.

They were words that, in that second, seemed like something I wanted to share with someone else, so they could feel how heavy they were.

“My aunt.”

That’s what I said.

At first, that was the only thing I said. I suddenly remembered that I was standing up, and now everyone was staring at me and I felt kind of ridiculous, and I didn’t know if I should sit back down or leave or what. But finally, I thought of a few more words to say.

“She knew.”

I said it. I saw a few people around the room nod, tiny encouraging nods. Keep going, Fallon, their nods told me.

“And she never told anyone.”

I did it. I’d said it. I’d never said it before, and now I had.

“That’s all I want to share right now,” I told them after a few moments of silence.

And no one pressed me for more, even though I knew I could say more if I wanted to.

I stuck my hands in my pockets. I wasn’t sure what to do then.

But Elise… You could tell she was good about knowing the right thing to do. Because just then, she picked up the weight I’d handed to her, and she inspected it—you could tell she was really, truly seeing it, seeing me—and she said:

“I’m really, really sorry that happened to you, Fallon. That’s awful.”

That was it.

That was all she said.

And you know what?

It was enough.

As I waved weakly and walked to the door, I didn’t feel happy, and I didn’t feel sad. I was a little bit relieved, for having finally said the words out loud, and a little bit nervous, too, about what Stella and Elise and Hazel and everyone whose names I didn’t even know would think about it. And all those feelings were sort of spinny in my brain, making me feel that just-off-a-roller-coaster sort of feeling—not bad, not good, just spinny.

And lighter.

Because a tiny, itty bit of the weight I’d been carrying so long I’d nearly forgotten it was there, had finally disappeared. And even though it was just a tiny, itty bitty amount, it felt like a huge, huge difference.







VOICE

Maybe I hadn’t just been shouting at the sky that afternoon, in the parking lot with Stella. That’s what I was thinking as I got into the car when my dad picked me up after therapy.

Maybe I’d just been warming up my voice.

“How’d it go?” Dad asked me while I clicked my seat belt closed.

And for the first time in maybe forever, I relaxed my whole body back into the seat. I felt limp-noodle calm.

“Actually?” I told him, staring at the knees of my jeans as I rubbed my palms across them. “It was pretty good. I think therapy might be helping after all.”

Dad looked over at me, just a glance, before he pulled out of the parking lot. “That’s great to hear, Fallon,” he said.







MORE IMPORTANT THINGS

I didn’t want to tell my parents that I’d quit the play, I really didn’t. But on Wednesday at dinner, when my mom asked me how rehearsals were going, I decided it was better to get it over with than to try to lie about it.

“I, um, quit, actually,” I replied.

Well. You could’ve heard a flea thinking in there, that’s how quiet it got.

“Oh, Fallon, honey, why?” Mom asked after a long beat. She reached across the table to grab my hand, concern plastered across her already exhausted face.

I’d preferred the silence.

“For all the reasons I said in my letter,” I told her. I shot a glance at Aunt Lune. “The one someone wouldn’t publish. I decided it was better to stand up for what I believe in than to perform a role that went against my principles.” I’d been working on that last part for a while, figuring out just the right words to explain my reasoning. “Stella quit, too. The two of us spend rehearsals protesting now.”

“Oh.” My mom made the word into about thirteen syllables. “That’s… um… Are you sure that’s what you want to do, honey?”

“Well…” I scooped up some rice on my fork. “Yeah.” Put the rice in my mouth. Chewed. Swallowed.

Mom still seemed concerned.

“But you had the lead,” she said. Her whole face was a frown.

Dad looked concerned, too, but what he said was, “Fallon’s a smart girl. If this is what she thinks is the right thing to do, we should stand by her decision.”

“Well, of course,” my mom said, shaking her head at Dad. She turned her focus back to me. “Of course we support you, Fallon. But are you positive that…?” She trailed off, unable to find the words, I guess.

Too bad Aunt Lune had plenty.

“Don’t you think you’re being a tad overly dramatic, Fallon?” she said. “Protesting, really? Just because you don’t love every word in the script?” She turned to my mom. “Seriously, when we were kids we just sucked this kind of thing up. We never expected anyone to listen to our petty issues.”

You’re fine, Fallon. Nothing happened. Go back to sleep.

“It’s not petty,” I snapped at her. “And I’m not being dramatic. I think it’s important, and so I’m making sure people hear about it.”

Aunt Lune did not seem moved. “I told you,” she said, “your director can’t change the play. No matter how many ‘important’ problems you bring up, the show’s the show. So what are you even asking for?”

I rolled my eyes at that. Aunt Lune wasn’t even trying to understand me. “I know they can’t change it,” I replied. “I know it’s going to go on, the same way it was written, whether I’m in it or not. That’s not the point.” Aunt Lune raised her eyebrows at that, like, So what is, then? “I just think people should hear my side of things, that’s all. I don’t think it’s the worst play in history. It’s not encouraging children to worship the devil or anything. And anyone who wants to should be able to go see it. I’m sure it will be pretty good.” Miriam Beckett had actually been doing a really great job with my songs—I could hear her through the door while we were protesting. I’d never known what a good singer she was before. “But that doesn’t mean they can’t hear my side of things first, to keep in mind while they’re watching.”

Aunt Lune snorted.

“One day you’ll grow up,” she told me. “And you’ll understand that there are more important things worth fighting for.”

“Claire,” my mom said calmly, “I don’t think that’s entirely—”

But I’d had enough. I didn’t need my aunt telling me what was a mountain and what was a molehill. I’d heard her opinion plenty in my life, and I didn’t need to “grow up” to understand that anything she said was pointless.

“I’m done,” I said, pushing my plate away from me, even though I hadn’t touched my peas. “May I be excused?” I didn’t wait for an answer. I just stomped off toward my room.

I had more protest signs to make.







PROTEST SHOES

By the end of the week, Stella and I had gotten pretty good at protesting. I mean, it wasn’t like many people had heard anything we’d had to say—it was the middle of winter, so there were only a handful of people out walking, and half those people either rushed right past us or tossed my op-ed in the garbage three seconds after we handed it to them. No one, it seemed, cared too much about a couple of middle-school girls shouting about a billion-year-old musical.

But we were having more fun, at least.

At first it had been really hard, listening to Miriam Beckett singing the words to the songs that had once been my songs. She was loud enough that you could hear every word she sang through the cafeteria door. (I’m sure Mr. C. was thrilled about her projection.) And I could tell Stella was feeling disappointed about losing her role, too, even if she pretended she wasn’t. Which is why I decided that if we couldn’t sing in practice anymore, we might as well sing while we protested. We were pretty good lyricists, Stella and I, once we put our heads to it. We rewrote all the words to the big dance number “Put On Your Sunday Clothes,” changing it to “Put On Your Protest Shoes,” and Stella even choreographed some pretty awesome steps for it. No one was going to pay to watch us perform or anything, like they would for the real show, but at least it kept us warm and laughing in between chasing down passersby.

There was at least one person who wasn’t laughing about it, though.

I didn’t actually notice for a while that Kaia wasn’t speaking to me, because I was busy not speaking to her and Trent. I mean, I wasn’t exactly not speaking, but more avoiding them—or, when I was with them, nodding and pretending like I wasn’t upset when maybe I was actually sort of upset, but also didn’t really understand if I was upset, so didn’t want to talk about it? And then that Thursday, during our group project in Social Studies, I started to realize that Trent was basically the only one saying much of anything, and I figured out that Kaia was doing the same thing to me that I was to her. Which made me even more maybe-upset, because I figured I had dibs on being annoyed, but I guess she didn’t ask me first, so whatever.

I could tell what she was mad at me about was the protest with Stella, because every time Trent asked Kaia something about the play, like, “So do you have to go to rehearsal every day, or do you get breaks?” she would glare at me, and then humph instead of answering. And I knew it wasn’t Trent she was mad at, because they were still sitting way too close together for just friends. (Have they kissed yet? I wondered. I definitely wasn’t going to ask.)

But I figured she could just go ahead and be mad. Because it wasn’t my fault I had to drop out of the play. And anyway, she was still in it, so what did she care? I’d seen her linked arm in arm with Miriam Beckett as they came out of rehearsal. If anything, I should be the one who was mad at her, for replacing me as her best friend once my part got recast, and then refusing to talk to me about it.

On Friday morning in Literature, though, Kaia finally did decide to talk to me.

Although I kind of wished she hadn’t.

“I hope you’re happy.”

That’s what Kaia said as she slid into Greta’s seat beside me before the bell rang.

“Huh?” I asked.

Kaia looked madder than I’d ever seen her. “Thanks to you and your new best friend, the play is going to get canceled. The school board is having some big meeting about it on Monday.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. This was what she finally broke her vow of silence for? “The play’s not getting canceled.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Shows what you know,” she said. “Apparently someone read your letter, and they emailed the school board about it. Now everyone’s freaking out, and they’re going to decide whether or not to cancel it altogether.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. Sure, the play was a hot mess of bad messaging, but it was still fun. The songs were catchy. The costumes were cool. It needed updating, not canceling. “Only like six people even read that letter.”

“Well, one of them talked to the school board about it,” Kaia snapped.

I still wasn’t sure I believed her. “How do you know that?” I asked her.

“My neighbor Mr. George. He goes to every meeting. He showed me the agenda for Monday.”

“He sounds like a lot of fun to hang out with,” I replied.

If I thought Kaia had seemed mad before, then… Wow.

“I know you don’t care about being in the play anymore,” she growled—I swear, actually growled. “Or the yearbook, either. But it’s still important to some of us.”

I hadn’t thought about the seventh-grade “bests” in so long. Kaia was right that if there wasn’t a play, she’d basically have zero shot of getting anything. My chance was already long gone. But it still seemed like she was getting angry at the wrong person.

“Kaia—” I really wanted to explain, but she wouldn’t let me get in more than one word.

“PS,” she added, like she was writing a letter or something and this was her final note, “don’t bother trying to sit with me and Trent at lunch anymore. We’re fine without you. Don’t even miss you. Have a great time with Stella.”

“Kaia—” I wanted to tell her that she and Trent were the reason I wasn’t sitting with them at lunch anymore, not Stella. I wanted to get mad right back at her, and say, What gives YOU the right to be mad at ME? But the bell rang, and she got up and Greta sat down, and that was the end of that.







DISAPPEARING

That weekend was boring, boring, boring.

Mom was in the middle of a bad crash, Dad was studying for a big French test, and Aunt Lune was Aunt Lune, so I mostly stayed in my room. Normally, I could’ve talked to my friends online, at least, but Kaia hated me now, and I didn’t want to know what Trent thought about me. Stella was away for her cousin’s wedding all weekend. And Squillo was clearly fed up with dance training.

Which, I guess, is why I started searching for makeup tutorials.

Stella was right. There were about a billion of them. And there were a lot about covering up scars.

I couldn’t stop watching.

This one woman, Tenaciously Tasha, she was my favorite. She was practically a magician. I must’ve watched her scar cover-up video a thousand times. The scar she had on her forehead was so tiny it made mine look like the Grand Canyon in comparison. But still, without makeup it stood out a lot. So it was remarkable, really, how quickly she was able to transform it—with the right foundation and brushes and powder—to look exactly like the rest of the not-scar skin on her forehead.

I watched it over and over.

I wrote down exactly the products she used. It wasn’t a huge list. And when Dad seemed like he was ready for a study break, I asked if he could drive me to the store.

“I want to buy some makeup,” I told him. “To cover up my scar. I have enough money saved up, I think.”

If Dad was surprised by my wanting to cover my scar all of a sudden, he didn’t let on. He just picked up his keys and said, “Sure thing.” And we piled into the car.

I found what I needed right away.

I practiced the whole rest of the day until it was way past when I normally went to sleep. It wasn’t nearly as easy as Tasha made it look in the video, but that was okay. I was a newbie.

As soon as I woke up on Sunday, I tried again. And after many more attempts, I got it. I actually got it. I mean, it wasn’t exactly how Tasha had done it in the video—it couldn’t be, not really. My scar was raised, for one thing, so if you looked closely enough you were always going to see it. And the part that tucked into my lip, that was still kind of obvious—though I bet if I searched, I could find a video to fix that, too. And my eyebrow still had that tiny notch in it, where the scar passed through. Another video I’d need to search for. And my eyelashes, the ones above my left eye, they were still white instead of brown, like they always were. Nothing a little mascara couldn’t fix.

But when I looked in the mirror, it was the weirdest thing. My scar… it was gone. Disappeared. A lifetime of bad memories, bad moments, bad days. Gone. Just by dabbing on some makeup.

Squillo had been napping on my bed, his stubby legs kicking into the air every once in a while with whatever doggy dreams he’d been having. But while I was busy staring at my new face in the mirror, Squillo woke up. I turned to face him.

“Hey, buddy,” I said. “Have a good nap?”

And Squillo, he looked at me, and then he did something he’d never ever done before.

He hopped to his feet on top of my bed, and he squatted back on his rear legs. And he growled at me. Real mean and nasty.

“Whoa, Squillo, what’s up?” I said.

But he wasn’t having it. He wouldn’t even let me pet him. He leaped off the bed and started yapping at my door, and wouldn’t stop until I let him out of my room. I could hear his doggy nails clacking skitter-skitter-skitter down the hall until he must’ve found my dad. “Hey, you okay, boy?” I heard my dad say. “What’s freaking you out?”

I closed my door with a soft click. And I went back to the mirror.

I tilted my head to look at myself from one angle. Then another.

It was me, I realized. I was what had freaked Squillo out. Because it wasn’t just my scar that had disappeared, not really.

It didn’t feel like me in that mirror anymore. Not exactly.

It felt like a part of me had disappeared, too.

I packed up all my new makeup and brushes and tools into an old shoebox and tucked them behind the door of my closet. Then I went to take a shower, and I scrubbed my face clean with a washcloth. I watched as the foundation ran, Fallon-colored, down the drain.

When my shower was over, and I wiped the fog off the mirror, I let out a breath of relief.

I was still there.

“How’s all the… makeup stuff going?” Mom asked at dinner. She was finally up and moving around again.

I only shrugged.

“I’m not sure it’s all it’s cracked up to be,” I told her, and she nodded, like that made sense.

Still, I held on to the shoebox. Even if I didn’t feel quite right with all that stuff on my face, it was nice knowing I could disappear whenever I wanted to.







A REAL HIT

If you had asked me, before that weekend, which of my parents was my favorite, I would’ve said, “What a weird question.” And then: “There’s no way I could choose. They’re both equally awesome.”

But then on Monday night, as I was peeling off my coat after Dad had picked me up from the Therapy Collective and another good fifteen minutes of unspooling in SHASA, Mom’s phone rang, and when she looked at the screen she said, “Kaia!” all cheerful.

I waved at her wildly as she was answering, to let her know about me moving to Zurich and definitely not being able to talk on the phone, but Mom just looked at me, confused, and said into the phone, “Fallon, why are you waving like that? Of course I’ll let you talk to Kaia. Calm down.” So Kaia knew for a fact that I had not moved, and could talk on the phone, and right then and there, my mom’s ranking on the Favorite Parent List took a real hit.

“Hi,” I said into the phone once Mom handed it to me. Perfectly cool and natural. “What’s up?”

To be honest, I hadn’t thought about the school board and the whole meeting about maybe canceling the play since Kaia told me about it on Friday. Because it sounded ridiculous that anyone would take the criticisms of a seventh grader so seriously that they’d go and scrub the whole show out of existence. Impossible, even.

But as soon as I heard Kaia’s voice on the other end of the phone, I knew that it hadn’t been so impossible after all.

“Well, you won,” Kaia said. Anger was practically seeping out of her bones, I could hear it. “The school board voted, and they’re shutting down the play. No more practice. All that hard work for nothing.”

“Kaia…” I said slowly. I was still kind of in shock. “You know I never wanted… I asked them to change the play, not cancel it.”

“They said it was ‘too controversial,’” Kaia went on, ignoring me completely. “They said they’d rather have no play than one that could cause so many people to get so upset.”

“We handed out six letters,” I argued. “We’re only two kids.” How could things have gotten so out of hand? I knew I’d given up on the play, but I never wanted everyone to have to do that. I never wanted Kaia to lose her role, her chance for a “best.” I only wanted to make some changes, to update it a little. “I didn’t even think anyone was listening to us.”

There was a pause, and then a huff, and then Kaia said, “I guess you’re louder than you thought.”

And she hung up the phone.







A VERY LOUD BREEZE

It almost felt like the universe’s idea of a prank that the next day was Valentine’s. I was feeling anything but loved after the phone call with Kaia the night before, and she wouldn’t even look at me when I got to Literature, even when I tried to explain again how I had never meant for any of this to happen.

Pretty much everyone else, though, was as Valentine’s-gaga as usual.

Same as every year, the kids from eighth-grade Chorus got to skip first period to deliver Val-O-Grams. When they came into our class and started calling out names, I was positive that Kaia was gonna be on the list, with a Val-O-Gram from Trent. But it was only Stig Cooper—Jeremiah Jacobson had bought him one as a joke. So Literature was paused for five minutes while the eighth graders swooned around Stig and grabbed his hand and sang, “Love, love me, darling! Be my Valentine!” The joke was on Jeremiah, though, because Stig ate it up the whole time, the chocolate rose they gave him clasped between his teeth. There was no way to embarrass that guy. By the time the Chorus kids left, you could tell Mr. Park was itching to get back to actual classwork.

“Pencils out!” he shouted as soon as the door had closed. “Pop vocab quiz!”

The class groaned. Some teachers really knew how to ruin a holiday.

I kept trying to make eyes at Kaia across the room, but apparently, as far as she was concerned, I was a ghost. Completely invisible.

Social Studies was even more awkward, because both Kaia and Trent were in that class. When we got into teams for Social Justice Tuesday, Kaia was still pretending I was a ghost and you could tell Trent didn’t know what to do about it.

“So, uh…” Trent began slowly, looking at the worksheet that Mrs. Magdy had passed out. “We’re supposed to discuss gender discrimination in society today. Any thoughts? Kaia? Fallon?” When neither of us would respond, Trent went back to studying the paper. “Personally, I think gender discrimination is, um, bad. Fallon?”

I rolled my eyes. “If Kaia’s not gonna talk to me, I’m not gonna talk to her, either,” I said.

Kaia looked at Trent. “Did you hear that?” she asked. “Like a breeze or something?”

Trent just sighed. “Fine,” he replied. We were both being idiots and we all knew it, but that didn’t mean we planned on stopping anytime soon. “Where it says ‘Write down your thoughts,’ I’m just gonna put ‘Bad.’”

“It was the school board’s fault about the play,” I grumbled into my textbook. “Not mine.”

But Kaia couldn’t care less. “Man, that breeze is getting loud,” she told Trent. “Someone should close the windows.”

That’s when I officially gave up on trying to explain anything to my used-to-be second-best friend. I felt bad that she didn’t get to play Minnie anymore, and that she likely wouldn’t get any “bests” in the yearbook, either. And I understood that there probably wouldn’t have been any discussion about canceling the play in the first place if it hadn’t been for me. But if Kaia couldn’t even listen to me for three seconds, then I didn’t think it was worth me trying to save whatever friendship we had left.







BRAINSTORMING

I might have given up on my friendship with Kaia, but I hadn’t given up on the play. Not yet. Because there were tons of other people who’d been affected by it getting canceled—the whole rest of the cast, Mr. C., all the kids who’d been working on the sets, the lighting, the programs, and everything—and I didn’t think they deserved to suffer just because the school board had made a rash decision.

So at lunch, instead of exchanging gross-tasting candy hearts with a bunch of eighth graders I had still barely spoken to, I told Stella that I had to do some research in the library. I did go to the library, but I didn’t research. Instead, I brainstormed. And honestly, I thought I came up with some pretty good ideas.

Fifteen minutes before the bell rang, I scooped up my notebook and my pen and went to find Mr. C. He was hanging out by himself in the multi-useless room, sitting on a folding chair and eating a sad-looking ham sandwich as he stared at the wall.

I’d never seen him look so defeated.

“Um, hi,” I said as I poked my head into the room. “Can I, um, talk to you for a second?” I’d never felt nervous about talking to Mr. C. before, but I was worried he was super mad at me about what had happened.

He nodded in between bites of sandwich, and stretched out one foot to pull a folding chair closer to where he was sitting. I figured that was my invitation to take a seat, so I took one.

“I heard about the play,” I told him. “I’m really sorry. That was never what I meant to…”

Mr. C. set the remains of his sandwich in the napkin on his lap. “I know that’s not what you intended, Fallon. It’s not your fault, not really. You may have sparked the match, but the fire—that got wildly out of control.” He looked around the empty room as though peering at the remains of what would have been the musical. “I’m just sorry everything got burned down.”

What I wanted to do was jump out of that chair and leave the room and pretend I’d never had anything to do with the musical whatsoever. I felt guilty, I did. Even though I’d told Kaia that the play getting canceled wasn’t my fault, the truth was, I only half believed it.

But I didn’t leave. Instead, I sat up as straight as I could and opened up my notebook to my brainstorming page.

“Maybe we can still save it,” I told Mr. C. I held out the notebook for him to take.

He didn’t take it, though, just kind of eyeballed it warily.

“I have some ideas,” I said. “I know we can’t make any changes to the play itself, but that doesn’t mean we have to”—I searched my brain for one of Aunt Lune’s expressions—“throw the baby out with the bathwater. There might be other ways to address the problems I brought up. Like…” I found the idea on the page, the one I’d circled and put six stars around. “Maybe there could be a note in the program,” I went on, “giving the history of when the play was written. And we could say something about how, even as funny as Dolly is, she shouldn’t exactly be seen as a role model.” Mr. C. was listening, I could tell, but he wasn’t nodding or anything. Still, I went on. “Or maybe there could be a Q&A after each show, where people who want to can stay and talk to the cast and crew about what they thought about it. That way, anyone who had an issue with something in the show could bring it up and be heard, and we could all discuss it.”

Finally, Mr. C. piped up. “Those are great ideas, Fallon,” he told me. “Really.” But from the look on his face, and the slump in his shoulders, I knew our battle was not about to be won so easily. “And maybe if you’d come to me with those suggestions from the beginning, we could’ve made them happen. But now”—his gaze drifted to his sandwich—“it’s simply too late. There will be no spring musical this year.”

“But…” That couldn’t be the end of it. It just couldn’t.

“I’m sorry, Fallon,” Mr. C. told me. “In real life, we don’t always get the happy ending.”

I sighed. I didn’t know what else to say except, “I’m really sorry, Mr. C.”

“I know you are,” he told me. And his voice was kind. “I am, too. Maybe we could’ve worked this all out if I’d taken your concerns more seriously from the beginning.”

And that was that. I stood up and walked to the door. But I’d only made it about four steps when Mr. C. spoke up again.

“Fallon?”

I turned.

“You might want to think about joining Debate Club next fall,” he told me, and he let out a hint of a smile. “We could use more students with your passion and smart ideas.”

I offered him a tiny smile of my own. “I’ll think about it,” I promised.

And then I left the room.







ENOUGH

By Friday, it was pretty clear that Stella Brymner was my only friend, and that was weirder than weird. Trent wasn’t exactly giving me the silent treatment the way Kaia was, but you could tell that if he had to pick between me and his new girlfriend, he definitely wasn’t going to pick me. But at least I had someone to sit with at lunch—even if Stella and I had way less to talk about now that our protest was finished.

It turned out, the worst part about the play getting canceled was that I had a lot more time to be at home. Which was fine when it was just me and Mom, but on days that Aunt Lune got home early from the Herald, it was miserable. Let’s just say Squillo was getting pretty sick of being stuck in my room not learning the polka.

So when I got home on Friday afternoon, I decided to load up on snacks to sneak-eat in my bedroom while bingeing Tenaciously Tasha’s YouTube channel. Even though I didn’t think I’d be covering up my scar again anytime soon, Tasha’s stuff was seriously amazing. And I was determined to have an excellent weekend, whether I had friends anymore or not.

But when I was in the kitchen deciding between Pop-Tarts and Ho Hos, I happened to spy the latest issue of the Cedar Haven Herald that Aunt Lune had brought home. It was open to the Community section, and right above the second column there was a small square photo of Aunt Lune, her smug face looking more pinched than usual. And the headline of her article read Have the Kids Gone Too Far?

I couldn’t help myself. I sat down at the table and read it.


HAVE THE KIDS GONE TOO FAR?

Claire Mussman

This week it was decided by the local school board that the middle school production of the classic musical Hello, Dolly! should be shut down immediately. Why? A couple of kids complained that the show “promotes a culture of gaslighting.” Let’s be clear—this is not the case. Hello, Dolly! is a silly play about a silly matchmaker who does silly things. The 1969 movie version starring Barbra Streisand is rated G and was nominated for seven Academy Awards, including Best Picture. We’re not talking about the musical version of Natural Born Killers here. In fact, I can hardly think of a more suitable, family-friendly show for our impressionable middle schoolers to perform.

So what happened, then? Is it just the latest example of “cancel culture” run amok? Many locals seem to think so. “The fact that the extreme over-reaction of a few sensitive students should dictate school procedure is absurd,” said Rusty Allen, owner of Cedar Haven Motor Repair, and one of the district’s most generous donors. “When are we going to break it to these kids that in the real world, sometimes you have to deal with things that aren’t your cup of tea?”





I slapped down the paper. The article went on for a few more paragraphs, but I was done reading. I felt like I’d chugged another strawberry milkshake in one gulp. She had no right. She had no right. After everything she’d done. And I was the one being dramatic? I was the one who made mountains out of molehills?

I didn’t know how, but I knew that I was going to get Aunt Lune back if it killed me. Because I’d had enough.

I’d.

Had.

Enough.







WHAT’S NEW

Trent was surprised, I guess, when he opened his door an hour or so later and found me waiting outside.

“Fallon,” he said. His voice was kind of flat when he said it. “What are you—”

“I need your help,” I said, barging past him and into the living room. It was cold outside, and I wasn’t staying out there any longer than I had to.

“I don’t know if I should…” He trailed off. He was being weird and awkward, like we hadn’t spent nearly every single waking minute hanging out together for the past year and a half. “Kaia’s not here,” he finished.

“I know that,” I said. “She has a dentist appointment.” I didn’t tell Trent I knew that because I’d overheard them talking about it in Social Studies. I didn’t tell him I’d waited to knock on his door until I knew she wouldn’t be there. “I need your help,” I said again.

He just blinked. Didn’t move to close the door, even though giant gusts of chilly air were coming inside. His mom was going to be mad he was jacking up their heating bill. “So you’re”—he blinked again—“talking to me now?”

I rolled my eyes. “Doesn’t it look like I’m talking to you?” I asked.

“You know what I mean, Fallon.”

I chose to ignore that. “I told you,” I replied, “I was never mad at you and Kaia for going out with each other. Your dating life does not have that much sway over my emotions. And Kaia might be mad at me about the play,” I added, “but you shouldn’t be. You hate musicals.”

Trent ignored that last part. “Well, it sure felt like you were mad at us,” he snapped. Like he was mad at me for not being mad at him. Which was stupid.

“Are you going to help me or not?” I asked instead of telling him how stupid he was being. Honestly, I thought I was being very mature.

Trent glanced from me to the open door, like the wind was going to help him make up his mind. “What do you need help with?” he asked.

I thrust the copy of the Cedar Haven Herald into his hands. He read, and I waited.

“So your aunt sucks,” he said when he was done. “What else is new?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. How could he not get it? “What’s new is that she’s personally attacking me,” I replied. “What’s new is that she’s declaring war on me, in the fricking newspaper.”

“Fallon,” Trent began, looking down at the article. “She doesn’t even mention you. And she’s mostly just quoting old people. I know that guy Rusty Allen, from the shop. He’s always coming in and complaining that the mustard we sell is ‘too mustardy.’” He stretched out the paper to hand it back, but I wouldn’t take it. “I just don’t know if this is a big enough deal to—”

I cut him off. “It’s a big deal to me,” I said. And when he pressed his lips tightly together like he wanted to argue but was too chicken, I gave up and snatched the newspaper out of his hands. “You know what?” I told him. “Never mind. I thought you were my friend. But I guess not.”

I had one foot out the door already when Trent shouted, “Fallon! Wait!”

I turned. His face was all mixed-up, like he was experiencing forty different emotions at once—sadness, confusion, loyalty, frustration. I was pretty familiar with that mixed-up feeling.

But what he said was, “What do you need me to do?”







ORGANIC KETCHUP

I set my alarm super early Saturday morning, so while Aunt Lune was out running and my parents were still asleep, I snuck upstairs to the master bedroom. Sure enough, there were the three cardboard boxes in the back of the closet. I hauled them down to my bedroom, one at a time. Then I DMed Trent that we were on. When he showed up half an hour later, I was already through two inches of files.

“So what is this great plan of yours, exactly?” Trent asked as we shut and locked my bedroom door behind us. That wasn’t allowed, obviously, because of my parents’ cavepeople rules about boy-girl time, but if anyone did catch us, I’d rather be in trouble for that than to have someone barge in on me rifling through Aunt Lune’s stuff. One was easy to explain, and the other one wasn’t.

“We’re going through all of Aunt Lune’s old articles,” I said, and I pushed the second box his way. “Everything she’s ever written. And we’re going to prove there’ve been plenty of times she’s overreacted. When she made her own mountains out of molehills.”

Trent plopped his butt down on the carpet. “And why are we doing that, exactly?” he asked.

The answer seemed obvious to me, but I did my best not to roll my eyes. Trent and I were still on pretty shaky ground, and one eye roll might upset the whole plan. “Because,” I told him, “then I can write my own opinion piece for the Herald about how unfair it is for grown-up hypocrites to attack innocent young children, and I’ll give it to her boss to publish. And she can’t even argue when I do, because I’ll be using her own words against her. Genius, right?”

Trent was frowning hard. “Are you trying to get your aunt, like… fired?” he said.

I shrugged one shoulder. I couldn’t say the thought hadn’t occurred to me. “Would it be so terrible if she were?” I replied. “Maybe then she’ll have to go back to her own town and stop trying to ruin my life.”

Trent didn’t really say anything to that. He just began poking through the box closest to him. “So we’re gonna… read through all of these?” he said instead.

“Yep.”

There were a lot of articles. Most of them were from online publications, but some were from small newspapers like the Herald, and some magazines, too. There was even stuff from when she was just my age—stories she’d written for her school paper. Apparently, she hadn’t had an aunt to crush her publishing dreams like I had.

There was also a six-year period where, apparently, Aunt Lune had written an online advice column, Ask Claire. This didn’t surprise me too much, because I knew she loved telling other people what to do. But I was a little shocked that anyone would bother to listen to her. I guess when you write to an advice column, you don’t assume the person on the other end is a big jerk of an aunt who hates her own niece.

I had to admit, though, most of her advice was pretty solid. If I hadn’t known who was giving it, I’d’ve been inclined to agree with it. Like there was one lady who wrote in about her boyfriend hating her cat, and how he kept locking the cat out of their apartment “on accident,” and what was she supposed to do about that? I read Aunt Lune’s response out loud to Trent.


Whether your partner likes the cat or not, she’s a part of your life. It doesn’t matter that she’s four-legged and fuzzy, he needs to accept that she’s a member of your family. And since he very clearly doesn’t, I say, dump the jerk.



Trent laughed. “I’ve never read any advice where someone said ‘dump the jerk,’” he said. “That’s awesome. I feel like that’s something you’d say if you ever had an advice column.”

I let out a tiny growl, and when Trent gave me a “what?” look, I told him, “I would never say anything like Aunt Lune.”

Trent only shrugged and pulled out a new article.

We read and read, for over an hour. I wasn’t finding anything I could use against Aunt Lune. Mostly it was just somewhat amusing anecdotes about her childhood, and advice for other people. Every once in a while, there’d be a boring-as-dried-mud article on local real estate. But that was about it. I was beginning to regret this whole plan. Trent and I still had way over half of the boxes to dig through.

Still, I kept reading, because this plan was the only one I had. And if I didn’t prove that Aunt Lune was wrong about the play—wrong about me—then maybe I was the one who was wrong after all. And I wasn’t willing to admit that yet.

Trent must’ve been getting plenty bored, too, because after a while, he leaned back against the bed and said, “Fallon, could we just talk for a minute?” The way he said it, he sounded like I’d been stopping him from talking this whole time.

I looked up from an article about exterior house paint colors. “Um, sure,” I said. And then Trent didn’t say anything, just sort of stared at his fingernails for a while.

“Do you want me to tell you what color house paint best expresses your personality?” I asked him. Because it seemed like maybe he needed help on the finding-things-to-talk-about front.

He shook his head. “Not really,” he said.

I set the article down. Suddenly I realized that Trent knew exactly what he wanted to talk about. He was just nervous about whatever was going to come out of his mouth.

“What’s going on?” I asked. My stomach twisted, just a little, as I waited for him to answer.

“It’s just…” Trent’s fingernails were super fascinating, apparently. I wasn’t sure why. They looked like regular grungy boy nails to me. “Kaia’s really mad at you.”

My stomach untwisted itself. “I know,” I told him. This was not news. “But it’s not my fault the play got canceled. She just needs to get over it.”

“Well, I mean, it was kind of your fault…” Trent started.

“You’re an idiot,” I replied. Which, okay, was not the greatest comeback. And was also mean. And untrue. But I didn’t take it back. “If your girlfriend wants to say something to me, she can do it herself,” I told him.

Trent’s face got so flushed then that if he were an exterior paint color, he would’ve been named Organic Ketchup. “I was only telling you so you and Kaia could talk about it,” he said. He sounded like a little boy.

“I don’t need to talk about it,” I argued, “because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Trent stared down at his hands in his lap. He took a deep breath, like he wasn’t sure he wanted to say the thing he was going to say next. But eventually, he did say it.

I definitely wished he hadn’t.

“I don’t think you’re being a very good friend, Fallon.”

That’s what he said.

I don’t know what color my own face turned then, because I’m not some sort of magician who can see her own face. But if I had to guess based on the heat that rose to my cheeks, my neck, my everywhere, I’d say it was probably a deep eggplant—all except the scar, which was probably dishwater gray.

“I’m a bad friend?” I said. (Shouted, really.)

I thought Trent would apologize then, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, “Well, yeah, kind of.” And then he didn’t say anything else.

I harrumphed. “Exactly how have I been the bad friend?” I said. “You and Kaia were the ones secretly dating behind my back.”

“Yeah,” Trent admitted. “But we apologized for that. I’m really sorry we lied to you, Fallon. Really. But every time we tried to talk to you about it, you iced us out. Then you ditched us for Stella. You’ve barely spoken to either of us in weeks. I mean…” He paused. “I made the team, by the way. If you even care.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “What team?” I asked. And when he just stared at me, clearly mad, I finally figured it out. “Oh.” The baseball team. Tryouts must’ve been that week. “Uh, congratulations,” I said slowly. I actually did feel bad for not knowing that. Trent had been super stressed about tryouts. “What, uh, position did you get?”

Trent didn’t answer. Instead, he hoisted himself off the floor, walked to the door, and said, “I think I’d better go.”

“Trent, wait!” I jumped to my feet.

“Bye, Fallon.”

And with that, he was gone.







NOT SHARON

Even if Trent wasn’t going to help me, I wasn’t going to give up on my plan. Aunt Lune deserved what was coming to her, whether Trent thought I was a bad friend or not. Which I definitely wasn’t.

(I was pretty sure I wasn’t. And if you think I was, you can keep your opinions to yourself, thank you very much.)

The problem was, with only one person it was taking way longer to read all of Aunt Lune’s awful articles than it would’ve taken with two people. By Saturday evening, I was only halfway through, so I shoved the boxes in the back of my own closet and hoped Aunt Lune wouldn’t notice they were missing from hers.

“Everything okay?” Dad asked me during dinner. We were having salmon fillets, which I was half-glad were disgusting because Aunt Lune had cooked them. “You’ve been in your room all day.”

I shrugged. “Just working on some training with Squillo,” I replied. Then I noticed my mom and dad giving each other a look, before peering over at Squillo lazing belly-up on the couch, doggy-snoring, which is probably where he’d been all day. “Well, not with Squillo,” I clarified. “Just, you know, watching videos to get some tips.”

Mom and Dad didn’t ask any follow-up questions. Mom had been crashing harder than usual lately, so she probably figured that adding more items to her list of Things to Worry About wasn’t worth it.

Sunday morning, I was back at it again. Article after boring article. By lunchtime, I had Aunt Lune’s writing style so ingrained in my brain that I found I was even thinking like her. Which, ew.

Thankfully, the second box had a bunch of huge files labeled Research that were articles other people had written, and that Aunt Lune had printed out because she hated trees, apparently. I skimmed through them all just to be sure there was nothing important, but there weren’t any Aunt Lune pieces, just her spiky-sharp handwriting in the margins when she felt like taking notes. So by two o’clock, I was into the third box, and the end was in sight.

I still hadn’t found anything useful, but I kept hoping. I’m not sure why.

I kept reading.

Probably I should’ve eaten more for lunch than the measly package of peanut butter crackers I’d grabbed from the cupboard, because around four o’clock, my stomach started grumbling, and I knew it was a long way till dinner.

Still, I kept reading.

I stuffed the useless article Aunt Lune had written about the baby ducklings she’d found in her backyard (okay, useless and adorable) back into the box, and pulled out the next hanging folder. Unlike all the others, this one had no label on it. I opened it. There was a single article inside, written by someone I’d never heard of named Sharon Smith. More of Aunt Lune’s research, I figured, even though it wasn’t with the others and there were none of her scribbles on it. I was just about to shove it back in the box when I spied the title.

Things I Never Said

I’m not sure why, but I started reading it.


THINGS I NEVER SAID

Sharon Smith

I was eight years old before I finally admitted to my brother that I’d never really enjoyed the “night games” we often played after our parents went to bed. “Can’t we play something else instead?” I asked him. “Like Yahtzee?” No, Danny told me, we couldn’t. And “night games” were fun, he promised. I’d learn to like them eventually, he told me. I never did.



I stopped reading. My heart felt like it was caught in my throat. I didn’t know what, exactly, I was reading. And I very much wanted to stop. But for whatever reason, I swallowed hard and kept on.


I never told our parents about the “night games”—the unwanted touching and more from my brother—that went on for more years than I could count. Danny told me not to tell, I’m sure, but he needn’t have. I think I always knew it was something not to talk about. The “games” went on a few years longer, and I grew to absolutely dread them. But I never said so to Danny again. And I never told anyone else, either, not even my older sister, whom I’d always idolized. I suppose I worried she’d see me differently if she knew.



I felt like I was going to vomit. My cheeks were hot and my palms were sweaty. And there was a question forming—an ugly, prickly question—that I didn’t want in any part of my brain. But I kept reading. It was almost like I had no choice, like I had to do it.


Danny was the golden child in our family, that was clear enough. Whether he was joyriding around the neighborhood on a stolen lawnmower or snoring through a (very expensive) performance of the 1812 Overture, his actions only made our parents laugh harder. Maybe that was why I felt like I could never talk about it. Not a peep, not to anyone. Not until one day, out of the blue, when I was eleven years old, at the breakfast table.

“It’s over,” I told him, from behind my bowl of cereal. Our mom was in the bathroom, just two feet away, and I’m not sure what compelled me, right then, to end it, but I must’ve known that was my moment, so I took it. “No more games.”

And he didn’t ask any more questions, and I didn’t say anything else, but I knew he could tell I meant it. The games stopped for good, and we never spoke a word about it again.

I always wished I had said more, but at least I said that.



I sat, holding the paper in front of me, on the floor in front of my closet, for so long that my right leg went numb. I’m not even sure I was thinking anything at all—I was just sitting there, holding that paper. My brain, I think, had gone numb, too.

And then I heard her, out in the kitchen. Aunt Lune.

“Holly!” she shouted. “Where do you keep the cumin? I don’t see it with the other spices!”

And then, I couldn’t say why exactly, but something snapped. My head crack!ed like thunder inside, and before I knew it, I was up on my feet, and I was racing toward the kitchen, the article clutched tight in my hand. And I shouted at my aunt before she’d turned around to see who was stomping toward her.

“How could you?” I shouted. Screamed, maybe. I was knives-stabbing-my-insides mad. I was head-in-a-blender furious. I was fire-burning-my-chest outraged. I had never felt this angry, not in my entire life. “How could you?” I hollered again as Aunt Lune turned around to look at me, her face wrinkled-up in confusion. I waved the article at her. “He did the same thing to you that he did to me!” I screamed. I didn’t care how loud I was. I didn’t care about anything. “And you knew! And you said nothing happened! You told me to go back to sleep!”

All the color had drained out of my aunt’s face. She was staring at the paper in my hand. “Where—where did you get that?” she stammered. Her voice was a trickle in an ocean. Quiet. Scared.

But I was a hurricane.

“Uncle Geebie,” I roared. I shook the paper with each syllable, to help make my point. “You didn’t say anything when it happened to you. And you didn’t say anything when it happened to me.” Shake, shake, shake, shake. “What is wrong with you?” Shake-shake-shake. “How could you do that to me?”

My aunt still had her eyes fixed to that paper. She was silent.

But I was loud.

“There is no Sharon,” I bellowed. “And there is no Danny. Right?” I squinted at her, watched her flinch like I’d socked her in the stomach. “It’s you, and it’s him. And you”—I pinched my eyes even tighter, so I could see her only through slits—“are a monster.”

I’d been so mad that I hadn’t noticed anyone behind me. I didn’t realize my mom was in the room until there was no hiding, no taking anything back.

“Fallon?” she said softly. Gently. “Claire?” My mom stepped between us. “What’s going on?”

But I’d had enough. I was done.

Done.

“Ask her,” I said. I reached past my mom, and I shoved the paper hard into my aunt’s chest. Nearly knocked her over, not that I cared. Then I stormed back to my room, locked the door behind me, and turned on the loudest, angriest music I could find to try to drown out the hurricane in my head.
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FIRST-BIGGEST

My first-biggest secret was actually something that happened twice—once on Christmas Eve, the year we’d stayed at Uncle Geebie’s, back when I was five, and once the night before.

I was sitting on the edge of a blow-up bed. That’s the part I remember the most clearly. It must’ve been Uncle Geebie’s home office, because there was a desk and a shelf and books. Lots of books.

At first when he woke me up and said he wanted to play a game, just me and him, I’d been really excited.

The shade was open on the window above the desk, and across the street, the lights were blinking.

Red all together.

Blue all together.

Green together.

Yellow.

Then red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

The blow-up mattress sank down hard when Uncle Geebie sat beside me.

Red together.

“Are you ready to learn how to play a new game?” he asked me.

Blue together.

“It’s really easy,” he said.

Green together.

“And it’s going to be fun.”

Yellow.

“But it’s a secret game, so don’t tell anyone.”

Red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

The game didn’t sound like much fun to me, but Uncle Geebie said it would be, and he knew what fun was, and I was only five, so I trusted him.

Red together.

He pulled off his underwear-shorts, right there on the mattress, and showed me the thing between his legs.

Blue together.

He said it would be really fun if I touched it.

Green together.

He said it would be even more fun if I moved my hand all around. He showed me how.

Yellow.

He showed me even more fun things to do, and I still didn’t think they were very fun, but he was the one who’d come up with the game and he was my uncle and he was good at games and I didn’t want to make him feel bad and I didn’t want to make him mad at me and anyway, maybe I was playing the game wrong and so I kept trying.

Red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

The second night, after we’d played the game, I crawled back into the couch bed beside Aunt Lune, and I was trying to be extra quiet, like Uncle Geebie had told me to be, but my aunt woke up anyway.

Red together.

She asked me where I’d been.

Blue together.

So I told her about how Uncle Geebie had taught me a game in his office.

Green together.

He’d said it was a secret, but I thought maybe it’d be okay to tell Aunt Lune. I thought maybe I should tell someone.

Yellow.

“I think maybe it’s not a real game?” I told my aunt. My voice was tiny—tiny and scared—but I said it. Even though I was scared.

Red-blue-green-yellow all at once.

But as soon as I told her, Aunt Lune shook her head at me, hard.

Red together.

“You’re fine, Fallon,” she said.

Blue together.

“Nothing happened,” she said.

Green together yellow.

“Go back to sleep,” she told me.

Redbluegreenyellowredbluegreenyellow.

I never told anyone else about it, not ever again.

That’s when I first learned what it really meant to keep a secret.







SPOONS IN A DRAWER

After I yelled at Aunt Lune in our kitchen and called her a monster, I stayed in my room the rest of the day. The rest of the night, too. They knocked, but I didn’t unlock the door. I didn’t turn down the music. At one point, the knocking got so loud that I thought Dad might get out his tool kit and take the door off the hinges. But he didn’t. The knocking stopped. I finally turned down my music, and there was no noise in the house. None at all.

Eventually, I slept.

I figured the next morning they’d start knocking again, right away, but they didn’t. I didn’t want to see anyone ever again, but eventually I got so hungry that I snuck into the kitchen when I was sure no one was around and stole three packages of Pop-Tarts. I figured the no-eating-in-my-room rule didn’t apply anymore. I was pretty sure nothing applied anymore.

A few hours later, there was a soft knocking on my door. I could tell it was my mom. And I didn’t want to talk to her, but I was too tired to tell her to go away, and I guess I’d forgotten to lock the door after I came back with the Pop-Tarts.

So.

She opened it.

And she came inside.

I was lying on my bed, facing the wall, wrapped up in all my blankets like a caterpillar inside a cocoon. Maybe I was hoping I’d turn into a whole different creature. Had to be better than the one I was right then. I wasn’t reading, I wasn’t on my laptop, I wasn’t sleeping. I was just staring at the wall, not thinking. Who knows how long I’d been like that.

I felt my mom sit down gently on the bed beside me. She rubbed my back in tiny circles, like she used to do when I was little. I didn’t turn to face her, and she didn’t say anything for a long time, just rubbed.

And I don’t know why, but that made me cry. For the first time since I’d read Aunt Lune’s horrible, stupid article, I started crying. Big, blubbery tears, right there in my bed.

“Oh, honey.” Mom reached around and wrapped me up tight, squeezing me into a hug. I wasn’t a Fallon cocoon anymore—I was just a tiny spoon, and my mom, the big spoon, was cradling me safely inside a drawer. I curled my body into hers, and she hugged me tighter. “Oh, Fallon,” she whispered as I cried.

I cried a lot. Maybe more than I ever had before. And my mom didn’t ask me questions, and she didn’t say anything like, There, there, or It’s okay, Fallon. She just hugged me and let me cry until I was all cried out.







ALWAYS

“I talked to your aunt.”

That was the first thing Mom said to me, really, after she came into the room. We were still spoons, lying on the bed, and my back was to her. Mom spoke into my hair.

“She explained as best she could.”

Her voice was calm, and her breath was warm on my neck.

I squeezed my eyes shut tight. My face was wet from crying, but I didn’t have the energy to wipe any of the tears away.

“I don’t want to talk to her,” I told my mom.

“That’s okay,” my mom said back.

“I hate her,” I said.

“I understand,” my mom replied. She took a few breaths, and I could feel her belly behind me, expanding and contracting with air. “She left,” my mom went on. “She’s going to stay in a hotel for a while.”

“Good,” I said.

She went on breathing, and I did, too, until our breaths matched each other.

“Fallon?” Mom said.

“Yeah?”

“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to,” my mom told me. Warm breath on my neck. Breath in. Breath out. “But you can tell me as much as you want. You can tell me now, or you can tell me six years from now. We can talk about it every single day, if you want. Or just in tiny bits. Whatever feels right. You can wake me up in the middle of the night if you think of something you need to say, and I’ll never ever be mad about it. You can talk to your dad anytime, too.”

I thought about that. “Okay,” I said. “Thanks.” I blinked out a few more tears and then I said, “Mom?”

“Yeah, honey?”

I breathed in deep. It took a lot of air to say, but I finally got it out. “He gave me my scar, too.”

Mom didn’t say anything, just squeezed me even tighter than before, so tight that my breath fought against her arms, but I didn’t mind. After a few minutes, I felt her tears on my neck.

“It’s okay, Mom,” I told her. I hated that I’d made her cry.

“No, it’s not,” she told my hair.

Breath in. Breath out. Both of us, together.

“I’m really sorry I didn’t know, Fallon,” she told me. “I wish I’d known. I wish I’d been able to stop him. I wish I’d been able to protect you. I wish I’d done something.”

“It’s okay,” I told her.

“No, it’s not.”

I didn’t argue.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I said.

Mom pulled out of the hug then. Stopped being a spoon. She lifted herself up on one arm, and for the first time since I’d found Lune’s article, I turned to look at her, right in the face. She wiped wet hair off my cheeks.

“Don’t you ever be sorry, Fallon,” she told me. Choking on tears. “You are an amazing person. And you didn’t do anything wrong. None of this is your fault. Not any of it.”

That made me cry again.

“I love you, Mom,” I told her.

“I love you, too,” she said. “Always.”

“Always,” I said back. It was a good word.

She flopped her head on the pillow and I snuggled closer to her, tucking my neck into the crook of her arm. I closed my eyes. I felt safe there. She smoothed my hair.

We lay like that for a long time.

“Do you remember the first time you looked in the mirror?” my mom said after a while. My eyes were still closed. “After you got your scar?”

I shook my head gently, back and forth. I couldn’t remember most of that time. Not really.

“You were still in the hospital,” Mom went on. Her voice was a soft breeze. “It had been a few weeks, you’d had two of your surgeries already, and the doctors thought it was time for you to see your ‘new face.’ But your dad and I were nervous.”

“Why?” I asked.

Mom’s shrug lifted my head up and down, just a tad. “I guess…” She thought about it. “I guess we were worried you wouldn’t like the way you looked. Or that you’d feel like it wasn’t you anymore. We knew that people might treat you differently, your whole life, because of your scar. We knew that, in a lot of ways, your life was going to be so, so different from what we’d always envisioned for you because of that—” Her voice cracked then, and the words seemed to get stuck in her throat. I just lay there, feeling her stuttery breath grow slowly steadier, until finally, she was able to speak again. “But we didn’t want you to feel different,” she went on. “Or bad about yourself. Your face. I guess we just didn’t know how it would go. Everything was scary back then.”

“It was?” I asked. I’d never thought of my parents being scared after what had happened to me, though of course they must’ve been.

“So scary,” my mom admitted.

“What happened?” I asked. I still had my eyes closed. I liked just listening to the sound of my mom’s voice. I wanted to lie there forever, just talking, no matter what it was about.

“One of the nurses brought you a mirror, and your dad and I were right there, on either side of your bed, and you held the mirror up to your face, and you squinted at yourself.”

“And?” I asked.

“And,” Mom said, “well, you brought your nose closer and closer to the mirror, and you looked at yourself for a long time. And then you set the mirror down, and you looked at your dad, and you looked at me, and you said, ‘I’m still in there.’ And then you were done looking.”

“Huh,” I said. I wasn’t sure I understood the story. I opened my eyes and asked my mom, “What do you think I meant?”

Mom shrugged again. Up, down. “I think about it still, every now and then,” she said. “And I’m not totally sure, but I think you were telling us that even though you’d changed on the outside, you were still yourself inside.”

“Huh,” I said again. And then, “I did change, though. On the inside, I mean.”

Mom nodded. “That makes sense,” she told me. “It would be hard not to change, after something like that.”

“Yeah.”

She nudged my arm until I looked at her again. “But you know what I’ve always loved about you, Fallon?” she told me. She reached out her free arm and tucked a frizzy strand of hair behind my ear. Didn’t wait for me to answer. “Every time life throws something awful your way—and it sure has thrown you some awful stuff—you change, of course, but you just get better.”

I blinked at her. “I do?”

“Bad things hurt you,” Mom explained, “just like they would for anyone else. But you don’t let them break you, or make you mean. You get… stronger. Smarter. More…” I could tell she was trying to think of the right word. “More you,” she said at last.

I’d thought I was all out of tears by then, but that made me start back up. It was funny, I thought, that the things people said that made me cry the most were the nice things.

I sniffled a little, finally reaching up one hand to wipe at my eyes. It didn’t do much good. “You think I’m strong?” I asked my mom. I kind of squeaked it, really. I sounded like a little girl.

Mom took my chin in her hand. And she made sure I was looking right at her when she told me, “You, Fallon Little, are the strongest person I know.”

It was me who hugged her then. Tighter than tight.

“I love you, Mom,” I whispered.

“I love you, too, Fallon. Always.”

And I didn’t squeak when I said it back.

“Always.”







LE CAFÉ ROSE

That day was Presidents’ Day, which I was super glad about. Not because I loved celebrating old dead presidents, but because I couldn’t imagine going to school after what had happened with Aunt Lune. Once I’d taken a good long shower, Mom decided we needed some “family time,” so we piled into the car and Dad drove us to Le Café Rose, which was this tiny little coffee shop where absolutely everything was pink except for the food (and, okay, some of that was pink, too). If it was Mom’s idea to go there to cheer me up, it turned out to be a good one, because the sight of my gargantuan father poised on the edge of a pink velvet chair, sitting across from me at the round pink table, sipping a latte out of a pink cup… Well, that’d make me laugh even on my worst day.

“This is good,” I said, taking a bite out of my chocolate croissant. Flaky pastry spewed all over the purple mushrooms on my T-shirt, but I didn’t care. “Why don’t we come here all the time?”

“If we got to eat this stuff every day it wouldn’t feel nearly as special, would it?” Mom asked. Which, as far as I was concerned, was a pretty weak argument.

“Not to mention,” Dad added, “this latte cost more than my first car.” Which was probably closer to the truth.

We sipped and nibbled, and talked about nothing at all important, and it felt a bit like a normal day. Except for the fact that my cheeks were still sore from crying, and my throat still felt raw. We all knew why we were really there—what we were escaping from, just for a nice pink minute.

And I guess what my mom had said, about talking about things whenever I needed to, that stuck with me, because in between bites of my croissant, I told my parents, “I’ve been skipping out on therapy.” I set my croissant down on its greasy pink napkin. “Just for part of the time. I go to a different one, called SHASA.”

Then, of course, I had to tell them what SHASA was, which I’d been knot-in-my-stomach scared about, but it turned out to be absolutely fine once I’d gotten the words out. I said a friend from school had told me about it, because Stella’s business was no one’s but hers. And they nodded and listened and Mom said, “I’m really glad you had a safe space to share.” And then she said she wanted to talk to Elise before therapy that night, but not, like, in a mad way.

“Do you want to talk about anything else?” my dad asked. It was the first thing he’d said since that thing about his old car. “With your mother and me?” I could tell by the look on his face that he was terrified at the thought of learning any new horrible facts about what had happened to me with Uncle Geebie. But the look also told me that he wanted to know those things, and he wanted to help.

So I said, “Yes.” And then I picked up my croissant again. “But not right now. Right now, I just want to eat.”

And my parents smiled at me and told me that was absolutely okay, and that it was absolutely okay whenever I was ready to tell them, and I asked if we could come to the croissant place every day, and my mom said, “We can definitely come more often,” and my dad said that if it made me happy to be there, he’d take out a second loan on our house. Which I think was a joke, but I appreciated his support.

At one point, Mom got up to use the bathroom and Dad got even quieter than before, if that was possible. Sitting in silence with my father was nothing new, but this silence felt different.

“Dad,” I started cautiously. “Are you—”

But before I could get out the “okay,” Dad pressed his thumb into a croissant flake on the table and said, “I hate that your uncle hurt you.” He was looking at the table, not at me. “I hate that I trusted him, that after he attacked you and everything else, we still invited him into our home, and had dinner with him, and laughed at his jokes, and that whole time we had no idea what he’d done, and how badly you must’ve been suffering. I hate that we put you through all that. I can’t imagine how awful every single second with him must’ve been for you.”

Dad wasn’t wrong that it had been awful being around Uncle Geebie after the Scar Day. How could it not be? Those times when Geebie had been having one of his “episodes” and vanished from our lives for a while—those were definitely the times I felt the most relaxed, the most myself, around my family. We never stayed over at Geebie’s house again for holidays after that Christmas, but we still saw him plenty. And even though he always acted like regular old Uncle Geebie—the same goofball everyone else knew and loved—there were moments where I’d see a flash in his eye, or a jerk in his movement, and for just a second I’d be right back on the cold grass beside that swing set before everything went red, then black, and the terror would shoot all through me for who knows how long, until I remembered where I really was, and that no one was trying to hurt me.

But my parents hadn’t known any of that. They couldn’t have. Because I’d chosen not to tell them.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I said.

Dad’s eyes darted up from the table to meet mine. “I appreciate that, Fallon,” he said. “Really. But it’s my job as your parent to keep you safe. And I didn’t.”

I thought about that. I wanted to say there was nothing Dad could’ve done, no way he could’ve known. But actually, I realized, I had no idea if that was true or not. Maybe there had been signs, and my parents ignored them. Maybe there were some things they could’ve done to keep me safer. I had no idea. But there was one thing I did know.

“I feel like it was slightly more Uncle Geebie’s fault,” I said.

It wasn’t funny. It wasn’t funny at all.

But when I said that, Dad let out a tiny laugh. One that was surrounded by tears.

But still, I heard it.

Mom was heading back to the table then.

“No matter what,” I told him before she got there, “I’m glad you’re my dad.”

For a moment, Dad concentrated on wiping the croissant flake off his thumb onto a napkin. But then he looked up at me again, and said, “I wouldn’t want to be anything else in the world.”

And that made my stomach flip in a good way.

When Mom slid back into her seat, she asked, “Everything okay here?”

I let Dad wipe away the tears from the corners of his eyes while I told her, “Never better.”

By the time we were ready to head home, I knew two things for certain.

One, that chocolate croissants were one of the world’s perfect foods.

And two, that I had pretty much won the lottery when it came to getting parents.







PAPAYA

Both Mom and Dad drove me to the Therapy Collective that night. We got there pretty early so they could talk to Elise. Then they found the Deer and talked to her, too. I hung out in the snack alcove drinking Mountain Dew. By the time Stella came in and found me, I only had a few sips left.

“Hey, Fallon,” Stella greeted me.

“Hey,” I said back. I gulped down the last of my soda, then nodded toward Room 2, where my parents were chatting with the Deer. “I told my parents,” I said. “About…” I went for another sip, then remembered I’d just finished it. I focused on screwing the cap back on the empty bottle. “… you know.”

I wasn’t looking at Stella, but her voice was kind when she said, “Oh.” And I could tell she knew it was a big deal. “You okay?”

I did look up then. “Yeah,” I said. “Kind of.” I thought about it. “I’m not sure.”

Stella nodded, like that made all the sense in the world. “You gonna talk in group tonight?”

I shrugged. I wasn’t sure about that, either.

A few minutes later, my parents came out of Room 2 and acted like it wasn’t weird at all that I was friends with Stella Brymner, who I’d done nothing but complain about since I met her. They pulled me aside and Mom told me quietly, “We’ve talked it out, and everyone agrees you should go to SHASA full-time now, if that’s what you want to do.” I said it was. They gave me hugs and said, “See you soon!” and then Stella and I went into Room 5 like it was just a regular Monday.

Only it wasn’t.

I listened to everyone in the circle talk, and I thought about whether I wanted to talk or not. I couldn’t make up my mind. Because the truth was, I still wasn’t sure how I was feeling about any of it. Part of me felt relief, after finally telling my parents what had happened. There was a warmness filling me up from the inside that I hadn’t felt for a long time. I figured the warmth was probably one-third relief, and one-third knowing my parents still loved me, even after hearing the truth, and one-third chocolate croissant (I’m telling you, it was a really good croissant).

But there was other stuff going on inside me, too, other than that gooey, good, warm feeling.

There was worry, about how things might change now that my parents knew the truth. And some guilt, if I’m being honest, about not telling them when I was little. And lots of sadness, too, having to think about all that stuff again, and say it out loud. And sadness for making my parents sad.

But mostly? Mostly inside me there was anger. I think it was hiding, for a while, behind the warm feelings of love and relief and croissant. But the more I sat in that chair in Room 5, listening to other people talk about their feelings, the more the anger began to roar and scream inside me, until I just needed to let it out. Like, I started to get madder and madder while Hazel was talking about her latest date with Jay, because I didn’t want her to be talking about a date when there were really serious things going on with me. And I tried really hard not to let the roar come out at Hazel, because even though I was angry, I knew I wasn’t actually angry at her. But the second she was done talking, I sat up straight as an arrow in my chair and told the whole group, “It happened to my aunt, too.”

Everyone turned to look at me, their eyes curious. I wondered if steam was coming out of my ears, the way it felt like it was. Elise said, “Sorry?,” like she didn’t understand what I’d meant. But she hadn’t even gotten the second syllable out before I was talking again.

Roaring, more like.

“My uncle,” I said. “He…” I didn’t have the right words. “He did stuff to me that he shouldn’t’ve done, when I was five. Before he gave me my scar.” Maybe I’d tell them more about Uncle Geebie later, and maybe I wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure. But at the moment, there was something fiercer eating away at my insides. “And I told my aunt about it, and she told me that nothing had happened. She made it seem like I’d just made the whole thing up. She never told anyone about it, and she made me feel like I should never tell anyone, either.”

Somehow, it was one million times easier to tell Elise about what had happened to me than it had been to tell my parents.

Somehow, it was easier to look at Stella—someone I’d spent most of my life hating—as I said those words out loud than it ever would’ve been to look at my two best friends and say them.

I didn’t know why it was easier. Part of me felt guilty, telling those strangers things I’d never even hinted at to the people I really loved until a day ago.

But the bigger part of me, it didn’t care why it was easier. Just that it was.

“Only…”

Next came the hard part.

I leaned forward in my chair, my arms heavy on my knees. My body was as stiff as steel, and burning hot, like the hood of a car in the summer sun. “I just found out that my uncle—my aunt’s brother—he did the same thing to her that he did to me, when she was a kid. So she knew. She knew exactly what he was doing. And she made me feel like it was nothing.”

For a moment, the whole world froze around me. No one was talking. No one was moving. When I glanced over at Stella beside me, she blinked, so I knew she was still alive. But that was all I got—a blink. Nothing else from anybody, which was only making me madder. Why weren’t they screaming-angry like I was? And then, across the circle, Elise finally spoke up again.

“Wow,” she said. She blinked, too. Once, then twice. “That’s a lot to process, Fallon.” Three times. Four. “How are you feeling about all of that?”

“How am I feeling?” I repeated. Because what else could I be feeling? “I’m angry, obviously.” I shook my head. “I’m furious. She’s such a hypocrite! I always thought she didn’t believe me, but this is a thousand times worse. How could she not stand up for me? How could she not tell my parents, or pull me away from him, or call the police, or even”—I was growing more irate with every syllable—“do something before he could ever hurt me in the first place? She could’ve stopped him from hurting anyone ever again, but she chose not to. And even when she knew he was hurting someone else—her own niece—she still didn’t do anything!” By the time I stopped ranting, I was sweating. I probably looked crazy, but I didn’t care. I’d never been so filled with rage in my whole life.

There was silence, all through the room, for a long time. Then a few “wows” and “ohs.” But no one looked like they thought I was crazy.

I settled back into my chair and let the cool metal wash away some of the heat that had worked its way to the surface of my skin.

When I looked over at Elise again, she was nodding slowly, thinking things through. “That makes sense,” she said at last. “That you’d feel that way. Does anyone have any thoughts they’d like to share about what Fallon’s just told us?”

The group shuffled their feet around for a bit, but then Kristen, the maybe-teenager, piped up.

“I just want to say that really sucks, Fallon,” she told me. “And I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah,” said another lady, whose name I didn’t know. “I can’t believe that happened to you. That both your uncle and your aunt did the things they did. No one deserves that. Especially not a kid.”

Lots of soft yeses and “I’m so sorrys” all around. My breathing began to slow down, just a little.

Elise was still nodding. “I agree with all of that,” she said. “Absolutely.” Then she went on nodding a little longer. “Although…”

I sat up, alert, when she said that. What could possibly be “although” about it?

“The fact that your uncle also abused your aunt,” Elise went on, “it makes the situation slightly more complicated, doesn’t it?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. Elise had never been wrong about anything before, at least not that I’d heard, but I was worried she was getting something wrong about this. “What’s so complicated about it?” I asked. “I knew my aunt was awful, and now I know she’s even worse than I thought. I hate her.”

That’s when another woman whose name I couldn’t remember piped up. “Yeah, but she was a victim, too, right?” she said. She was tapping her nails softly on the edge of her chair. “Doesn’t that change anything?”

The anger inside me twisted into pain.

“All it changes,” I told the lady—and maybe my voice was angry-hot as I said it—“is that now I know exactly what a monster she is. Because if the same thing happened to her, then she knew how horrible it was. She knew. And she still didn’t tell anyone. She could’ve helped me!”

I didn’t like how I was feeling then. It was as if I were a papaya someone had sliced all the skin off of, and now I was sitting in that room, all juicy and vulnerable, with nothing on the outside to protect me.

Across the circle, Elise was back to nodding. “I’m not going to make any excuses for your aunt,” she said after a few seconds. “Because she was an adult when you were being abused, and she made some really bad decisions that hurt you very much.” I held my breath. What Elise was saying made sense, but I could tell there was a “but” coming. “But,” she said, and I let out a hot huff of air. “But I will say that, sometimes, people who’ve experienced extreme trauma, the way your aunt did, they don’t always react to things in logical ways. Especially if that trauma happened when they were children. For some people, the only way to get through an experience of abuse is to pretend it never happened. They convince themselves that it wasn’t a bad thing at all so that they can proceed with everyday life without completely shutting down.” Around the circle, I saw a few people nodding like this made a lot of sense. My stomach twisted again. I was a naked papaya, sick-sweet with nowhere to hide. “Maybe,” Elise went on, “and again, I can’t say for sure, but maybe—when your aunt saw her brother hurting you the same way he hurt her, she almost had to think that what was happening to you wasn’t bad at all, because admitting that to herself would be admitting that she’d been abused, too. And maybe she wasn’t ready to know that yet.” I was going to vomit, any second. “It’s actually not that uncommon, in situations like hers, to have that sort of response.”

I gripped the sides of my chair. “But she knew,” I said. I sounded like a little baby, and I hated myself for it.

Elise held up two hands. “Fallon, I want to be clear. I’m not saying what your aunt did was right, in any way. Your anger toward her is perfectly valid. And justified.” More nodding around the circle. “I’m just saying, there might be an explanation for her actions.”

I didn’t want an explanation.

All I wanted was to hate my uncle, and hate my aunt. Same as I always had.

But I didn’t say that. I was done talking.

I spent the rest of the session totally silent, a naked, angry, miserable papaya. And when Stella tried to chat me up when it was all over, I just said, “Gotta go, sorry!” and stormed off to the car before my mom could come inside.







CONTINUITY (THE SEQUEL)

So, yeah. I may have been good at catching continuity errors in movies, but as you’ve probably figured out by now, noticing those sorts of details in real life wasn’t exactly my specialty. Because I should’ve been paying more attention to those times when Aunt Lune had talked about Uncle Geebie, how she had laughed about how goofy he could be but then quick-cleared her throat afterward, like something didn’t taste quite right. How she said how great he was, but also always seemed startled, like you’d slammed a door in her face, whenever anybody brought him up. How she was so good at telling every single person on earth her opinion about anything—but apparently could never talk to her own brother about the one thing that really mattered.

People, I was learning, weren’t always as consistent as characters in movies.

People could think lots of things at the same time, things that didn’t always make sense together.

People could feel lots of feelings—love, hate, anger, joy—about the exact same person. At the same time. Forever.

People could do one thing and convince themselves they did another.

People were confusing.







DEEPER

I did a lot of thinking about Aunt Lune that night, after I got home from SHASA. I didn’t want to—honestly I’d’ve been happy to never think about her again. But I couldn’t help it. I thought and thought, while Squillo snuggled me in my bed. He was an extra-good snuggler that night (I’m pretty sure he was just relieved not to be learning any more polka moves). I scratched his soft belly as the sky got darker, and then as late turned to early, and early turned into nearly ought-to-be-awake.

I thought about what Elise had said at therapy, about Aunt Lune not wanting to admit that what Uncle Geebie had done to me was bad because then she’d have to admit that what he’d done to her was bad. And I thought about hating Aunt Lune (I really, really hated Aunt Lune) and feeling sorry for her, too, at the same time. Because I knew that what Uncle Geebie had done to me was bad—horrible, terrible, unbelievable, unforgivable—and that meant I knew that what he had done to her was bad, too. And like it or not, I did understand her a little more because of it. And I thought about how hard it was to understand someone and totally hate them at the same time. And that made me hate myself, just a little, that I’d be willing to let go of some hate for one of the two people who had hurt me the most in my life.

I thought about how I’d always hated Aunt Lune ten thousand times more than I’d hated Uncle Geebie, and how that made sense and didn’t make sense, too. Aunt Lune had never made me play a game that wasn’t really a game, or sliced my face with a knife. But when she decided to know-but-not-know about what was happening, when she decided not to tell—not to help—that hurt more than any knife slice. And it cut me deeper, too, even if there was no scar to show for it.

I thought about how Aunt Lune could be the same person who betrayed me so badly, and the same person who brought my mother such joy. And how seeing my mother joyful made me joyful. But how seeing me sad made my mom sad. And how Aunt Lune could cause all those feelings, without trying to do anything.

I thought about SHASA, and if Aunt Lune had ever sat in a chair in a circle in a room like that one, and what she would say if she had, and what she would think if she did. I thought about the other ladies in Room 5, and if they’d ever made a mistake like Aunt Lune did with me, because of their trauma, and whether or not I’d hate them if they did.

I thought about how, even though what the SHASA ladies had said had made me mad, they’d said a lot of really helpful stuff, too. I thought about how, for the first time, I was really looking forward to going back.

I thought about all that. I thought about a lot of things.

And finally, as streaks of brightness just began to paint the sky, I fell asleep.

I didn’t sleep long, but I slept deep and I slept hard, with Squillo’s snuggly warm body curled up right beside me.

And when I woke up, I thought maybe I wasn’t quite as angry as before.







SIDE BY SIDE

School wasn’t awful that week, but it wasn’t great, either. Trent and Kaia and I still weren’t talking, but I didn’t quite know why anymore. There was no play rehearsal to skip, and that made me not sure what to do with my time.

On Friday after school, Stella invited me over to her house, and I said yes because what else did I have to do? It wasn’t like Trent was suddenly going to ask to do a movie marathon, or Kaia would invite herself to my place for a Grady-free sleepover.

Stella’s house was so normal, it was weird. All the walls were different shades of gray, and the counters in the kitchen were a shiny marbly white, and everything was put away and sparkly clean. In the bathroom, all the towels matched one another and the walls, and they were fluffy and folded like no one had ever used them before.

“So… what do you want to do?” I asked Stella. We’d been in her bedroom for about fifteen minutes, just kind of sitting there. Stella’s bedroom was also perfect. Nothing was matchy-matchy, but it all went together in a way that you could tell it wasn’t by accident. She had her own desk with a tall gooseneck lamp with a gold base and a mint-green shade. She had a giant velvet pink beanbag chair that wouldn’t have been out of place at Le Café Rose. Even her stuffed animals were more cool than they were little-kid-like. The enormous stuffed sloth was almost as large as her bed—and the way he was positioned, he looked like he’d just woken up from a nap.

Stella was sitting at her desk, searching through her drawers for something. I couldn’t tell what she was looking for, but she’d been looking for a while. I peeked into one of the drawers and was annoyed that they weren’t stuffed-to-overflowing like mine were. Everything in there, down to the tiniest paper clip, seemed completely organized and in exactly its right spot.

“Do you wanna watch a movie?” I asked. That’s what Trent and I usually did on Fridays. Back when we were still hanging out.

“Nah,” Stella answered way too quickly. And then, finally pulling something out of a drawer: “Aha!”

“What is that?” I asked. It was a clear sheet of something, but heck if I knew what.

“Nail stickers,” she told me, like that should’ve been obvious. She peeled one off and stuck it to her left pointer fingernail, then showed me. It was a tiny purple heart with even tinier green dots. “I thought we could do our nails.”

Doing nails made me think of my “bonding session” with Mom and Aunt Lune, which was not a thing I wanted to think about. “No, thanks,” I told her. “Wanna bake brownies? Kaia taught me an awesome trick for making them extra moist.”

Stella shook her head. “Too many carbs,” she replied, like that was a normal thing for an eighth grader to say. I wrinkled my nose, wondering if part of the reason Stella had such great skin and all her clothes seemed to fit her like she was a mannequin was that she didn’t eat things like brownies. But then I decided I’d rather have brownies than nice skin and perfect-fitting clothes, so I didn’t really care either way.

We were quiet for a while after that, both of us just sort of glancing around the room awkwardly, looking for things to do. I was thinking about how maybe Stella and I didn’t have enough in common to be the kind of friends who hung out at each other’s houses. I’m not sure what she was thinking about.

And then I spied the container of makeup brushes on her desk.

“Have you ever tried doing ombré lips?” I asked her. She looked a little confused by that, so I clarified, “You know, with lipstick?”

Stella tilted her head to one side. “I thought you didn’t wear lipstick,” she said.

I shrugged and moved to grab the makeup brushes on the desk. There was a foldout box next to them that I suspected was filled with makeup—and when I opened it up, I saw that I was right. I grabbed that, too.

“I’ve been experimenting a little,” I told Stella as I brought all the supplies to the floor. And if she was surprised by that, she didn’t show it. “I’ve been watching these videos online? This lady, Tenaciously Tasha?”

“Oh my god, I love her!” Stella said, and instantly she had scooched her body right across from mine, on board with whatever I was about to suggest.

It turned out that Stella hadn’t seen the ombré lips video yet—it was one of Tasha’s newest ones. So we watched it together on her phone, and then we both tried the technique on each other. Stella asked for pinks, so I picked out three different shades of pink lipstick from her kit, and did my best to apply them the way Tasha instructed. I wanted to try with purple, but Stella didn’t have any purple lipstick, so I showed her Tasha’s trick for applying eye shadow over clear lip gloss, and that worked pretty well. When we were finished, we examined ourselves side by side in Stella’s full-length mirror.

“You’re really good at this,” Stella told me. “Seriously.”

I did think I was getting lots better. The upside of breaking up with your two best friends, I supposed, was that you had lots more time for new hobbies.

“Thanks,” I replied.

When I was heading home on my bike, I thought about how weird it was that the last time I’d been in front of a mirror with Stella Brymner I’d been so sure she was a snake, and now, only two months later, she was probably my closest friend. And I wondered if Stella had been the one to change, or if I had. Or if maybe I’d just been wrong about her all along.







REALLY SOMETHING

I’d been planning on doing some more makeup practice when I got home, but I hadn’t even wheeled into the driveway when I noticed the Prius parked there. And right away, my heart froze. The rest of me, too. I was as still as a statue in the middle of the street, with one foot on either side of my bike, when Mom popped open the front door.

“Hey, honey!” she said. “You’re back.”

“I…” I glanced at Aunt Lune’s car. It was just a boring old white Prius, but it might as well have been on fire for as painful as it was to be near it. “I was just going to grab something real quick and go back to Stella’s,” I lied. It could’ve been true, anyway. Maybe Stella would let me stay for dinner.

“Can you come in for a second first?” Mom asked. She was in her pajamas, and it was only five thirty. She was definitely having another Crash Day, but here she was, standing upright long enough to ask me to come inside.

I glanced at the Prius again. “No, thanks,” I told her.

“Just for a second, I promise.”

It was the look on Mom’s face that finally made up my mind. I couldn’t stand to disappoint her.

“Fine,” I said. I breathed a huge sigh.

“I like your lipstick, by the way,” Mom said with a half smile.

I’d forgotten about my purple ombré lips. I dug in my coat pocket for an old napkin and did my best to wipe all the makeup off.

When I stepped through the door, surprise surprise, there was Aunt Lune sitting on the sofa. Although it did make me a little happier that she looked just as wary about talking to me as I felt about talking to her.

“Fallon’s only here for a second,” my mom told her sister. “I thought now might be a good time to talk.” And with that, she bolted out of the room faster than anyone as sick as her had a right to do.

And my aunt and I were alone.

“You don’t have to—” I started, just as Aunt Lune told me, “Hi, Fallon.”

“Um, hi,” I replied.

“Do you want to have a seat?” Lune asked, pointing to the other side of the couch.

I shook my head. “Not really,” I said. I was still standing awkwardly near the door.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s fair.” She looked down at her hands. “I just wanted to…” She cleared her throat, then looked up at me again. “I wanted to say I’m sorry, Fallon.”

I tilted my head to the side. I didn’t believe her. Not one tiny bit. “For what?” I asked. It was a test I knew she wouldn’t be able to pass.

“For a lot of things,” she told me. “But mostly for not helping you that night, when you were so little. For not being honest. For not stopping him from doing to you the same thing he did to me.”

I guess I never expected her to say that, to admit that she was wrong. To admit that what she had done hurt me. And I guess my surprise at that, plus all the thinking I’d been doing lately, well, that made me say something that surprised myself.

“I get it,” I said. I swear, you could’ve knocked me over with a feather when I heard that come out of my own mouth. “I mean, you were hurting, too.”

It looked like my aunt had somehow had both of her eyebrows removed and then glued back on three inches higher than normal. It seemed she was just as surprised as I was. “That’s big of you to say, Fallon. Truly. But I still need to apologize. What I did to you… it’s unforgivable. I’ve been doing a lot of work on myself this week, I found a new therapist, I’m trying to work through this mess…” She swirled her hands around her head, like that was where the mess was. “But I’d understand completely if you never want to talk to me again.”

And that made me a little mad, because her suggesting I never had to talk to her again was the first thing that had ever made me want to talk to her even a little.

“I’ll think about it,” I told her.

“I need to tell you something else, too,” she said. And I could tell right away that whatever she was about to say, it was going to be rough. I clenched my stomach and waited.

Aunt Lune took a deep breath, in and out. “Your mom told me that our brother was also the one who”—she cleared her throat again—“gave you your scar?” I nodded, not sure where this was going. Not sure I wanted to know where it was going. “I’d never put it together before, since we all thought he just didn’t show up to your house on New Year’s. None of us knew he’d been there so early, and then left after he hurt you…” She trailed off.

“I knew,” I reminded her.

I said it mostly to be snotty. But I didn’t know it was going to make Aunt Lune cry. And then I got mad that she was crying, because I was the one who got hurt that day, not her. But then I felt bad about being mad, because Aunt Lune might not have gotten hurt by Uncle Geebie that day, but she had been hurt by him plenty.

“Why are you crying?” I asked. I really wanted to know.

Aunt Lune wiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. I’d never seen her like this, so unsure of what to say. She really was kind of a mess.

I walked over to the couch, and I sat down. I still left plenty of space between me and Aunt Lune.

Lune sniffled. “It’s just that…” She wiped at her eyes again. “That Christmas, when you told me what he’d done to you…” My stomach was a knot. My chest was a knot. All of me. “I told him.” Aunt Lune blinked several times, like she was trying to see the scene clearly. “I stormed into his office and I yelled at him. I said he wasn’t allowed to hurt you the way he’d hurt me. I told him he was sick. I told him he had to stop.”

I didn’t know what to think.

“You did?” I asked. I thought she hadn’t done anything.

Lune nodded. But she wasn’t done crying, not by a lot. “It’s not…” She blinked hard. “I wish I’d handled it differently, Fallon. There were so many other things…”

I got up and walked to the TV console, and grabbed a box of tissues. Then I came back and handed it to Aunt Lune. Because her face was so wet that her hands were useless to stop the tears.

She took a tissue, nodding a silent thanks, then blew her nose. It was so loud I thought she might pop our roof off the house, but I didn’t say anything. Just gave her the space she needed.

She cleared her throat again, then looked up at me, her eyes blurry behind all the tears that had yet to fall.

“I think that’s why he was there that morning,” she said. Her voice was choked. The words cracked as she said them. “I think that’s why he cut you.”

I should’ve been mad. I should’ve been furious. My whole life—my whole face—had been changed because of Aunt Lune.

But in that moment, I didn’t know what to think anymore. And so maybe that’s why I plopped myself down next to my aunt on the couch, and I gave her a hug.

She startled a bit when I touched her. But then she sank into the hug and wrapped her arms around me, too. It was awkward, but kind of nice. I tried to remember the last time I’d hugged her, and I couldn’t.

“I’m really sorry,” she said into my shoulder.

I didn’t tell her it was okay. Because it wasn’t.

But I didn’t say anything else, either.

When we finally pulled out of the hug, I didn’t scooch all the way back across the couch like I kind of wanted to. Instead, I said, “I have a lot of stuff to think about.” I paused. “I don’t know how I feel about all of it yet.”

Aunt Lune nodded. She’d stopped crying, but she dabbed at her eyes with her snotty tissue. I handed her another one. “You know, Fallon,” she said, taking the tissue, “you’re a lot wiser than I’ve been giving you credit for. I’m sorry for that, too—for treating you like you were a child.”

She really needed to stop saying things that made me like her. It was making me furious.

“So I can still hate you, then?” I asked her. I just wanted to be sure about the rules.

Aunt Lune laughed. “Of course,” she said, wiping at her eyes again. “I know I would hate me if I were you.”

I thought about that. “I guess Mom was right, then,” I said.

She tilted her head. “Sorry?”

And I explained. “She’s always saying that you and I are more alike than we realize.”

My aunt squinted at me for a while, trying to figure me out. I guess the hint of a smile I was feeling inside finally snuck its way to the outside, because she burst out laughing. A big one this time. “You’re really something, Fallon, you know?” She pursed her lips, for just a second. “I do hope that you’ll forgive me one day,” she said, slowly. More eye-swiping with the tissue. “Not because I deserve it, but because”—swipe—“I’d like another chance to get to know you better.”

I nodded. “That makes sense,” I told her. “I’m a really fun person to know.”

She laughed again, and I let a little more of the smile out.

“I think I’m done talking for a while.” I knew I’d told Mom I was heading back to Stella’s, but I didn’t really feel like company anymore.

“Sure,” she replied. “No problem.”

I headed toward the hall. But before I got there, I turned around. I didn’t say anything, just stood there.

After a second, my aunt said, “Fallon?”

I looked at her.

“I…” I scratched at a spot on my arm. “I was just thinking. If it’s okay with you, I think I want to start calling you Aunt Claire now, instead of Lune.” I scratched harder. “Because that was his name for you, and…” I trailed off, not sure how to finish my thought.

But my aunt seemed to understand for the both of us.

“I’d love that,” Aunt Claire said.







LISTENING

That weekend was gloomier than gloom.

It snowed all day Saturday, and then Sunday it rained on top of it, so everything was gray slush. I wanted to call up Trent and apologize, or go to the store to see him, or DM Kaia and talk to her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. With the weather so miserable, all I could manage to do was snuggle under a blanket with some hot cocoa and watch bad TV. Mom and Squillo joined me for lots of it. Dad, too. On Sunday night, there was a huge snowstorm coming in, so school was preemptively canceled for Monday. Which made me a little bit relieved that I wouldn’t have to face Kaia and Trent just yet, but a little bit sad, too.

And then Monday morning rolled around, and there wasn’t any storm at all, just more gloomy gray clouds and some drizzle. The school board sent out an email to the parents that was basically like, Whoops, sorry! Enjoy your day off! When Mom showed it to me on her phone I rolled my eyes.

“They’re really killing it with the great decisions these days, huh?” I said.

It turned out Dad had planned on missing his classes at the community college that day, anyway, so he could drive Mom to her appointment with a new doctor all the way out in Chester Hills. Which normally wouldn’t have exactly been my idea of a fun time—that was at least an hour and a half each way—but I’d already watched two entire seasons of Ghost, M.D., and Squillo was dead set against more dancing, so when they asked if I wanted to join them, I said sure.

Mom and I made Dad listen to Taylor Swift the whole trip out there, and I could tell Mom was having a good day because she sang along to nearly every song, and even did some dance moves. (Mom always cracked me up because whenever there was a curse word, she’d literally shout out “BEEP!” instead of saying whatever it was.) Eventually Dad got into the action, too, and finally admitted that Taylor was a goddess, so I figured no matter what happened at the appointment, the day had been won already.

The appointment was one that Aunt Claire had set up for Mom a while ago, when she’d first started thinking Mom might have chronic fatigue syndrome. It was a specialist, that’s why we had to drive so far, and usually the wait-list was eons long, so no one knew how Claire had gotten the appointment so quickly, but she had, and Mom was really excited about it but nervous, too. That made sense to me, because what if this doctor was as big a quack as the neurologist, and just said everything was in Mom’s head again and sent her home with no answers, feeling more hopeless than ever? But I tried to stay positive, because Mom and Dad were being positive, and anyway, what else could I do?

The doctor’s waiting room was surprisingly nice. Like, there were fancy couches to sit on instead of hard-backed chairs with worn-out upholstery on the seats, and the woman at the front desk was super friendly and asked us all if we wanted some water or tea while Mom signed in.

Tea.

“Well, this is cushy,” I said as we sat down on one of the couches. None of us had accepted the tea offer, but I was impressed by just being asked.

“They don’t take insurance,” Dad said, by way of explanation.

The wait was so short that Mom wasn’t even done filling out the paperwork on the clipboard before we got called back, and the doctor came in right away. Her name was Dr. Lupino, and I liked her immediately because she asked all our names and shook our hands and said how lovely it was to meet the whole family. And then, when she asked Mom what brought her in that afternoon, she sat down in her chair and listened to every single thing Mom had to say, and didn’t interrupt once. Then she asked more questions, and listened to those answers, too. She actually reminded me a bit of Elise—not because they looked at all alike, but because they were both good listeners. Which kind of made sense, once I thought about it, that one of the things that could make you an excellent therapist could also make you an excellent doctor. Because the first step in healing, I realized, was to find someone to listen.

Sometimes that was the hardest part.

In the end, Dr. Lupino didn’t have any quick answers for Mom, but she said she’d seen many similar cases before, and lots of those people had gotten much better, which felt like a huge win all on its own. She wanted Mom to do some more tests, and she referred her to a physical therapist who could hopefully help her build up more stamina so she wouldn’t get so tired every day, and she had one medication she wanted Mom to try out, too.

“None of this is a miracle cure,” Dr. Lupino warned us all. “But we’re not going to stop trying, Patty. Not until we get you back to feeling like yourself again.”

I hoped she was right.

I had to keep hoping.







SLUSH

On the way back from the doctor’s, Dad wanted to listen to the news, which was boring. I mostly just stared out the window, not thinking about much in particular. So I was pretty surprised when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mom shoot up in her seat and tell my dad, “Oh! Turn down there!”

Dad shot her a look. I could see it in the rearview mirror.

“I need to see it,” she replied. “Just for a minute.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

No one answered, even when I asked a second time. So I was obviously pretty confused.

Until we turned onto Highmark Lane, and I realized.

Uncle Geebie’s house.

“What are we doing here?” I asked as Dad slowed the car down. It was a small yellow bungalow with a white fence around it and a FOR SALE sign planted out front. I knew Aunt Lune had had someone working on it to sell, but I didn’t know why we were stopping. I didn’t like it. I was getting that strawberry-milkshake feeling in my stomach again, and my chest was tight tight tight.

It had been such a good day so far.

“Your mom wanted to…” But Dad didn’t finish, because Mom had opened the door before the car was all the way stopped. “Patty!” he shouted.

But she was off.

Mom stormed up to the house and unlatched the gate, swinging it wide. The lawn was soaked from the rain and snow, patches of gray slush still dotted all over. Mom stomped across the stone path with energy I hadn’t seen from her in ages.

“Mom?” I called as she reached the front door. “Is she going inside?” I asked my dad.

He shook his head. He looked more baffled than me.

Mom was just standing there in front of Uncle Geebie’s door. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides. She wasn’t moving.

I opened my own door and hopped out of the car.

“Fallon?” Dad called, but I didn’t stop, either. I raced over to my mom.

“Hey, Mom,” I said softly when I reached her. “You… okay?”

Her eyes were huge, staring at that white front door. She hadn’t moved. She wasn’t blinking.

“Mom?”

She stood still a while longer, and then, without saying anything, she walked a few feet toward the lawn and picked up a huge chunk of slushy, gray-brown ice. And she walked back over.

And she chucked it at the door.

It hit with a THWACK!, then slid all the way down.

I didn’t say anything, just stared. I’d never seen my mom do anything like that before.

And then, she let out a scream. Huge, and long, and loud. Right at the door.

Mom seemed to snap back to life as soon as the scream left her. She turned and looked startled to see me beside her.

“Oh,” she said, a little embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Fallon. That was…” She didn’t seem to know how to finish the sentence.

But I did.

I walked over to the lawn, and I picked up two more fistfuls of slush. It was icy in my hands, and the bottoms were caked in dirt where they’d met the ground, but I didn’t mind. I handed one to my mom, and one I kept for myself. And I pulled back my arm, and I let it fly at the door.

It was a good pitch. Trent would’ve been proud.

Mom smiled at me when I was done—a sad smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Go on,” I told her, nodding toward the slush in her hand. “There’s lots more where that came from.”

I don’t know how long we threw ice at Uncle Geebie’s front door. We threw and we screamed, and we screamed and we threw until our fingers were numb and our throats were sore. At some point, Dad must’ve turned off the car, because when Mom and I finished and we walked back to meet him, our hands linked together for warmth, he was just sitting in the driver’s seat watching us. He didn’t look happy or sad or proud or confused.

He looked like he understood.

“You want a turn?” my mom asked him as she climbed into her seat. “There’s still plenty of snow.”

Dad shook his head as he turned on the car. “Nah,” he said. Then: “Was it helpful?”

Mom sucked in a big breath of air. “A little,” she said. “I think. For me, anyway.” She turned to look at me in the back seat. “What about you, Fallon?”

I thought about it.

Chucking ice at my dead uncle’s front door hadn’t solved anything, that was for sure. But when I checked in with my body, I realized that my chest felt a lot better than when we’d first pulled up. My stomach, too.

“Yeah,” I said. “It helped a little for me, too.”







HARD STUFF

I knew I probably should’ve talked to Trent in person, but that night, after I got back from SHASA, I opened my laptop and saw that Trent was online. So I DMed him.

Hey, I wrote. (What can I say? I started off simple.)

Trent took forever to write back, and for a while I worried he wasn’t going to. But just as I was about to shut the laptop and give up, he finally did.

Hey, he replied. Totally normal. Like nothing had been going on at all. What’s up?

I almost wrote back, Not much. How about you? Or asked if he wanted to see a movie soon. It would be so easy to skip over all the bad stuff and just go back to being us, without talking about why we hadn’t been for so long. But I decided, in the end, I was sick of not talking about the hard stuff.

So what I ended up writing was, I know I’ve been kind of a jerk lately. And Sorry.

Trent took a long time to reply again, but I wasn’t as freaked out as before, because I knew what I’d said was a hard thing to respond to.

What he wrote back was, You’re not a jerk.

Again, Trent was giving me the easy way out, because he was a good friend and I knew he cared about me. But if I wanted to be a good friend, I needed to care about him back and speak the truth.

You’re nice, I told him. But I WAS a jerk to you and Kaia. And I need to apologize.

And that time, Trent wrote back, Thanks.

I wasn’t really mad when you guys started going out, I wrote. Because I needed him to know. But I did kind of feel left out. So I think that’s why I was a jerk.

And because Trent was a good friend, he wrote, Sorry we made you feel that way. You’re my best friend, Fallon, and I know you’re really important to Kaia, too.

Sometimes DM was way better than talking in person. Because that kind of sappy stuff like, I’m sorry I was a jerk or You’re my best friend, it was easier to say to a screen than a face.

You’re my best friend, too, I wrote back. And I promise I’ll apologize to Kaia, too.

K, Trent replied.

Also, I wrote, but then I pushed Enter without writing anything else.

Yeah? Trent said after a while.

I took a deep breath and put my fingers on the keys, just the way Ms. Morrow had taught us to do in our typing unit in fifth grade. I thought about each individual letter as I typed it out.

I’ve had a lot of hard stuff going on. About my uncle and other stuff. And I don’t think I’m ready to tell you yet, but I know I want to eventually.

And then, before Trent had a chance to write back, I said, Is that okay?

And he said, Of course.

And I said, Thanks. You’re the best.

And he said, I know, I really am. Number One Best Friend of All Time. I should get an award.

And while I was busy laughing at that one, I also searched for a good GIF and found one of an animated teddy bear holding up a gold ribbon. I sent it to him.

Trent sent me back a GIF of Groucho Marx saying, “You’re not so bad yourself!”

We talked for a long time after that, about all sorts of stuff. About baseball, and how Kiley H. didn’t deserve to win Dance, Dance, Dance! but definitely would anyway. And he didn’t ask me once to talk about stuff I didn’t want to, because he was, actually, the number one best friend of all time. When we signed off, I knew that Trent and I were back to normal. And that was the best thing that had happened in months.







SETTING FIRES

I’m not sure why, but after I finished DMing with Trent, I went out to the living room to plug my laptop into the charging station. Since my aunt wasn’t staying with us anymore, I knew no one would care much if I slept with my laptop open in front of my face, but I guess by then it was a habit.

I wasn’t paying too much attention to anything except the charging cord, so when I heard my dad say, “Hey, Fallon” from the kitchen, I think I jumped about a mile.

I finished plugging in my laptop and padded into the kitchen.

“Hey, Dad,” I greeted him. “What are you… doing?”

The light in the kitchen was off, and my father was standing in front of the open refrigerator, eating a slice of American cheese, right from the plastic wrapper.

“I needed a snack,” he explained. His face glowed from the refrigerator bulb. “Been having trouble sleeping lately.”

It was only ten thirty.

Dad held out the rest of the packet of cheese toward me. “Want some?” he asked.

I shrugged. Who was I to turn down processed cheese?

Dad closed the fridge, and then the two of us sat down at the kitchen table next to each other. Neither of us bothered to turn on the light, but my eyes adjusted fine. We just sat in mostly silence, eating cheese, interrupted only by the plasticky crackle of a new slice being unwrapped.

It was weird, but it was nice, too.

I guess I’d been thinking about Kaia, and needing to apologize to her, since I’d apologized to Trent, and that made me think about the play and all the stuff she was mad at me about. Which is probably why, after a while of just chewing, I asked my dad, “Do you think I messed up? With the play and the protest and everything? Do you think it was my fault it got canceled?”

Dad thought about that while he reached for another slice of cheese. It was the last one in the pack, so after he unwrapped it, he tore it in half and offered one side to me.

“Do you think you messed up?” he asked me.

I picked a corner off my half of the cheese slice. “I don’t know,” I said slowly. “Kind of.” I popped the corner in my mouth. Chewed. “Maybe?” It would’ve been so easy to say that it had been more Stella’s fault than mine that the play got canceled—that even though I was the one who wrote the letter, I never would’ve done it if Stella hadn’t pushed me. But Stella never would’ve pushed me if I hadn’t called Dolly a “puppet master” that first day at rehearsal. So…

I picked off another corner of cheese and stared at it between my fingers. “I’m not sure.”

Dad nodded, like all of those were perfectly reasonable answers. “What makes you ask?” he wondered.

I squished the tiny cheese triangle between my pointer finger and thumb. “I guess…” I began. “Mr. C. said I sparked the match that burned down the play. And I know that I didn’t plan on the show getting canceled—I never wanted it to get canceled—and Mr. C. said what happened with the school board wasn’t my fault, that everything just got out of control. But I can’t help thinking…” I was quiet for a long time, and Dad didn’t interrupt, just let me think, which was one of the things I loved best about him. “None of that ever would’ve happened if it wasn’t for me,” I finished at last. “So maybe I should’ve just kept my mouth shut and never bothered anyone to begin with.”

Dad had rolled his cheese into a spiral, and now he nibbled at it like it was a tiny burrito. He ate the whole thing before he asked me, “And how would you have felt if you hadn’t said anything, and went onstage as Dolly the way everyone expected you to?”

That was an easy one to answer. “I would’ve been miserable,” I said. I tried to picture myself up on the stage in the cafeteria, singing my heart out in one of Dolly’s fabulous costumes. None of it felt right. None of it felt like me. “I don’t think I could’ve done it.”

Dad nodded, like that was the answer he was expecting. “And once you noticed a problem, you couldn’t stay silent about it, could you?”

He already knew the answer to that one, too.

“I don’t think you were wrong to strike the match, Fallon,” he told me. “You brought up something that you felt was wrong, that needed to change. That wasn’t a mistake.”

I peeled the squished triangle of cheese off my thumb with my front teeth. Chewed. Swallowed.

“But once that match got lit…” I started. I imagined all the stuffy old men at their school board meeting, deciding there was nothing to do but cancel our play because of how much “chaos” it was causing. “Everything burned down so quickly.”

Dad picked up the plastic cheese wrappers one by one and stacked them in a pile in the center of the table. “You didn’t know that was going to happen when you spoke up, Fallon,” he told me. Which was true, but…

“It still did happen, though,” I replied. “And a lot of people were hurt. And I think maybe Aunt Lu—Aunt Claire was right that I never should’ve brought it up in the first place.” The words hurt coming out of my mouth, but I had to say them. I think I needed my father to tell me that it wasn’t true, that I’d been right all along.

He didn’t say that.

“Maybe,” he said.

I deflated then, like a balloon losing its air.

“But maybe the lesson isn’t that you shouldn’t speak up when you see injustice,” Dad went on. He was still thinking things through, just like I was. I could tell. “Maybe the lesson is, now that you know that matches set fires, you need to be more careful where and when you light them.”

As soon as he said that, it felt true, right. Because I didn’t see myself as someone who’d be able to keep her mouth shut forever. Aunt Claire hadn’t been right about me making a mountain out of a molehill, because I wasn’t the one who made the mountain—that was the school board. I just pointed the molehill out. But she had told me to think about what I wanted to happen once I pointed out that molehill, and I hadn’t done that.

And I could’ve.

Maybe it was impossible to predict the direction a fire was going to head, once you lit a match, but you didn’t need to spark one in the middle of a dry forest.

“I think you’re probably right,” I told Dad.

“Of course I am,” he said. And even though it was dark, I could still see his smile. “I’m a very wise man.”

“A very wise man who just ate an entire pack of fake cheese,” I pointed out.

“Well.” He paused. “I did have help,” he said at last.

I laughed. “I guess I’m very wise, too,” I told him.







BETTER THAN NO

I had planned on trying to talk to Kaia as soon as I saw her in Literature on Tuesday, but she was doing too good a job of ignoring me and looking mad, so I got nervous. Second period was Life Science, and she wasn’t in that class, so instead of listening to Mr. Alcott going on and on about how exciting our new marine life unit was going to be, I tried to pump myself up again. By the time third period Social Studies rolled around, I was ready.

I wrote Kaia a note, being sure to keep it simple, because that was what had worked with Trent. Then I carefully folded the paper into a heart shape like my old babysitter Clara had taught me, and hissed at Alex P. until he agreed to pass it over.

I watched out of the corner of my eye as Kaia unfolded it. She was doing it right on top of her desk, where Mrs. Magdy might notice and we’d both get in trouble, but she didn’t seem to care. And I couldn’t see her face, but I guess I figured I’d pick up some emotion in her shoulders or her braids or something when she read my message. But I didn’t.



Dear Kaia,

I miss you. Can we talk during lunch?

Fallon





That’s what I’d written.

By the time Stig passed it back to Alex P. and Alex P. handed it to me, I was so nervous I felt like I was about to do a belly flop off a diving board.

The note wasn’t folded back up, just open, so you could see both messages—the one I’d written, and the one Kaia had written back. Hers was so short it could’ve practically meant anything.


OK.



That’s all it said. I was pretty sure she was still mad at me, and lunch was going to be awful. Still, I thought as I slipped the paper into my desk, “OK” was way better than “no.”







TURNIPS

As soon as we left Social Studies, Trent reported that he needed to look something up in the library, and when I asked what he needed to look up, his face turned all red and he shouted, “Vitamins! No, um, uh, turnips!” So I knew he was lying, but he bolted away before either Kaia or I could call him out on it.

“So I guess it’s just you and me for lunch, then,” I told Kaia as we watched Trent’s brown backpack disappear in a sea of seventh graders.

“You sure you don’t want to sit with your best friend Stella?” Kaia said. She wasn’t even looking at me when she said it.

“You and Trent are my best friends,” I replied.

She didn’t say anything back.

We walked to the lunch line together, and when Stella waved at me from her table, I gave a wave back that I hoped said, We’ll talk later, but today I’m gonna sit with Kaia, okay? Which was really a lot to ask from a wave, but it seemed like Stella got it.

When we got to the front of the line, Miss Kramps told Kaia she was out of money on her account again, and Kaia growled in her throat and moved to hand over her French toast sticks in exchange for a PB&J. But before she could get too far, I told Miss Kramps, “You can put it on my account.” I figured my parents would understand. They knew the importance of French toast and friendship.

Kaia frowned at me. “I don’t need you to do that,” she said.

“I know,” I told her. “I just thought you were probably sick of peanut butter by now.”

Kaia grunted, but she couldn’t really argue anymore because Miss Kramps was already ringing both of us up on my lunch account.

“Move it along!” Miss Kramps shouted when she was done.

She was a really delightful lady.

Kaia and I walked to our regular table, which was completely empty because Trent was busy lying about turnips. We sat down and Kaia ripped open her syrup packet. “We’re not going to be friends again just because you bought me lunch,” she said.

“I know,” I told her. Because I did.

“I’m still mad at you,” she went on. Even though that was pretty obvious.

“About the play?” I asked.

Kaia shrugged, which could’ve been yes or no.

“About Stella?”

She shrugged again.

I sighed.

“Trent forgave me, you know,” I told her.

“Good for him,” she said.

Kaia could give a TED Talk on “Holding a Grudge”—that’s what I was thinking just then.

“Okay, look,” I told her as she syruped her French toast sticks. “I’m sorry about being such a lousy friend lately.” I said it kind of mean, which probably wasn’t helping my case any, but I was getting annoyed. “But I can’t apologize to you when you’re acting so snotty.”

Kaia spun her head in my direction and gave me the Glare of the Century. “Wow,” she said. Meaner than I’d ever heard her. “I can’t wait to be friends with you again.”

I pushed back my lunch tray and folded my arms on the table. Buried my face inside.

“Can we just start over?” I mumbled from inside my arm cocoon.

Kaia didn’t answer. But she didn’t say no, so I decided that counted as a yes. I took a deep breath, straightened myself up, and looked at her.

“I’m really sorry,” I told her. “For lots of things.” I counted them off on my fingers. One: “About the play—even though I didn’t mean for it to get canceled, but I know I lit the fire, and I really am sorry for how it turned out. I understand why you were so upset.” Two: “About ditching you for Stella without even talking to you about it.” Three: “And for being so weird when I found out about you and Trent.”

Kaia waited for a second, like she wanted to see if I had anything else to apologize for, but I didn’t think I did. After a while she said, “You were really weird about me and Trent.” She tried to cut a French toast stick with the side of her spork, but then gave up and speared it whole.

“Yeah.” I rubbed my neck. “I know. Sorry. I just… I was kind of surprised, I guess. Really surprised.”

Kaia stared at her French-toast kebab. “I was pretty surprised, too,” she admitted.

“I really do think you guys are cute together,” I said. Which was true. Some couples were all mushy-goopy-kissy-woozy. But Kaia and Trent were just… sweet. Like friends, but a little bit extra.

Kaia looked at me, for just a second. “Yeah?” she asked. Then she refocused on her lunch.

“Yeah,” I said, and I gave her a smile, whether she noticed or not. “I know I was weird about you guys, but I wasn’t, like, mad. Or jealous or anything, either.” I thought about what I’d said to Trent. “I just kind of felt left out. Not that I wanted to date either of you,” I clarified quickly, in case Kaia got the wrong idea. “Just left out because, well, it’s been us three for so long, and now it’s like”—I tried to think of the best way to put it—“you two plus me, which is a little different.”

Kaia seemed to think about that while she chomped. But it didn’t look like angry chewing, so I took it as a good sign.

“I guess that makes sense,” she said once she’d swallowed. And then: “We weren’t trying to leave you out.”

“I know,” I told her. “But I still felt that way.”

Kaia didn’t look at me, but she nodded.

“And the stuff with Stella…” I couldn’t really explain it right because I wasn’t ready to tell Kaia about SHASA, and I definitely wasn’t going to share Stella’s business. But I did the best I could. “We… figured out we have some stuff in common.” When Kaia widened her eyes at that, I said, “I know! I couldn’t believe it, either! But it turns out she’s kind of easy to talk to about some stuff.”

Kaia frowned. “You can talk to me,” she said. And I could see that the way I’d felt left out when she and Trent started dating—that was the way she was feeling right now.

I squeezed her arm. “I know,” I said. “I will.” When I was ready, I thought. But I didn’t add that last part.

Kaia didn’t break loose from me, but she still seemed more focused on her lunch than on my apology.

“It just felt like you didn’t care about me,” she said. “Or the play. Or anything.” Her voice was quiet. Sad.

“I was… going through some stuff,” I said. I knew it wasn’t really an explanation, but it was all I was up for at the moment. “With my aunt and everything.” I was still clinging to Kaia’s arm, which was weird, but I wasn’t ready to let go yet. “But I think it’s starting to get a little better, maybe. Kind of.”

Kaia was still staring at her tray. “Well, you didn’t have to be such a jerk, though,” she argued softly.

“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t say anything.

Finally, I figured I had no choice but to break Kaia out of her funk with silliness. I could see no other way. So I started shaking her arm wildly. “Guess what!” I said way too happily. “I just realized that you forgive me!” Shake, shake, shake. “It’s no use arguing! I’ve made up your mind!”

That last bit was one of my lines from Hello, Dolly! And even though it had bothered me in the play, this time it seemed like it would be funny because Kaia knew it had bothered me. And I guess I was right, because Kaia finally smiled. You could tell she was a little mad at herself about smiling, but still. She did it.

“See?” I said, smiling my biggest. Shake, shake, shake. “I told you you forgave me!”

Kaia started laughing. “Fine, fine!” she said, wrenching her arm away. “I give in! I forgive you!”

“Victory!” I shouted, raising both my arms above my head. “I have been forgiven!” At least half the cafeteria was staring at me.

Kaia was still laughing as she pulled my arms down to my sides. “Fallon, you’re crazy,” she said.

“Crazy and forgiven,” I pointed out. She didn’t argue.

After that, Kaia and I started talking about more normal things, like Mr. Alcott’s awful toupee, and how Miss Kramps and Mr. Park would make the perfect Morticia and Gomez in The Addams Family musical. We talked about not-so-normal things, too, like Kaia and Trent’s first and only kiss—a quick peck on the lips, which Kaia said was “awkward but nice,” and also that Trent smelled like broccoli when he’d kissed her, which had been a little bit gross.

(I made a mental note to give Trent a pack of mints and not mention why.)

And finally, near the end of lunch, we got to talking about the play.

“It just sucks,” Kaia told me. “I finally had a good part, with lines! And now we’re not doing it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I feel like the school board really jumped the shark with that one. Who said they had to cancel it?”

Kaia grabbed a sporkful of applesauce. “Stupid school board,” she said.

“Stupid school board,” I agreed.

And then Kaia’s face brightened a little. “Maybe they’d let us do a different play,” she said, sitting up straighter on the bench. “One they don’t disagree with. We still have a couple months before the play is supposed to happen. It’s still on the online calendar,” she added.

I didn’t want to burst Kaia’s bubble, but she deserved to know the truth. “That wouldn’t work,” I told her. “Mr. C. said it takes a super long time to get the rights to a play. And then he’d have to recast everything, and Mrs. Munch would have to come up with all-new choreography…”

Kaia’s face fell. Her whole body sagged, actually. “Oh,” she said. She sounded even sadder than before.

“But what if…” I drummed my fingers on the table, thinking. I would’ve done anything, just then, to cheer Kaia up, now that we were finally friends again. “What if we could put together something else? Not quite a play, but, like, skits, or… I don’t know, songs and dances? Things we wouldn’t have to get rights to? If the play’s still on the calendar, then that means we still have the space for that day, and it would be a shame not to do something.”

Kaia had sprung back to life, like a wilting sunflower whose stem got dunked into a vase of water just in time. “Yes!” she said, slapping the table excitedly. She didn’t seem to care who was staring at us then. “Miriam and Ellie could do some sort of dance, since they’re always making up their own routines. Maybe I could, too. Mrs. Munch wouldn’t have to choreograph anything. And some kids could sing. And you and I would do a skit, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I agreed. I felt amazing. Not just at the idea of actually putting on some sort of show, but that Kaia was excited about something I’d thought of. “You think we could do it?” I asked.

“Um, totally,” she said. “I bet the other kids would love it. And Mr. C. would probably be thrilled. Plus, if we don’t do anything objectionable”—Kaia air-quoted that last part—“then the school board can’t shut us down again.”

I swallowed my last breakfast sausage. “Let’s go find Mr. C. and tell him our idea,” I said. I was already on my feet. I hadn’t been this excited about something in weeks.

Kaia bolted up beside me. “Your idea,” she corrected. And the way she was smiling at me, I knew we were officially okay again.

As we headed off to the teachers’ lounge, I linked my arm through Kaia’s. And I thought that maybe I was starting to be okay again, too.







DELICIOUS

Life got pretty busy pretty fast after that.

Not only did Mr. C. love our idea for a show full of skits and songs and dances, he made Kaia and me assistant directors, so we had to stay later after most rehearsals to help with planning and logistics for the show. It was tons of work, but worth it. And then there were all of Trent’s baseball games, which Kaia and I went to whenever we could. Trent was an amazing first baseman, although some of the other players on the team were hit or miss, so the team’s record was spotty. It was all very stressful, according to Trent. I mainly liked going to games because the Parent-Teacher Organization sold hot dogs.

Kaia and I had also started a petition to change the school’s peanut butter and jelly lunch policy for kids who couldn’t pay for hot lunch. We knew that stuffing kids with PB&J was a bad idea—but instead of just striking that match and waiting to see where the fire went, we brainstormed some solutions first. Ultimately, we figured out that if we raised the price of each lunch by fifteen cents, the school could save up enough to cover the cost of hot lunches for those kids whose accounts were short. (Miss Kramps helped us sort through all the math—it turned out she was actually a pretty nice lady after all.) As soon as we got 150 signatures, we were going straight to the school board.

So I don’t know if it was because I had so much going on, or because Mom was trying to give me some space, but either way, it was nearly May before she tried to get me to hang out with Aunt Claire again. I’d known it was going to happen eventually—they’d been getting together once in a while, and talking, and Mom had that look in her eye like she was going to try to make us “bond” again. But I guess this time, I wasn’t so upset about it.

“I thought Claire could join us on Saturday at Le Café Rose,” Mom told me one Wednesday. And because my stomach didn’t flip with horror when she said it, I just shrugged and replied, “Okay.”

Le Café Rose had become Mom’s and my spot. We went every Saturday, and some days after school, too, when I didn’t have practice for the revue show. Dad joined us about half the time, but mostly it was me and Mom, and I loved it. But I decided it was okay if Aunt Claire came, too, just this once.

I hadn’t seen her since that Friday afternoon in February when I’d stopped calling her Lune, but that had only been two months earlier. So I wasn’t expecting the person who walked through the café door—a completely different-looking human from the aunt I’d always known.

“Whoa!” my mom said, leaning back in her pink chair as Claire headed our way. “The pictures didn’t do your makeover justice. I love the hair!”

Claire leaned down to give Mom a hug and then she looked at me like, What do we do? Hug? No hug? So I threw her a bone and stretched out my arms and we hugged and it wasn’t awful.

Claire shrugged out of her coat, folded it over the back of the empty chair, and sat down. “You really like it?” she asked Mom, running her hands through her new hair.

“Love it,” Mom replied.

And okay, it wasn’t actually new hair. It was still Aunt Claire’s hair from before (I’m assuming). But it definitely looked brand-new. She’d dyed it brown and chopped half of it off, so it came to just below her chin. And it wasn’t sleek-straight anymore, but soft and wavy. She looked like a whole different person, really—freer, livelier.

“It does look good,” I told her, and Aunt Claire smiled huge when I said that—a great, honest smile.

“Thanks,” she told me. And then more to the table: “It seemed like time for a change.” Then she did a double take, looking at me. “You look great, too, by the way, Miss Fallon,” she said.

I fluttered my eyelashes at her. “Nice, right?” I asked. Today I was rocking Tenaciously Tasha’s “twinkle butterfly eyes” look, with an eyeshadow that changed from shimmering pink to blue, and delicately glued tiny rhinestones on the outside corners.

Aunt Claire leaned in close. “You are seriously pulling that off,” she told me. And I agreed.

We chatted for a few minutes, about the new apartment Aunt Claire had found, and her new job, and then she must’ve suddenly realized she hadn’t bought anything, because she said, “So, what’s good here?”

“The chocolate croissants,” I told her immediately, pointing to my tiny plate of crumbs.

“Everything,” Mom answered.

Aunt Claire was twisted in her chair trying to read the menu over the register. “Ooh,” she said, “I’m gonna get the chocolat rose.” She said that last bit in a French accent that was approximately nine trillion times better than Dad’s.

I wrinkled my nose. “Rose chocolate?” I said. “Ew. Eating flowers is gross. They taste like old-lady perfume.”

Aunt Claire must’ve changed more than just her hair in the last two months, because she didn’t scoff at me saying that like she would’ve before, or tell me I was “so unsophisticated” or something like that. Instead she just laughed and said, “No, ‘rose’ as in French for ‘pink.’ Not the flower. Pink hot chocolate.”

I was still pretty skeptical. “Pink chocolate?” I knew this café was into pink everything, but still, some things were sacred. Like chocolate.

“It’s called ‘ruby chocolate’ most places. It’s made from pink cocoa beans.” Once again, Aunt Claire knew everything. But this time, she didn’t seem like quite such a know-it-all, somehow. I wondered if that was because she was saying things in a different way, or because I didn’t hate her quite so much anymore. (Did I hate her still? I wasn’t even sure.) “It’s supposed to be delicious,” she went on.

I shrugged, like Suit yourself. I thought chocolate was perfectly perfect as it was, thank you. But I wasn’t about to stop someone else from finding their joy.

While Aunt Claire was ordering her newfangled chocolate drink, Mom reached across the table and grabbed my hand. She squeezed it and gave me a smile. She’d been a lot more alert lately, with fewer bad days than good ones. All the medicines and exercises and breathing exercises seemed to be helping. She still wasn’t the same as before, but she seemed more herself. Her cheeks were rosier, even.

“It’s nice to see you and Claire getting along,” she told me.

That made me feel a little bad, actually—that a short conversation with me and my aunt about how she wanted to try pink chocolate counted as us “getting along.” We must’ve been pretty miserable before, I thought. It must’ve driven Mom crazy.

“I’m trying,” I told my mom. Which was the truth.

When Aunt Claire came back, she was carrying a tray with three pink cups as big as bowls. “I thought we should all try it together,” she told us as she handed each of us a mug.

Sure enough, inside there was… pink hot chocolate. It was this soft pink-brown color (mauve, maybe?), the kind of color you’d expect to see on a grandma’s frilly couch cushions. But, like, in a nice way. And I had to admit, it smelled delicious—chocolatey and fruity at the same time.

“Bottoms up,” Aunt Claire said, raising her mug to her mouth.

But Mom stopped her. “Wait, wait, we need a picture!” she demanded. She searched through her purse for her phone, and then she took two full minutes trying to figure out how to turn it to selfie mode.

“Mom, it’s gonna be iced hot chocolate soon,” I told her. But I was joking. I knew that it wasn’t her fault—once you became a mother, the ability to use technology just sort of drained from your body. “Let Aunt Claire try.”

Claire grabbed Mom’s phone, and within three seconds we were smooshed together at one end of the table, holding up our pink mugs with pink hot chocolate, saying “Cheese!” as Aunt Claire snapped the photo.

Usually I didn’t much like looking at pictures of myself, because either I thought my scar stood out too much and made me look ugly in a way I never felt inside, or if you couldn’t really see the scar—like if it was a profile pic of my left side, maybe—then it kind of felt like I was cheating, somehow, leaving out a really important part of my face, and that didn’t exactly feel like me, either. But for whatever reason, this photo—the one Aunt Claire took—I really liked it. And it wasn’t just because of my awesome butterfly eyes, either. I was cheese!ing pretty big, so my smile made me look super happy. And my scar was there, but it wasn’t everything—it wasn’t, I didn’t think, the very first thing a person would notice when they looked at the photo. I just looked like… me. Happy, and scarred, too. And surrounded by two people who loved me, just as I was.

Not to mention, the pink hot chocolate was delicious.

“Okay, I take it back,” I told Aunt Claire, bringing the mug up to my lips for another sip. “This is amazing.” It was chocolatey rich but not too much, and sweet like raspberries but not too sweet, with a smooth flavor that made my mouth want to sing. Or just drink way more pink hot chocolate. “I’m getting this every time I come here,” I told my mom. “And a chocolate croissant,” I added, because I didn’t want the crumbs on my plate to feel like I’d betrayed them.

Mom laughed. “I’d argue, but I’m right there with you,” she said, and she took another sip of her own. “I’ll tell your father to sell our boat so we can afford to come here every day.”

“We don’t have a boat,” I pointed out.

Mom nodded, like that had just occurred to her. “Right, I see the problem,” she said, her smile peeking out from her “serious” face. “We’ll have to buy a boat first, so we can sell it, and use the money to buy pink hot chocolate.”

“Very sensible plan,” I replied.

“Better make it a yacht,” Aunt Claire said. She had a teeny pink chocolate mustache, and it wasn’t not funny. “’Cause I’m gonna be coming here all the time, too.”

“Deal,” Mom said.

And I didn’t even mind one bit.







NOT TERRIBLE

One of the things that was hardest to wrap my brain around as Mom and I drove home from Le Café Rose that day was that I could be so mad at Aunt Claire about so many things, and still have a nice time drinking hot chocolate with her. Even before, it hadn’t always been terrible to be around her. It hadn’t always been terrible with Uncle Geebie, either, even after everything he did. And I know that probably doesn’t make any sense—that after all of that terribleness, there could be not-terrible times with either of them. But the more I thought about it, the more not-terrible times I remembered.

Like one winter break when I was seven, and my mom decided we should all go to Disneyland—me, her, Dad, and my aunt and uncle. I was pretty mad about my first time at Disneyland being with those two, but it turned out to be pretty fun. Aunt Claire bought me the Minnie Mouse ears that I was dying for but my parents said were too expensive. She even paid extra to have my name embroidered on the band in pink swirly letters. When we all squeezed onto the teacups, and Uncle Geebie asked me how fast I wanted to go, I said, “Faster than fast.” And he made it happen—he and my dad and my mom and my aunt spinning the wheel as hard as it could possibly go, and even after the others gave up and stopped spinning, Uncle Geebie wouldn’t stop. “Faster!” I screamed, laughing, while my dad turned green and my aunt covered her eyes. I still remember the feeling I had when I stepped off that teacup—my head all spinny and light and wonderful. It was honestly the best feeling.

Maybe you think that’s messed up, to have had good times with my aunt and uncle after what they did. Maybe you think that makes me crazy, or stupid, or something else awful. Sometimes—lots of times—I think that, too.

Elise said it’s normal to feel mixed-up feelings about the people who’ve hurt us, but sometimes I feel guilty anyway, having those happy memories. Like having ever been happy around my uncle meant that I’d betrayed the girl I used to be, the one before that Christmas, because I wasted so many opportunities to let him know how much he hurt me before he died. Sometimes I wonder how I could possibly have let him make me laugh—which probably made him think he was some sort of incredible uncle—when what I should’ve been doing was screaming at him, or punching him, or worse, so I could’ve hurt him the way he hurt me. Because now that he’s dead, I’ll never get to do that—which just makes me feel awful all over again, like there’s a hole inside me that nothing can ever fill up, and sometimes it seems like my entire body is just caving in around all that emptiness. And then I hate myself all over again, for not having done something to stop that hole from getting so deep when I had the chance—and I hate seven-year-old Fallon Little, too, for having fun at Disneyland when she could’ve been screaming at her uncle for being a monster. But then I’ll remember that spinny-light-wonderful feeling after I got off the teacups, and I get mad at present-day me, for wanting to deny a seven-year-old her joy. And then I’m mad for being mad at myself at all—when the person I should be mad at is Uncle Geebie.

So, yeah. Even though Elise told me that it’s perfectly normal to feel all jumbled up inside like that sometimes—lots of times—I wish I could just feel one way or the other. Just be mad, and stay that way. Or not mad, and stay like that.

But I guess when it comes to being consistent, I’m just as bad as everyone else.

So much for continuity.







AT FIRST

Despite how busy I’d been, Tenaciously Tasha couldn’t make enough videos to keep up with how fast I was watching them, so I had to go searching for more. And one thing that really bothered me at first, when I was searching for new tutorials to watch, was all the billions of special effects makeup tutorials there were—how to apply realistic blood, how to make yourself look bruised, how to create an oozy scab.

How to add a scar.

I didn’t want to see anyone add a scar to their face. Not at first, anyway. I mean, I got it, that makeup artists who worked in movies or whatever might find that stuff interesting. That they might have to create that stuff sometimes. But I didn’t. And I sure wished it would stop showing up in my searches.

But then I watched one, by accident, on fake scratch marks. It just started without me realizing it, and then, somehow, I couldn’t look away. It was actually really cool—a different kind of magic than Tasha’s makeup, but magic just the same. Creating something out of nothing was maybe even more magical than covering up something that already existed. And after that video played, I got another one. This one on pockmarks.

And it wasn’t too long before I got to the ones about the scars.

I couldn’t stop watching.

The artists used different colors to create the scars, depending on if they were supposed to be newer or old. They added latex pieces, too, sometimes, to make the bigger ones, like what I had, and that was interesting because it looked difficult to apply but when it was done, it completely transformed the person’s face.

Sometimes, at night, when it was just me alone in my room, I’d practice the stuff I watched. Adding scabs. Bruises. Sometimes even tiny scars. Just to try it out.

Then, for a while, I went down a pretty deep rabbit hole and got really into the sci-fi makeup stuff. There were videos on how to transform yourself into anything—an alien, a werewolf, a robot. It could be super cartoony or terrifyingly realistic. I loved it. I tried some of those, too (although never when Squillo was in the room, because I swear he nearly pooped himself when he saw me as a lady scarecrow). It was a different kind of disappearing. And even though the makeup you needed to use for “creature work” was more expensive and way harder to wash off—and Dad started complaining that my new hobby was staining all our towels—I had to admit it: I was hooked. And when I finally decided to show Kaia what I was up to, she got hooked, too.

“You are amazing at this,” she gushed, staring into the mirror at the lion face I’d given her. We were sitting in my bedroom—me and Kaia on the floor, and Trent in my desk chair (because apparently the no-closed-door rule didn’t apply if there were three of us, go figure). “How does this look like hair?” Kaia was running one finger over her cheek. “It’s just my face!”

“It’s cool, right?” I said. Then I turned to Trent, who’d been checking out boring baseball stuff on my laptop. “Your turn!” I told him.

“Um, no way,” he said. “I did not agree to that.”

“Oh, come on,” Kaia urged him. “You could be an iguana or something. Didn’t you say you love iguanas?”

Trent squinted one eye at her. “I said I like Komodo dragons,” he replied, “and that doesn’t mean I want to be one.”

In the end, I didn’t end up giving Trent a makeover, even if I did agree with Kaia that it would be fun. But I supported Trent’s decision not to. I was becoming awfully familiar with transforming my face from one thing into another—changing myself into a new character, a new me. And I knew that wasn’t for everyone.

“Fine,” Kaia agreed at last. “No makeover. But you have to agree it’s cool, right? Isn’t Fallon amazing?”

Trent didn’t argue with that. “Absolutely,” he said.

“You could be a professional makeup artist for movies one day, Fallon,” Kaia told me, checking out her face in the mirror again. “No joke.”

I thought about that. “Maybe,” I said slowly.

It did sound like a cool job.







VERY BIG HATS

Two weeks later, I was standing backstage with Kaia, each of us bouncing up and down on our toes, anxiously waiting for our big scene. Opening night of the Cedar Haven Middle School All-New Revue! was well underway, and so far it had been a huge hit. It seemed to be working mainly because every kid got to show off what they did best—singing, acting, dancing—and there was a huge variety of performances, mostly arranged by the kids themselves. It had been so much fun that Mr. C. said he was thinking of doing a revue show every year (although I made him promise that it would be in addition to the spring musical). Also, since we still technically had the rights to perform Hello, Dolly!, Mr. C. and the choreographer, Mrs. Munch, had whipped together a showstopping version of the title song, with full costumes and a spectacular dance. Dolly even got to wear a huge hat—although I wasn’t the one playing her. I’d told Mr. C. right away that Miriam should be Dolly in the number. She’d taken over the role and made it more hers than it had ever been mine.

Anyway, being a background singer was nearly as fun as being the star, because you could give it your all without worrying that anyone would really notice if you screwed up a dance move (which I did, plenty). And it wasn’t like I didn’t get my moment in the sun, either. Kaia and I had come up with a skit of our own, a five-minute piece I’d written and we were performing, just the two of us. And the truth was, I was way more excited about being onstage for those five minutes than I’d ever been about being Dolly for an entire show.

Onstage, Stella was just finishing up her take on the song “Popular” from Wicked—and even Kaia had to admit that she was absolutely killing it. (I’d been slowly edging Kaia and Trent toward friendship with Stella. Kaia was, understandably, still wary, but I had hope that she and Stella would work it out eventually.) Stella’s voice was clear and perfectly pitched, and she was funny, too, in a way I’d never known she could be. She seemed so relaxed and breezy up there singing her heart out. I would’ve been jealous if I hadn’t been blown away.

When Stella hit her last note, the audience roared with applause and whoops. A few kids even started chanting, “Stella! Stella! Stella!,” which she only batted her hand at like, “Oh, you.” She trotted offstage, the audience still cheering, and I was the first to high-five her.

“You were amazing,” I told her. “Like, a hundred times better than dress rehearsal, even.”

Stella was grinning huge, and somehow her perfect pearly white teeth didn’t bother me anymore. It was as if I could admire them now without seeing them as a threat.

“Thanks,” she said. You could tell she was proud of herself, but she wasn’t acting braggy or anything. “I rehearsed in my room last night until midnight. My dad said he’ll hear that song in his dreams for the rest of his life.”

I laughed. “Worth it,” I told her.

And next to me, Kaia didn’t offer Stella a high five, but she did say, “Totally.” Which felt like an enormous step.

I grabbed the handle of the huge rolling trunk Kaia and I had filled with all the props for our skit and turned to my once-more second-best friend.

“Ready?” I asked her.

I could tell Kaia was nervous, but she was smiling, too. “Ready,” she said.

We headed onstage. As Kaia walked straight to the center of the stage, her braids tucked up in her frilly pink bonnet, hollering, “Fluffy? Fluffy?” I wheeled out the trunk and popped open the lid. It was absolutely stuffed with hats.

The skit I’d written was called “Very Big Hats,” and it was about a little girl (Kaia) who was searching for her lost dog, Fluffy. But mostly it was just an excuse to be incredibly silly. In the course of five minutes, Kaia and I became forty unique characters, all of whom wore different—increasingly ridiculous—hats. It was goofy and frenzied, with at least one of us switching hats every ten seconds. We hadn’t gotten through a single rehearsal without one of us accidentally flinging a hat in the wrong direction, or losing one in the depths of the trunk. We nearly always broke halfway through and collapsed into giggles—usually around the time I showed up as a firewoman, with a “fire truck” made completely out of firefighters’ hats. But somehow, that night, we made it through almost without a single hitch. (Kaia slipped a little too hard on the banana peel hat and landed on her butt, but that only made the audience laugh harder. I made a mental note that we should keep that bit in for our next two performances.)

“Have you seen this dog?” I asked, facing stage right and talking to no one, holding up a scribbly, kid-like drawing of a poodle. I was wearing a police cap and standing up straight, very serious.

Then, quick as lightning, I swapped hats and turned to face stage left. With the Scottish tam on my head, suddenly I was a tourist, talking to the cop I’d just been, and I had a thick brogue.

“What did ye say were the name o’ the wee lad?” I asked the air. “Puffy?”

I spun around again and swapped back to my police hat.

“Fluffy,” I answered.

Back to the tam.

“Buffy?” asked the Scot.

“Fluffy!” shouted the cop.

“Stuffy?”

“FLUFFY!”

That time the Scotsman got all offended. “Din get scunner wit me, sir,” I spat at the air. “Yer the one bein’ huffy.”

“FLUFFY!” the cop screeched.

That’s when Kaia swapped her hat for a curly gray wig. “Oh!” she cooed, coming up behind my cop. She held one hand to her ear like she was hard of hearing. “You found my cat, Muffy?” Her shaky old-lady voice was spot-on.

As the cop, I whirled around. “Fluffy,” I corrected her.

Then I quicker-than-ever swapped back to the Scotsman.

“He means ‘Huffy,’” I corrected myself.

The audience loved it. By the time Kaia shouted, “Fluffy!” two minutes later and I jumped into her arms wearing the floppy-eared dog hat, the crowd was roaring. She carried me offstage as I waved, and the cheers were so loud, it felt as if I’d be able to keep that sound around me like armor, for whenever I needed a mood boost.

“You guys were awesome!” Trent cried, racing our way as soon as the show was over. The cast had come out from backstage to mingle among the audience, and Trent had practically trampled us at the stage door. “Your skit was tied for best part of the show, no contest,” he went on. Then, to just Kaia, he said, “Your dance solo was the other one in the tie, obviously.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Kaia had completely surprised everyone with her original choreography for “Dancing on My Own.”

From behind his back, Trent pulled a gigantic bouquet of flowers and handed them to Kaia. “You rock,” he told her, and then he gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

And before I even had one second to be jealous, Trent produced a second bouquet and told me, “You too, Fallon.” And that was better than any applause.

“Thanks,” I told him. Then I took off my doggy-ears hat and plunked it onto his head. Kaia laughed and straightened out the ears for him.

“It suits you,” she said. And Trent stuck out his tongue like a panting dog.

Just then, through the echoes and chatter of the crowd in the cafeteria, we heard, “Kaaaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiii-aaaaaaahhhhhh!” And we knew Hurricane Grady was on his way. He parted the crowd with his hollering and leaped into his sister’s arms. “You were the bestest bestest!” he declared at top volume. “Could you hear me cheering for you?”

Kaia squeezed him closer to her, his little legs dangling above the floor. “I could,” she told him.

Trent put the dog hat on Grady’s head then, and he was so cute I wondered if the next evening he should make a surprise appearance as Fluffy at the end of our skit. I thought better of it two seconds later, though, when Grady spotted his parents in the crowd and shouted at them so loudly that I nearly went deaf in one ear.

Soon we were surrounded by what seemed like everyone we knew—Kaia’s parents, my parents, Aunt Claire, Trent’s mom and Ray, Doug and Aaron, and tons of kids from school. Half the town, it seemed, was stuffed into that room, more people than we’d ever had at one of our shows before. (“Because,” Trent explained later, “it wasn’t technically a musical. Most normal people hate those.”)

Stella returned my high five and told me I was “funnier than Carol Burnett,” which I took as a real compliment because I knew Stella loved that old TV show as much as I did. And Mr. C. told my parents, “Your daughter is really something.” He looked like a proud grandpa. “Not that I’m glad Dolly got canceled, mind you, but I’m blown away by the show these kids ended up putting together. Can you believe Fallon wrote that skit? It was so clever!”

And to my surprise, Aunt Claire jumped in then. “It was incredible,” she agreed. “You know, Fallon, you could be a professional writer one day, if you wanted to.”

It was funny, I thought, as I accepted more hugs and high fives and congratulations. Trent was always telling me I was born to be an actress. Mr. C. had been convinced I should be a lawyer, and Kaia thought I should do makeup. And here was my aunt, saying I could write for a living. I’d always thought I’d end up as a script supervisor, checking for continuity errors in movies—but lately, I hadn’t been quite as worried about continuity as before.

Whatever I ended up doing, I figured, at least I knew my options were wide open.







FISH HEADS

Three days before school ended, the whole seventh grade got to go on a field trip to the aquarium in Foster Springs for the end of our marine life unit. The air was warm, and it was almost summer vacation, so even though it was nearly an hour-and-a-half bus ride, it was pretty much impossible to feel anything but happy. Plus, just that morning, we’d all gotten our yearbooks, so now when anyone asked us to sign, Kaia and I had the perfect spot.

On the seventh-grade “Bests” page, there was a picture of Kaia doing a high kick, above the caption “Best Dancer.” And right next to it, there I was.

“Best Makeup.” That’s what I’d won. It was a category I was pretty sure had been invented just for me, and I didn’t mind a bit. In the photo, I had a red-and-purple version of Tasha’s butterfly eyes, although I’d tweaked it to make it a little more “me.” And that morning, for the field trip? I’d tried out a whole new look.

I’d highlighted my scar, the whole thing, from my eyebrow to my lip, in neon blue, with flecks of gold around it. I’d painted my normally white eyelashes on my left eyelid blue, too, along with the missing spot from my eyebrow. It was pretty much the opposite of disappearing.

I’d never felt more like myself.

Kaia and I spent most of the bus ride singing, and Trent spent it pretending he couldn’t stand it. But he didn’t change seats, even though he was sitting on the aisle and there were plenty of empty spots available. So I think he secretly enjoyed our musical accompaniment.

“’Cause you can’t stop the beat!” Kaia and I bellowed, finishing up our favorite Hairspray song. Trent slow-clapped sarcastically for us. The rest of the bus had started ignoring us a good four songs ago, which was just fine with me. I wasn’t singing for them anyway.

“Could you at least quit it with the musicals?” Trent asked. “I can’t take it anymore.”

“What other kinds of songs are there?” I asked, gesturing large as I asked it so that I nearly smacked Kaia in the face. She faux-shrieked and whapped my arm away.

“Like, literally anything else,” Trent said. “Maybe something fish-themed? We are going to the aquarium, after all.”

I straightened up in the seat. “Ooh, I know one!” I said excitedly. “Under the—”

Trent reached across Kaia to grab hold of my shoulders and shake me. “The Little Mermaid is a musical!” he screeched.

I was laughing pretty hard by now. Trent was fun to annoy. But I figured it was about time to throw him a bone. So I tapped my chin with my pointer finger and thought for real. And then, just like that, it came to me.

“Fish heads, fish heads, roly-poly fish heads!” I started singing. I hadn’t thought of the song in a billion years, but I remembered all the words, apparently. I used the weird squeaky voice I always had when my family used to sing it on long car trips. “Fish heads, fish heads, eat them up, YUM!”

At first Trent and Kaia just stared at me like I was the one with a fish head, but by the time I got to the line about taking a fish head to the movies, they were all in.

Kaia was snorting uncontrollably, and Trent was leaning in, eyes wide, not wanting to miss a single word. (“Fish heads playing baseball?” I heard him say to Kaia. “Who wrote this song?”)

And when I got to the chorus again, they both joined in, full volume.

“Fish heads, fish heads, roly-poly fish heads!”

By the end, nearly half the bus was singing, too.

Kaia wiped at her eyes. “Oh my god,” she said. “You have to teach me all the words.”

“Where did you even learn that?” Trent asked.

I just shrugged. It was one of those mixed memories, and I didn’t feel like getting into it now.

“Sure,” I told Kaia, pretending I hadn’t heard Trent’s question over the roar of the bus. It didn’t really matter anyway. “Okay, so obviously it starts, Fish heads…”

Kaia joined in again: “Fish heads…”

And then Trent was in on it, too: “Roly-poly fish heads!”

We sang the whole rest of the way to the aquarium.

The aquarium itself was fun. I did my best impression of every different fish and shark and marine animal we came across, and Trent and Kaia rated each face. I only got a two out of five stars for my Giant Pacific octopus, because it was basically just me trying to widen my eyes as much as possible. But I got the highest ranks from both of them for my cheeks-sucked-in, sideways-facing, bug-eyed flounder. By the time we got back to school, I knew the memory I’d take away from that trip and carry with me forever was singing “Fish Heads” at the top of my lungs, with my two best friends laughing along beside me.







RIVERS

Rivers are funny. They seem like such a constant thing—on maps, you know exactly where to find them. But in reality, they’re changing, all the time. Sometimes the water is calm, and you can bob along happily on an inner tube, sunning yourself and thinking lovely thoughts. And then sometimes, in the very same river, the water’ll be so high it’ll sweep you off your feet if you’re not careful—or worse, pitch you straight into a rock. Rivers are constantly growing, constantly changing course, never the same from one day to the next.

A river is never just one thing.

Memories are like that, too, sometimes. Like that day on the bus to the aquarium—I could’ve easily said that was one of the best days I’d had in a long time. A bobbing-along-sunning sort of wonderful memory, one I’d want to treasure forever. But on the other hand, what had made the trip so fun was the “Fish Heads” song—and I’d learned that from Uncle Geebie. Which was a smash-you-into-a-rock sort of gut-punch memory if there ever was one. And if I’d focused on the bad part of the memory instead of the good part, that whole bus ride could’ve felt tainted. Ugly. Ruined.

But memories are different from rivers, too. Because when you wade into a river, you don’t have any say over what kind of water you’re stepping into. The river decides for itself what kind of river it’s going to be that day. (Or the rain decides. Or the wind. You get what I’m saying.)

But with a memory, I’d started to realize that sometimes I could tilt it one way or the other—lean toward this part of the memory and it’s smooth sailing, but focus on that part and it’s a churning whirlpool threatening to suck you under. I got to pick which way it went. The memory wasn’t in charge—I was. So for this particular memory, on the bus ride to the seventh-grade aquarium field trip, I decided to tilt toward joy.

Maybe you don’t think that’s possible, to tilt a horrible memory so far that it turns into a sunny one. And maybe you’re right. It probably doesn’t work all the time. You probably wouldn’t even want it to. Some whirlpools should probably stay whirlpools—otherwise you’d never know to stay away.

But for all the times I can, I figure I might as well try to tilt. To shape my own river, make it go where I want, make it feel the way I think it should feel. Heading down the river with the sun on my scarred face, knowing there may be boulders ahead, but enjoying the trip just the same.

Tilting toward joy.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

“Is this story based on your life?”

That’s a question I’ve been asked by readers about every book I’ve ever written, especially when it’s a story that feels extra personal or emotional. My answer for this book, as with all my books, is:

“No. And yes.”

Nothing that happens to Fallon in A Scar Like a River is anything that happened to me. And yet every emotion that Fallon experiences in the book is one that I’ve felt on a deep level. While I was never the victim of childhood sexual abuse, as Fallon is, I am a survivor of sexual assault. Fallon’s experiences aren’t my own, but they come from a place of shared understanding. It took me five years to tell a single soul what happened to me—because no matter how old you are when sexual assault or abuse occurs, one of the most difficult things can be finding the right person to talk to and the right words to say.

If you or someone you know has been the victim of sexual abuse or assault, please know that you are not alone. Sexual violence can happen to anyone of any gender, at any age. And it is never—never—the victim’s fault. The best thing you can do is reach out to someone who cares about you, whether that is a parent (yours or a friend’s), a teacher, a coach, or someone else you trust. You can also call the National Sexual Assault Hotline at 1-800-656-HOPE or chat with someone online at the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (rainn.org). Because saying the words out loud is so, so hard—but keeping them in is harder.
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