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DEDICATION

For my grandparents, with every beat of my heart

—M.A.

For my mom, who has loved me the longest

—M.S.
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OREGON








Dear Recipient:

It was suggested to me that I take time to grieve before reaching out to each of you. However, if I were in your position, I’d be curious about the sixteen-year-old girl whose organs I received. And since I was her mother, I’m absolutely bursting to tell you about her.

If there’s one thing to say about Ashlyn, it’s that she was a person who cared deeply. This was especially apparent in her love of animals. When she was a little girl, she would groom her grandparents’ horses, and try to pet every dog and cat she came across. She talked about growing up to be a vet, a zoologist, or an animal-rights activist. The beauty of being young is that you can change your mind a hundred times and life is still before you with all the options. We’ll never know what she’d have decided when the time came, but after volunteering at local animal shelters for the past couple of years, she seemed most excited about the idea of one day running her own nonprofit animal rescue center.

Ashlyn was athletic and a member of her school’s cheer squad. She was busy, busy, busy with practices, performing at games, competing statewide, and summer cheer camps. Community outreach is also a big part of being on the team, so between cheer obligations and her own ambitions, she was always on her way out the door to go help someone in some way or other.

What else can I tell you? Aside from me, Ashlyn had her dad, her younger brother, her best friend, her boyfriend, and countless friends and extended family members. She was a good student. Outgoing, talkative, opinionated. Bossy, even, depending on whom you might ask. She liked it best when things were going her way. (Don’t most of us, though?) She was also sensitive and loyal to the extreme. She laughed a lot. She made me laugh a lot. She was my first baby, and I have always been so proud of her. I still am.

When Ashlyn got her driver’s permit last year, she made the choice to register as an organ donor. It was her wish that if she lost her life, she might save others. Our family is deeply bereaved, but it brings us solace that our girl was able to help you in your need.

If you’d be comfortable with it, I’d love to get acquainted with you and hear how you’re progressing with your transplant. Either way, please know that I’m thankful for you, and I wish you a speedy recovery and a joyful, meaningful life.

All my best,

Paige (and Enrique and Tyler, too)





Cloudy

It’s not that I never think about Ashlyn. I do.

Especially on days like this.

This is what it used to be like on pep rally day: Ashlyn and I would meet at my locker, we’d complain about having to wear our cheerleading uniforms in class, declare whose Bend High blue-and-yellow hair bow looked perkier, gobble down some granola bars, and walk to the gym, together.

This is what it’s like now: I’m sitting on the gym floor, alone, attempting to blow life into a yellow balloon. We’re using them in the relay race later, so once I’m done, I toss it into an emptied trash can along with the others. The rest of the varsity squad is scattered around—hanging signs, draping streamers, and painting faces.

Face-painting used to be mine and Ashlyn’s. Then junior year—this year—started, and I told Coach Voss I was bored of staring into people’s pores while brushing bear paws on their cheeks, and that my talents could be used elsewhere. Now those talents include transferring carbon dioxide from my mouth and into a balloon, all without passing out.

From my spot on the sidelines, I’ve been watching the rest of the school file in. Most students are dressed to fit the rally’s theme: Bounce the Blackhawks into the Past!, a nod to our boys’ basketball team making the play-offs. Every class was assigned a different decade—freshmen are the 1920s; sophomores are the 1950s; juniors are the 1960s; and the seniors, the highly coveted 1980s.

As yet another Madonna climbs the bleachers, Lita and Izzy march over to me, Zoë in between them. As the team manager, Zoë’s not required to dress in theme, but she did anyway. And leave it to my little sister to come as Dorothy Parker, a 1920s-era writer hardly anyone here would recognize.

When they reach me, Lita sweeps her deep brown bangs off her forehead. “Zoë says I can’t use the word ‘douchebag’ at a pep rally.”

Zoë huffs and adjusts her hat—her cloche; that’s what she called it this morning, not that I asked. “It’s crass,” she says, glancing down at me. “It sucks all the enthusiasm out of the room!”

There’s probably a rule for this. Thou shalt defend thy sister, even if she’s an interloper.

Cheer was never Zoë’s thing. It’s always only been mine. But when our previous team manager moved away, Zoë swooped in to snatch the job, and she did it all without a word to me first. Suddenly, she’s so eager to coordinate our fund-raisers and bus rides, and it’s crossing a line I didn’t know existed. She’s trespassing. And if she can break a rule, so can I.

“We must have skipped that lesson at cheer camp,” I snipe.

“Really.” Izzy slumps beneath the Lava Bear Country banner on the wall at her back. “Is there a list of things we’re not supposed to say?”

I tie off the last balloon and cradle it to my chest. “Erectile dysfunction.”

Lita taps her chin. “Moist?”

“Nibble,” Izzy adds. “Secrete.”

My eyes flash on Zoë, and a grin lights up her face.

“Chlamydia!” She yells it as the marching band transitions to a Prince song, and I cringe at the volume of her voice.

But that doesn’t matter anymore because “1999” is our cue.

Nervous buzzing swarms my stomach as I stand up to join Lita, Izzy, and the girls at center court. There’s an energy springing around the place; it crackles on my skin. The last time we performed in front of a crowd was a week ago at Nationals, and I’m antsy to do it again.

The delicate scent of lavender wafts over to me. I whirl around to ask Ashlyn where she’s been and—

See a girl in a poodle skirt, her auburn ponytail swinging as she walks away.

Not Ashlyn.

“What’s up?” Zoë was messing with her hat again, so she missed it. But I must look how I feel—bloodless, weightless, boneless—because her eyebrows are up in a question.

“Nothing,” I say, keeping my voice practiced and careful. I smooth down my white, pleated uniform skirt so she won’t catch my fingers trembling. I remind myself to breathe—it’s all about breathing.

Shit.

What was that?

It’s been almost six months since my best friend died, and I’ve never fumbled like that. Not in public, anyway. I’ve been holding it together just fine, and I’m sure as hell not losing it now—not in front of the whole school and, like, four different James Deans.

The stuffy gym air isn’t doing anything to cool down my cheeks. “I need to get some water. I’ll be right back.”

Before Zoë can say anything, I elbow past a group of junior hippies. My sneakers squeak against the waxy court as I hustle to the girls’ locker room. I focus on that. The squeakier, the better, the faster I go, until everything is a smudgy blur of neon and sequins and synthetic hair.

“Cloudy!”

I stop short at my name; the locker room is so close. When I turn, there’s Matty Ocie, that ever-present quirk to his lips. He gives me a small smile—small for Matty, anyway. My return smile’s wattage is a flicker in comparison.

Things with Matty and me are complicated. As in, he might be my ex-boyfriend and he might have seen me naked, but we’re still able to look each other in the eye. Which is lucky because his are a nice, M&M-y brown, and meeting his gaze is keeping me upright at the moment.

My heartbeat steadies enough to take in the rest of him. His slim, dark blue suit is iridescent under the lights, something I failed to notice earlier in Spanish. “Wow.”

“I know,” he says, smiling bigger.

“Who are you supposed to be?”

He sighs like he’s gotten the question a lot today and gestures at his hair. “I’m JFK! Check out the majestic side part.”

He spins to show off the entire ensemble, and I spot someone else standing behind him. A year of practice has made trying to ignore Kyle second nature, but this might be the only time it’s actually worked.

A familiar carbonated frothiness courses through me, then fizzles flat. I never let it last long enough to enjoy it.

“Hi,” I say to Kyle.

“Hey,” he says back.

“Nice work, guys.” Matty claps a few times. “Those were real words, and you were nearly looking at each other.”

Next to Matty, Kyle is completely underdressed for the rally in plain jeans and a sweatshirt—he’s not even wearing blue or yellow.

“Did you leave your pep in your locker?” I ask him. The stupid joke clogs up my throat. There was a time it wouldn’t have, but that was before Kyle started dating Ashlyn. Before I dated—and broke up with—Matty. Kyle and I are a study in Before and After. And if things with Matty and me are complicated, then my relationship with Kyle is something along the lines of splitting the atom.

“I’ve got to find Coach,” Kyle mutters, then shuffles off.

Matty watches him leave with an expression that’s full of things only I understand. Months of concern and anxiety and unease, all for his cousin.

“How is he?” I ask Matty.

Kyle and I might not be friends, but Ashlyn wouldn’t want her boyfriend turning into some tragic epilogue. He kind of fell apart when she died, but he’s been doing better. That’s what Matty says, and he wouldn’t lie about that.

“Probably nervous,” Matty says, shrugging. “Slawson’s making him announce baseball tryouts today. But the question is”—he clamps a hand on my shoulder—“what’s your pep emergency? You were hauling ass pretty quick.”

Of everyone, I could tell Matty about my Ashlyn slipup. That remembering practically knocked me over, and if I ever let myself go there, I might not get up. This was a tiny lapse, though. It won’t happen again. And anyway, he has enough to worry about.

“I’m fine,” I tell him. Auto-reply: on. “Just getting a pen and paper so I won’t forget I can’t say ‘Chlamydia.’”

SOPHIE PAXTON’S VOICE trembles so much during “The Star-Spangled Banner,” I need a Dramamine. But we both power through it. Then the basketball team storms out, ripping and running through a paper banner that takes six cheerleaders to hold up. Once at a football game, we used only two, and it was a grass-stained disaster for everyone involved.

As the boys assemble on the giant bear paw painted on center court, four of the cheerleaders, including me, hike up into the bleachers to lead the class yell contest, while the rest do it from the floor. I always get stuck with the sophomores because they’re the least enthused, and I’m the least tolerant of that too-cool-for-school bullshit. Unsurprisingly, the seniors win.

Afterward, I join the squad on the free-throw lane as the general announcements start. Coach Voss is lingering at the end of the line, and three people ahead of her, I see Matty—but no Kyle. My pulse beats in my ears as I check the junior section for him, then every other section, the exit doors, and the shadowy corners of the gym. He’s not anywhere. But that’s not possible; he wouldn’t skip out on a responsibility like this. Aside from Slawson giving him all kinds of crap for it, Kyle would never let his team down.

At half-court, the student council president hands off the microphone to Matty. The first words out of his mouth are about baseball tryouts.

“No way,” I mumble. Kyle bailed.

Beside me, Zoë presses close, her arm against mine. “Would you ever date Matty again?” she whispers, completely oblivious. “Because I think he’d date you again, if you wanted to.”

“I don’t want to,” I tell her, even if it’s none of her business. She may have inserted herself into cheer, but that doesn’t mean every other scrap of my life is fair game.

Matty spouts off details I’m not paying attention to. Then he turns to hand the mic to the girl behind him before sauntering calmly back to his seat.

And Zoë is still going: “See, I’d believe that if you guys hadn’t already been together twice. Third time’s the charm, right?”

“No third time. No charm.” My teeth clench around the words.

Besides, what happened between Matty and me after Ashlyn died doesn’t really count as dating. But there are some details I don’t need to share with my little sister.

I tune back in when Coach Voss clears her throat and it ricochets around the gym. Her mouth is a tense, flat line on her fairly line-free face, and with her feet slightly apart, she commands attention like this is cheer practice.

“As you might know,” she’s saying, “the varsity cheerleaders just came back from Nationals, where they placed third in the country.” She stands back and waits for applause. Which comes—eventually. Damn sophomores. “It wasn’t an easy victory. We lost a bright spot on our squad the very first week of the school year.”

Like that, the room goes static, I go static, and part of me is relieved that Kyle isn’t here for this.

“Ashlyn Montiel was an integral member of our team, and we miss her commitment and positivity every day. But,” she says, her voice switching from sweet to steel, “these girls fought and worked and earned their success. And because of that . . . I’m honored to announce that Bend High Varsity Cheer will be featured in the nationally syndicated Cheer Insider magazine.”

A shriek bomb explodes around me, and I must go momentarily deaf because I’m stunned, right there in the middle of it. This can’t be true—Cheer Insider can’t care that we exist. But then Zoë is hopping beside me, shaking my shoulders, and her grin is so big, I find myself grinning back. Believing it. And whatever energy the team has saved up for the rest of the day comes off of us in waves. Beyond our ecstatic huddle, no one else in the gym seems to understand what’s going on, but their indifference doesn’t touch us. This is it. This is real. This is fucking incredible.

Voss isn’t done. She’s still smiling as she adds, “And, because of her tireless dedication this year, they’ve chosen to spotlight our own”—her eyes lock on me, and my stomach drops as she extends a hand in my direction—“Claudia Marlowe.”

That’s when it happens again. I stand there as my teammates crowd around me in an eager rush of congratulations and hugs, and all I can do is remind myself to breathe.

It’s all about breathing.





Kyle

In movies, they make it look so easy. Someone has a crisis, so they wander into a random church where they find peace staring at statues, or are comforted by the vague yet inspirational words of a priest, nun, or stranger. Or, if those first two things don’t happen, the character leaves all discouraged but soon discovers the answer they were seeking awaits them right outside.

I’ll be glad if any of this happens for me today, but my hopes aren’t high. Right now, I’m pulling up to Random Church Number Four after having found the doors at Random Churches One, Two, and Three locked. Unlike those others, there’s one car in this lot, which means I might have a shot at getting inside.

After steering into a space near the entrance, I slam my SUV into park, cut the engine, and hop out. The pavement and the church throw echoes back and forth with every step I take.

I climb the short staircase—two at a time. At the top, the foyer is dark behind glass double doors, but there’s a set of keys dangling from the lock. I pull the handle and the door swings outward. Aiming a fist bump toward the sky (hallelujah?), I rush in.

Coming here was a last-ditch move and I hate that I’m this desperate. It’s just that 1) today one of the assistant baseball coaches made me sit through an epic “your absenteeism drags us all down” lecture and 2) this should’ve been my one-year anniversary with my dead girlfriend, Ashlyn.

As it turns out, 1 + 2 = me kind of losing it again.

Kind of a lot losing it, actually.

I tread farther into the darkness. Then, making a guess about where to go next, I pull the handle of one of the wooden carved doors ahead. It leads to a large, dim room with raised ceilings where row after row after row of cushioned benches face a wood podium and a two-story-high stained glass window.

I’m in now. I make my way to a row near the middle of the room and sit.

Why here? I don’t know. This place is 100 percent empty, but the idea of going to the front somehow seems as dickheaded as grabbing the last of the chips and salsa when everyone else is starving and waiting for their enchiladas, too. It’d be like I’m trying to hoard all the enlightenment for myself.

Because I was born to a “not a Christian but still deeply, deeply spiritual” mother and an “agnostic with hope” father, this is only my second time inside a church. (The first was almost six months ago for Ashlyn’s memorial.) If my parents had been different, maybe I’d be different, but I don’t think so. I just don’t connect with anything religious or mystical. Before, it never bothered me that I didn’t inherit my mother’s ability to believe in an afterlife or my dad’s ability to hope for one. Since Ashlyn’s death, it’s been bothering me a lot.

In this church, there’s no organ music playing or lit candles or statues. The heat doesn’t seem to be turned on. It’s also dingy, with pea-green fuzzy seats and yellowish beige carpeting.

I sit perfectly still, perfectly quiet. There’s rustling up front. Church mice, maybe? (Are those a thing in real life, or just in kids’ books?) It’s probably good that I’m back here, after all.

Digging into the pocket of my hoodie, I grab my phone and earbuds so I can cover up the potential-rodent sounds. I consider making this experience more authentic by putting on some gospel channel, but decide instead to leave it on my usual music (which isn’t emo, no matter what my cousin Matty thinks). I turn it up and wait for answers to end my crisis. I’m more than ready to become the Back to Normal Kyle everyone wants me to be.

I wait.

I stare ahead.

I focus on the light-colored cross on the dark-wood podium.

I get lost in the stained glass’s kaleidoscope-type circle design.

I glance left, right, down, up.

I wait some more.

At the last church I was in, the minister spoke Words of Encouragement to the hundreds of people who showed up for Ashlyn’s memorial. Later in the service, Matty read aloud friends’ and family members’ memories he’d collected. I was surprised when Claudia (Ashlyn’s best friend, who mostly answers to “Cloudy”) didn’t go up front with him, and even more surprised when I realized afterward that none of the stories had been from her.

The cheer coach’s note was all about the inspiring drive, perfectionism, and positive outlook Ashlyn brought to the squad. My aunt Robin’s was about eight-year-old Ashlyn showing up at their house next door after having “run away” with only a suitcase of stuffed animals. Ashlyn’s mother had Matty share the letter she was sending to Ashlyn’s organ recipients. There were happy stories, thoughtful stories, silly stories. So many, I couldn’t recall all of them now even if I wanted to.

The audience chuckled while Matty read what I’d written about Ashlyn’s laugh and how it had taken me completely off guard at first. They could relate because no one ever expected such a strange sound to come out of such a cute girl.

When she really got going, she sometimes sounded like a farm animal, and I teased her once, asking if she’d been a donkey in her past life. (Not that I believe in the past-lives thing, obviously. Even though I kind of want to.) My stomach twists up now at how douchey that was for me to say, but Ashlyn wasn’t even bothered. She just pushed me all playful and laughed her unique, endearing, and contagious laugh.

The laugh no one will hear again. Not in the flesh, at least.

I pause my music. And even though I know it’s going to be a mistake, I check my phone for the last video I got of her.

There was a time when it would have taken a lot of searching to find something from half a year ago, but since there hasn’t been a single moment I’ve wanted to record since she died, I’m able to go straight to it and press play. A wiggly shot sweeps toward the darkening sky and settles on two girls in the stadium parking lot with their arms around each other. The sides of their faces are smushed together and Ashlyn’s glossy black ponytail is flipped over both their heads, covering most of Cloudy’s reddish-blond hair.

On that Friday night, they’d already changed out of their uniforms after having cheered for the first football game of the year, and were waiting with me for Matty to come out of the locker room. School had started that week, and it was one of those rare occasions when Cloudy and I were in the same place at the same time and I wasn’t getting the feeling she wished we weren’t.

In my earbuds, my disembodied voice says, “Okay, ready? One. Two. Three.”

The seconds tick by and the girls’ smiles on my screen get bigger, fade a little, and then get big again. Ashlyn’s eyes look extra bright, bright green. (She once said her eyes were the color of a 7Up can, while Cloudy’s were dark blue like a Pepsi can.) On the screen, Ashlyn raises her eyebrows and Cloudy scrunches her nose and they both giggle. While still holding a stiff grin, Ashlyn asks, “Did you take the picture, Kyle?”

Me: “I don’t think so. You didn’t see my flash, right?”

Cloudy whispers something to her (I’ll never know what, but I assume it had to do with “flashing”), and they both burst out laughing.

Me again: “Oh, wait. I accidentally set it on video mode.”

The view gets all wavy again and the only sound is the girls as they laugh and laugh and laugh. It’s all accidental by this point since I was changing the settings, but the camera goes back to them and follows as they slide their backs down my Xterra and land on the cement, where they laugh some more.

Then the clip ends. My eyes tear up at the blurred, frozen image of Ashlyn and Cloudy sprawled on the ground, looking both silly and pretty at the same time.

People say stuff about how Ashlyn’s in a better place and gazing down from heaven, but I can’t stand to think of her as some stalker in the sky who has nothing better to do than use her telescopic, 7Up can–green eyes to watch me all day while I shower and eat and go to school and do homework and (sometimes) hit the weight room and play video games and sleep.

I can’t stand to think of her watching me now.

Secretly, I do want to have hope that reincarnation is real and she’s a baby. Or a donkey, cat, raccoon, seagull, zebra, tropical fish. Or something else. Anything. I don’t care what she is; I just wish some part of her could be living somewhere on this planet. Because if she isn’t, what’s the point of any of this?

My chest tightens and my jaw does its thing to try to prevent me from crying. Most of the time these days, it works, but I hate the soreness afterward, like someone wadded my face up in their fist like a candy wrapper. I pull my earbuds out, drop my phone on the seat beside me, and cover both hands over my eyes.

It was two days after that first football game when Ashlyn went for a bike ride with her parents and her little brother. She lost control going downhill and took the landing so hard, her helmet was knocked loose and she hit her head. At first, the doctors thought there was a chance she’d come out of her coma—that she’d be okay. But after only a few days, they determined she was brain dead.

If Ashlyn hadn’t been in that accident, I don’t know what today would have been like. It was important to her that we do something special for our “monthiversaries” (which meant we always did—except for the time last June when I forgot), so obviously, she would have wanted our one-year anniversary to be a much bigger deal. A twelve-times-bigger deal, probably.

The entire past month has been filled with gut-punching reminders about how my relationship with Ashlyn first began last year. And each week there’s been something to trigger more “what if?” thoughts: If Ashlyn were here, what would she have given me on my birthday? What would we have done on Valentine’s Day? What would she have picked out for me to wear to Winter Formal?

And on and on and on.

The rustling up front kicks in again and someone whispers, “Did you hear something?”

Wiping my eyes, I lift my gaze in time for a girl’s head to pop up from the front row. My vision has adjusted to the dim lighting and I recognize her as Danielle, one of the cheerleaders. I also recognize she’s wearing nothing on top except a black bra.

She sits up a bit higher, squinting at me, and then disappears again. “Oh my gosh! Kyle’s here!”

Another head appears. This one belongs to my cousin Matty, who isn’t wearing a shirt, either. “Kyle?” he asks.

I raise my hand in greeting, even as the rest of me threatens to collapse in sudden exhaustion. Matty waves back and a goofy grin spreads across his face.

“What is he doing?” Danielle loud-whispers.

Matty ducks out of view. “Not sure.”

The conversation continues, but they’re speaking too quietly for me to make out words.

I’m not sure what my next move should be. What is the proper etiquette when you wander into a random church in search of enlightenment and your cousin and his ex-girlfriend’s teammate happen to be hooking up ten rows in front of you?

Just as I’ve made the decision to leave, Danielle beats me to it. She rushes down the aisle (with her shirt and coat on now), staring very fixedly at something that isn’t my face.

Up front, there’s a loud zip! Matty gets up, ambling toward me with his Lava Bears baseball T-shirt on inside out. (He plays both football and baseball, but he’s better at baseball.) His smile is bigger than any he’s directed my way since I got overwhelmed and left before the pep rally yesterday.

“So, Kyle.” He plops down beside me. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for peace and quiet. Which, obviously, is not the same as what you’re doing.” I sweep my hand to encompass the room. “Who knew this would be where it all happens?”

“I know, right?” Matty says. “Pastor’s daughters. Watch out when they’re driving you home and say they need to stop at church to pick something up real quick.”

“Thanks for the tip.” The odds of me having to get a ride are minuscule compared with his; Uncle Matthew and Aunt Robin’s favorite method of punishment is taking Matty’s car away. Whether he gets a bad grade, misses curfew, gets caught stealing a beer from the fridge, or says “shit” in front of them, it’s a guarantee his car will then spend a week or more in “purgatory,” as he calls it. (It’s also a guarantee that the rest of us will be suffering the consequences along with him, since we’ll have to drive him everywhere.) “I thought you were getting your car back today.”

“No. Sunday.”

“It’s impossible to keep track. So, am I the last to know about”—I gesture in the direction Danielle headed—“all this?”

“This just happened. I mean, just happened. So you’re the first.” He picks up my phone and I brace myself. Is he going to notice the Ashlyn video and figure out what’s going on with me? Instead, he hands it over, still smiling. “Take my picture. Then when I start to wonder if this was a dream, I’ll have a way to remember.”

Exactly what I want, to be part of my cousin’s kinky memories. I drop the phone back into my pocket. “Or, we can forget I was here.”

“That works, too.” He sinks back against the bench’s stiff cushioning. “But seriously. Now that you’ve found me, what were you needing?”

“Nothing. I mean, I wasn’t looking for you. Or for anyone. I’m just . . . here. For the quiet, like I said.”

Matty studies me for a long moment, wearing his Kyle-you’re-freaking-me-out face. Pep-rally-skipping aside, I do what I can to avoid causing him to make this face, so it’s especially frustrating that, of all the places in the world either of us could be right now, we both ended up in Random Church Number Four.

“I should leave.” I stand and step around his legs to get to the aisle.

“And I should find Danielle.”

Matty goes back up front for the rest of his clothes while I head for the carved doors.

When I step into the lobby, Danielle is waiting at the entrance. “I figured out how you got in.” She jangles a set of keys and aims a shy smile at me. “Is everything . . . okay with you now?”

I put on a smile for her. Like Matty, she seems to think I came here for him. “I’m fine. And I’m sorry for startling you. Just so you know, I had no idea you guys were in there. In movies, it seems like people go into churches whenever they feel like it.”

“It isn’t like that here. My dad keeps set office hours.”

“Which don’t happen to be Thursday afternoons?”

She giggles. “Definitely not.”

I push the door to leave, and cold air hits my face like I’ve opened a freezer.

Danielle follows me out. “Oh, no. The Dirty-Pawed Avenger strikes again!”

At first, I can’t figure out what she’s pointing at, but then I spot a brown, smudgy trail across the hood of my vehicle, leading to a black cat that almost blends into the paint job. “Whose cat is that?” I ask.

“She’s a stray. Always on the hunt for a warm engine. When she first turned up here, she was such a tiny thing. Every Sunday she goes from car to car. It’s kind of funny.”

The temperature outside has been in the twenties and thirties for weeks; no wonder the poor cat is curled up so tightly.

Matty barrels out to join Danielle and me, and the vibe gets weird as they smirk at each other in embarrassed, secretive ways. I guess it’s all good for Matty, though. He’s been telling me for months he likes Cloudy “only as a friend,” but I didn’t believe it until now.

“Well, it seems I have no choice except to become the villain who sends this stray cat back to the mean streets of Bend, Oregon.” I give Danielle and Matty a quick nod and start down the stairs. “See you guys at school.”

“Kyle, wait!” Matty calls out. “You want to do something tonight?”

I turn. “Nah. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Well, obviously tomorrow.”

I lift the corners of my mouth into the approximation of a pleasant expression to hide my irritation. “Right.”

Official baseball tryouts aren’t happening until after we get back from midwinter break, but Matty decided everyone who played varsity last year (aside from the guys who graduated, obviously) should hang out Friday night for some preseason bonding or whatever. I told him this morning I’d go (after he guilt-tripped me for leaving him to make the announcement yesterday), but the truth is, the closer it gets to the start of the season, the less I want anything to do with the team.

Without waiting for Matty to say more, I skip down the stairs. Before I even reach the bottom, my false smile dies and depression slams into me all over again. I came here for answers, for a sign, for something. But there were no statues, no nuns, no priests, and no helpful strangers. All I got out of this was Matty on my case again and muddy little paw prints all over my vehicle.

“Sorry, Dirty-Pawed Avenger.” I’m at my driver’s-side door now. “It’s time to find another heater.”

It turns out the cat is actually a kitten. She keeps lying there with her eyes squeezed shut, so I step forward and give her a light poke in the side. “I mean it. I’m going home now.”

She curves herself into an even tighter ball. Her stomach rises and falls as she breathes. What was Danielle talking about, saying she was tiny back whenever she first came around? She’s still super little now.

Aside from a carnival-won goldfish, Dad and I have never had a pet, and Matty’s cat, Hercules, is the only one I’ve spent much time with. He likes to show his “affection” by hooking his claws into my legs and biting my wrists, so I haven’t always been his biggest fan.

I rub the kitten between her ears. Her glossy black fur is softer than it looks. She responds by butting her head against my hand, flicking her tail, and opening her eyes.

Her eyes, which happen to be green. Bright, bright green. The color of a 7Up can, to be exact. My heart stops for a second.

She blinks at me and I blink right back.

I don’t know what this means, if it means anything. I really, really don’t. But I can’t help hoping maybe, just maybe, I’ve found the answer I was seeking after all.





Cloudy

We finally pull into a parking spot.

“Thank God,” I groan, reaching forward to click off the radio. The sounds of overlapping guitars and the la-la-la-ing singer cut off abruptly, the speakers now mercifully silent. I shudder all over like the power button was covered in raw meatloaf. “No more music by sad boys.”

Zoë, in the passenger seat, crosses her arms over her chest. “You said I could choose.”

“My mistake.” I put my Honda in park and turn off the engine.

“Anyway, they’re not sad. They’re—”

“Crybabies.”

“Passionate,” she says, decisively and dreamy-eyed.

“Oh, gag.” I snap off my seat belt and twist to grab my puffy coat from the backseat. Slipping it on, I say, “Just so you know, on the way home we’re listening to someone who wears glitter.”

Zoë’s eyes scrunch up behind her glasses. “Glitter? Really?”

“Glitter”—I count it off on one finger, then more—“with a fondness for drum machines. And clapping.”

“I’d rather crawl home.” She grins and slides out of the car.

As soon as I open my own door, icy February air ribbons in. It has to be the coldest day of the year so far. The sun is about to set, and the sky is a mix of purples and pinks against the pine trees that border the Target parking lot—possibly the only parking lot in Bend without a mountain view.

We make our way toward the big red bull’s-eye, Zoë bobbing beside me in her green Converse sneakers and orange knit cap. The lot is mostly empty for a Friday evening; everyone’s probably skipped out for midwinter break vacations already.

Zoë and I are not so lucky, however. We’re homebound while Mom and Dad are away on a cruise to Mexico. They haven’t taken a trip by themselves since Zoë was born and now they’re going for it. Which is all very nice until you get to the part where they ditch their dependents for ten days. I’d be on board with fending for myself if it wasn’t the reason why Ashlyn’s parents asked Zoë and me over tonight. Accepting their invitation felt more like a sentencing. I dread being back in that house, but I couldn’t refuse. Although there’s always the chance I’ll break an ankle and have to cancel before dinnertime.

“Candy first,” I announce once we’re inside. The Montiels aren’t expecting us for another hour, so I’ll fill up every minute of it with distraction.

Usually, the cosmetics section is always the first stop in Target, a tradition that began when Ashlyn and I both got our driver’s licenses and could be here on a whim. Makeup, then magazines, then kitchen appliances, where we’d screw around with the coffeemakers. That’s the way we worked through this place, no matter what—except for some quieter nights, when Ashlyn would dare me to do full twisting layouts in the patio furniture department. She’d always ask me in the same way, her eyes lighting with a challenge, as if she didn’t already know I’d take the dare.

The makeup section never comes first anymore, if I go there at all.

Zoë stands by while I grab the essentials: a bag of sour gummy worms for my personal stash and some Dum Dums for the gift basket I’m making for tomorrow’s cheer event. Zoë eschews empty calories and preservatives, and is obviously of alien stock, so she ignores the candy.

Then she follows me to the home decor department, where I pick a stalk of fake daffodils that I’ll cut up and drop into the basket for extra flair. If it were warmer, I’d pluck real ones from our garden, but these will do. Afterward, Zoë leads me to the DVD section. She is the last human being under thirty who still visits it, and five bucks says she leaves with something black and white and boring all over.

I’m elbow-deep in the comedies when Zoë comes up behind me and shoves a DVD case under my nose. I’m surprised it was made this century; on the other hand, it looks like it has enough slash and gore to trigger a fit.

“Come on, Zoë.” I raise an eyebrow. “A scary movie?”

Bunching her lips to one side, she says, “So what?”

I peer over her shoulder at the other racks. “No new docudrama snoozefest out this week?”

“I’m allowed to like different things, you know.”

She passes the case over, and I take it, reluctant. I barely read the story synopsis on the back cover, focusing instead on the snapshots of attractive, desperate-looking actors, their eyes and mouths open wide. A creepy, bloody movie is so un-Zoë—oh, but there’s the magic word: subtitled.

“It’s a foreign film.”

“Korean,” she clarifies.

“How did you even hear about it?”

“This boy Owen told me. It’s one of his favorites.”

My fingers freeze. A month ago, Zoë came home from school jabbering nonstop. Owen had recommended a thriller about a guy who’d had a brain transplant; afterward he started having visions of his donor’s life, and isn’t that just so metaphysical. Zoë speculated, out loud, to me, about whether it could actually happen, but I shut her down. It wasn’t real, and it wasn’t worth wondering.

“Sounds like This Boy Owen needs a rom-com weekend,” I say, tossing the DVD back at her.

She blinks at me. “He has exceptionally eclectic taste.”

I force an interested smile, steering the topic elsewhere. “So what’s up with you and This Boy Owen?”

Zoë’s cheeks redden and her eyes go round. She’s fallen for it. “We have some of the same classes. That’s it.”

“If he’s trying to woo you with the slaughter of innocents, I feel like I should know more about him. Like, okay: How many decapitated dolls does he keep in his locker?”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “Enjoying well-made horror films does not make someone a psychopath, Cloudy.”

“De-fensive.” I waggle my eyebrows.

“It’s not like that,” she says, a little breathless, so it’s obvious that it’s exactly like that. “He has a girlfriend, anyway.”

I watch her for a moment more, a familiar slump in her shoulders. He has a girlfriend, anyway must be the Marlowe sister motto. “Well. Plenty of other single doll decapitators out there for you, I promise.”

And if anyone knows that feeling something for a guy who’s into someone else is a black hole, so willing to suck you in and twist you up, it’s me. Better to cut the heartstrings now while they’re not so tangled.

I HEAD TOWARD the toy section so I can pick up more things for the gift basket. The squad is raffling them off at tomorrow’s fund-raiser for the public library. On my way across the store, my phone buzzes in my bag.

Cheer Insider is obsessed with you! Slight exaggeration, but let’s talk, please?

A text from my friend Jade, with a screenshot of Cheer Insider announcing our interview—including my solo profile—on their Twitter. Super.

Jade lived in town and cheered with us until two years ago, when her family moved to California. We keep in touch and meet up every summer at cheer camp—ideally, we’d also meet up at Nationals every year, but the Bend squad didn’t get past Regionals last season, and Santa Monica’s didn’t get there this time.

I tap out a quick reply to her last message—HUGE exaggeration. Talk later?

I might miss her more than ever these days, but I’m not as eager to discuss the interview as she is.

I’ve just pressed send when I see him.

Kyle.

Even with his back to me, I can tell.

I really hate that I can tell.

And I hate the emotional lightning storm that immediately charges up in my body. Zap! Excitement. Zing! Dread. Sizzle! Full-body tingles. Singe! All-consuming guilt.

He’s standing in front of a display at the end of an aisle, his hands in his pockets, the hood of his black coat coming up to meet the straight line of his short blond hair.

I can’t help it: I flash back to him at the hospital, and there’s a heaviness in my limbs. It was the day after the accident, and Ashlyn was still in a coma. All I wanted was to be there when she woke up. But my car had stalled on the ride over, and I was beyond stressed because it was time wasted, less time for me to be with her. Kyle was already there, though, near the waiting room. His stance was exactly the same as it is now, with his hands in his pockets, except then he was staring at a vending machine. He stood there longer than the hospital’s snack selection was worthy of: old, crappy chips versus older, crappier candy bars. So part of me wondered if he was even hungry. There were a lot of blank stares all around then. I ended up blowing past Kyle and heading for the ICU. I doubt he even noticed.

I’m about to do the same now—pass behind him and go straight for what I’m really here for—but I stop when I see what has him so preoccupied. An entire wall full of bright, plushy cushions shaped like animals. Why the hell is Kyle shopping for a Pillow Pet?

At the pep rally, Matty was certain that Kyle wasn’t backsliding. That he’s okay. But a seventeen-year-old guy with no younger siblings, shopping in the stuffed animal department, seems definitively not okay. So the same part of me that needed to ask Matty about him two days ago needs to get closer—just to make sure he’s not about to rip the heads off those pillows and wear them as hats.

He picks up a koala in one hand and a panda in the other. He’s deliberating.

Holy shit.

“Kyle.” His name slips out before I can wrangle it back.

He startles, straightening up as he whips around to face me. I’m instantly aware of my messy hair and salt-caked snow boots. “Cloudy. Hey.” His fingers tighten on the koala, his voice a low, thundery rumble. “What’s going on?”

Crack! Heat.

“Here with my sister. How about you?” I peek at the shelf behind him. “Redecorating?”

“Um,” he says, following my glance. “Not exactly. Just looking, I guess.”

Then his eyebrows do the Thing. The Thing where they kind of slope up in a slant, like he’s contemplating something too big, and it makes me want to smooth them flat. The Thing has done bad things to my insides since he walked into my biology class sophomore year.

I used to wonder if being attracted to Kyle felt like a weather event to Ashlyn, too. Or maybe it was more serene for her, because her feelings weren’t constantly battling. The first time she told me about him, her eyes were as lit up as sparklers.

“Kyle. Ocie.”

She’d steered me into an alcove under the stairs. Her grin was so giddy and nervous, I giggled before I knew what was going on. At the time, Kyle felt like my little secret, although he was hardly a secret at all. “The guy who stole my bio notes all last semester?”

Ashlyn had put her palms to her cheeks, endearingly shy. “I like him,” she whispered. “A lot. I think I like him a lot.”

My smile was so big and stiff; I must have looked like a wax figure. “Since when?”

“Seven thirty-three. This morning.”

“Ashlyn, what? He’s been here for months—”

“I know! I mean, I’ve seen him around Matty’s house before and I’ve always thought he was cute. But he walked me inside the main entrance and held the door open for me, and all of a sudden I have cartoon hearts in my eyes. For Kyle.”

I pressed my spine into the wall. “Does he like you, too?”

“Maybe?”

A tornado rioted through me. I could have told her the truth, and she would have dropped it. But then what? That weirdness would be a constant wedge between us. And in that moment, I believed that giving Kyle up could be simple, but I’d never forgive myself for ruining this for Ashlyn. I wouldn’t carve that line into our friendship. What I didn’t anticipate was that keeping the secret could be just as damaging. And that I wouldn’t get over Kyle the way I wanted to. “What are you going to do?”

“Invite him to Winter Formal. They’re announcing it at the assembly later, and I could ask him right away.” She bounced up on her toes, and her expression was so hopeful it made my stomach hurt. “You’re a bold, self-sufficient woman. Tell me: Should I just do it?”

It was as if poisonous gas had leaked from the heating system. I knew Kyle would say yes—he’d be a total cretin not to. Ashlyn was a star. She was warm, and fierce, and the prettiest person I’d ever seen. She was happiest when she was making other people happy. So I told her yes. Ask him.

“Ashlyn loved pandas,” I blurt out now, motioning to the pillow in Kyle’s right hand. I brace myself to melt from embarrassment. As if he doesn’t know that Ashlyn loved pandas. As if he didn’t adopt the symbolic kind for her on one of their monthiversaries, only to have her agonize over what to name it (Pandy Warhol). As if that’s not the reason he picked up that pillow in the first place.

“I remember,” he mumbles, putting both pillows back on the shelf.

“I’m sure.” It comes out snappy and I peek over my own shoulder, reflexively checking for the exits.

We stand opposite each other, shifting and silent. A woman pushing a shopping cart filled with paper towel rolls sashays between us. It’s like she can’t tell we’re even in the middle of a conversation. I guess we aren’t, really.

“Hey, do you want to . . .” I trail off, gesturing behind me. “I need to buy something for a gift basket. You could help. If you’re not busy.”

And maybe if we’re walking, and he’s not looking at me, I won’t be such a disaster.

Kyle’s mouth opens a bit, and he hesitates before letting out a strangled “Okay.” Then he scoops up the shopping basket at his feet and follows my lead until we get to the action figure aisle. We’re completely uneasy around each other, and it sucks, but it’s all my doing, anyway.

Talking to him used to come easy, too easy, for me. I was actually impatient for first-period bio and dissecting virtual animals—after all the animal-rights speeches from Ashlyn, I refused to slice into the real ones. It meant sharing a computer with him, one focal point for a few minutes. But outside of class, there was always Matty, and his other friends, and eventually, Ashlyn. After she asked him to Formal, they started getting closer, and I purposely forgot how to talk to Kyle.

So shopping with him will be new.

“What are you looking for?” he asks. We’re alone, and it seems darker in here, not as starkly bright and exposed as the center aisles.

“Basically anything that’ll make a six-year-old’s day.”

He laughs softly and it sounds right, like something I’ve heard before, and maybe if he sounds like familiar Kyle, he really is okay. “Is this a cheer thing?”

“What else?” I say, wandering farther away. “It’s for the library—we’re raffling off some gift baskets to raise money for the youth literacy program. And from past experience, kids like you better when you throw presents at them. They’re like bridge trolls that way.” I pull a dinosaur—that also launches tiny rockets—off the wall. “Or the really bad kings in the Bible.”

What.

I hope Kyle’s had an embolism and missed all of that.

Nope. He’s looking back at me. “I’ll take your word for it,” he says.

Fueled by desperation, I hone in on these crayon-slash-robot toys from a cartoon—everything’s a hybrid these days; can a crayon not just be a crayon anymore? The green robot is hooked on the top-shelf rung, and I put the toe of my boot on the lower shelf to hoist myself up. Before I can, Kyle’s behind me, his chest brushing my shoulder as he snatches the package for me. He’s such a frigging oak tree, he doesn’t even need to stretch much to get it.

Once he does, he steps away quickly. I hold my breath so I don’t inhale the minty Kyle smell that clings to him. It happened all the time in bio—we’d be sitting at our table, bent over our lab workbooks, and he’d move in a way that set off these mini wintergreen explosions. Ashlyn once told me he used this tea tree mint shampoo, and she always mooned over how his kisses tasted like all the Junior Mints he ate. I filed the info away with the other things I shouldn’t remember about Kyle.

“I could’ve gotten it,” I say instead of thanking him.

He looks at me. “I know.” Then he hesitates before handing over the robot. “It didn’t seem worth breaking an arm for.”

We turn away from each other at the same time, facing opposite shelves. I can’t believe he’s still helping me look for a dumb toy after I was such an ass.

I slip over to a pole stacked high with stuffed Yodas. “So are you stuck here over break?”

Kyle is deeply engrossed in a display of rubber balls. He sticks his hand in and palms a red one. Then he holds it up, and I shake my head, declining. “Yeah,” he says, tossing the ball back with the others. “You too?”

“Yep.” I stroke one Yoda on the head, tug another one’s ear. “My mom and dad deserted us for Mexico this morning.”

“They left you two alone for the whole week?”

“Total abandonment. They’re taking a cruise, so they’ll only be able to contact us once they reach port.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“My mom told me I’m not allowed to use the stove.”

“Ah.” A small smile lingers on his lips, and this warm-honey feeling spreads in my belly. I want to kick him in the shins for it. “It’s cool your parents get to be away, though. I wish I could’ve gone somewhere, just to . . . get out of here.”

I hug a toy Yoda to my chest as I meet Kyle in the middle of the row. I don’t want to know if he said that because he’s depressed, or because he’s as restless as all of us are. “Tell me about it.”

After a few more beats of silence, he bends to pick up his shopping basket again. “I should probably get going,” he says, before I have to say it myself, and my shoulders sag. Being around Kyle is exhausting, but so is examining how I destroy our every interaction once he’s gone.

We’re back in the glaring fluorescents of the middle aisle, and I take a few steps backward, away from him. Kyle switches the basket to his other arm and everything in it shifts, so I peek in this time. It’s filled with cans of cat food and tiny, fuzzy cat toys.

“You’ve got a cat?” I ask.

Suddenly, he finds the cat toys as interesting as I do. “It’s kind of complicated.” Then he raises his head and says, “I’ll see you around, Cloudy.”

“Yeah. Thanks for your help, Kyle.” I spin on my heel to head back into the aisle—I’m not sure the crayon robot or Yoda will make the cut, and I need to keep searching.

But I can’t get my mind off the cat supplies. During the few times I was in Kyle’s house, I never noticed a cat, and Ashlyn never mentioned anything about him having one. Though it’s possible he’s gotten one since she died. People adopt pets when they’re grieving. It’s totally and acceptably normal. The opposite of a downward spiral.

Right.

What else could it be?

All the recycled air in this plane hangar of a store is messing with me.

But I look back anyway, and pretend not to see Kyle go straight to the panda pillow when I do.





Kyle

Dad’s car is already in the garage when I get home from Target. Which means he’s back from his office and the gym already. Which means I might have a problem here.

Parking my vehicle next to his, I leave the panda Pillow Pet and a bag filled with canned cat food on the passenger seat. (Yesterday, I picked up a litter box and dry kibble. Later, I read it’s better to feed cats both wet and dry food.) A couple of lights are on already when I head inside through the laundry room, but my dad isn’t in the kitchen or on the couch.

“Dad?” I call out.

A nonresponse is what I’m hoping for, and the faint sloshing of water through the pipes overhead clinches it: he’s in the shower. I hurry back out to grab the stuff, race upstairs with it, and close myself into my room.

All day, I imagined coming home to a kitten-shaped hole in my door like a Road Runner cartoon and no other sign of my secret roommate, so it’s a relief to spot the scrawny black kitten curled up in my walk-in closet exactly where I left her this morning.

“Hey.” I set down the bag and kneel beside her. “How’s it going?”

She opens her eyes. “Mrrowwww.”

Her voice is low and scratchy. It doesn’t match up. She sounds like a two-pack-a-day smoker of fifty years instead of a tiny new kitten.

“Would you say you had a good day or bad day?”

This time, she yawns in response.

“My feelings, too.”

My closet is for sure a warmer and more comfortable place than wherever she was sleeping before. That’s part of why I felt I had to bring her home; Ashlyn would have wanted me to. She was passionate about rescue shelters and adoption.

But another reason is because I’m hoping this stray animal somehow is Ashlyn.

Which is why I still haven’t admitted to anyone that I did this. Not Matty. Not my dad. Not Cloudy—even after she flat-out asked why I was buying cat food twenty minutes ago.

Cloudy Marlowe is the one person I could have shared my thoughts with that this kitten might be (but probably isn’t) Ashlyn. Because, of anyone, Cloudy would understand completely why I’d want it to be true. The fact that she went out of her way to talk to me the day after I brought this kitten home is a major coincidence.

Almost a year ago, Cloudy broke up with my cousin. At the time, I thought it was my fault, but it turned out to be a huge misunderstanding all around. Unfortunately, I made the mistake of trying to talk to her about it afterward. She went off on me for butting in and said, basically, she’d tolerate my presence moving forward for Ashlyn’s sake, but that was it. Even after Ashlyn died, even after Cloudy and Matty temporarily got back together, Cloudy didn’t go out of her way to have any real conversations with me. Not until today.

The kitten stretches herself to be as long as possible while I unfold the panda Pillow Pet. This was an idea I got from Matty. He has a puppy-shaped one for his cat to sleep on, which is his big statement about what a badass he thinks Hercules is. (“Dude, he sleeps on top of a dog!”)

I pat the pillow a few times to entice her to sit. She isn’t interested, though. Instead, she tiptoes over to her food and water dishes (which happen to be as far from her litter box as possible), in the exact spot where my shoes were until I chucked them all under the bed last night.

The always-embarrassing clip from the song Matty set on my phone as his personal ring and text tone starts playing (“I don’t want anybody else / When I think about you, I touch myself”), and I check his text: Everyone’s here but YOU. Am I going to have to drag you from that house? Haha!

I send back: Haha

Of course, it isn’t an answer to his question and it isn’t going to get me out of anything.

Now that I’ve seen the cat is okay, I should take off. I was supposed to meet everyone fifteen minutes ago at the bowling alley for pizza, pool, and darts. (But no bowling. Go figure.) I still have my coat and shoes on. Keys and phone are in my pocket. I’m set. I just need to walk out of this room, drive back to town, and do the thing I said I’d do.

I stand up, leaving the closet door open so the kitten can wander around my room if she wants to. “I’ll be back later.”

But as I’m reaching for the doorknob, I imagine the conversations I’ll be forced to have with the guys about girls they’re hooking up with, midwinter break plans, the upcoming baseball season, and whatever else. Then I glance back at my bed and picture myself sprawling across it listening to music.

Even though I should feel like a jerk for this, I breathe easier as I toss my coat on the chair, kick my shoes off, and get started on making my second vision a reality.

HELPING ANIMALS WAS probably Ashlyn’s favorite thing. I’d known from the beginning, but it really hit home when she showed up at my door last January with a sewing machine and a bag of fabric.

“What’s this for?” I asked as I helped her lug it inside.

“Koala mittens,” she told me. “There’s an animal hospital in Australia taking care of koala bears that got severe burns on their paws in brush fires. They’re asking people to sew these little cotton coverings to slide over the wound dressings. You want to help?”

“Okay.”

We settled in next to each other at my kitchen table, and she handed me the pattern: basically a five-by-six-inch rectangle, but it was curved across the top like a cartoon gravestone. I traced and cut out red plaid while she threaded her machine.

Being around Ashlyn at that time was exciting and weird. She’d invited me to Winter Formal, and we’d started holding hands at school and kissing good-bye, but she wasn’t officially my girlfriend. We still barely knew each other. (She and Matty had lived next door to each other for years, but my summer visits had somehow always matched up with the times she was away at camp or on family vacations.)

“How’d your cat hunt go this morning?” I asked Ashlyn.

Since she volunteered a few days a month for the Bend Spay and Neuter Project, it was a guaranteed icebreaker topic.

“Really good! Except I found out one of the females from last weekend had already been spayed. They noticed the scars right before surgery. If she’d been ear tipped, we’d have known without having to bring her in. Oh, well.”

I wasn’t sure what to say, so I simply nodded. Before I’d started hanging out with her, I had no clue there was a system in place for trapping (humanely, she always emphasized) feral cats, taking them in for spaying/neutering and vaccinations, and setting them loose again. I also had no clue that veterinarians cut the tip of one ear so people could spot these feral cats easily.

I slid both pieces of one soon-to-be mitten to Ashlyn, which she lined up and pinned together. “I wanted to tell you,” she said, “the reason I’m late is because I picked up the sweetest little Pomeranian on my way. She was prancing down Greenwood, so I pulled over, coaxed her into my car with treats, and drove to the address on her tag. Her name was Charisma and she was out of her mind with joy when her owners opened the door.”

Chuckling, I shook my head.

“What’s funny? Her name? I think it’s perfect.”

“Oh, no. I wasn’t making fun of it. I’m just comparing our days. You helped homeless cats, retrieved a lost Pomeranian, and now you’re sewing for injured koalas. Guess what I did? Went snowboarding and ate three quarters of a pizza. I mean, really. What could you possibly see in someone this lazy?”

After the words were out, I wished Matty had been there to cut me off midsentence and drag me from the room. Sometimes, he was all I had to save me from my pathetic self. It had been on my mind a lot, though: Why does Ashlyn like me? We didn’t have much in common and there were cooler guys she could have picked. I couldn’t help wondering whether she somehow saw me as another stray who needed her help.

She smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with snowboarding. And you’re not lazy. You’re constantly working out and training for baseball season. That takes up a lot of time.”

“Me playing ball isn’t changing anyone’s world, though.”

“Not true. It’s changing mine.”

“In what way?”

“In the way that”—she leaned over, almost whispering—“I can’t wait to see how good your butt looks in a uniform.”

“What?”

She burst out with that wild laugh of hers, and then clamped her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean to blurt that out. I’m allowed to be shallow, though, right?”

“Sure.” Suddenly feeling so much better about us, I scooted my chair closer to hers. “So what are you saying exactly? I’m just a piece of meat to you?”

“Kyle Ryan, I’m a vegetarian.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek. “You’re more like a seitan and pineapple shish kebab to me.”

I’M ON MY back with my arm slung over my face as symbols of light migrate through grayness behind my eyelids. The overhead light is causing this distracting effect, but I haven’t turned it off because I’m not sure I want to commit to being in bed instead of just on it at six o’clock on a Friday night.

Dad and I already got our conversation through my door over with before I cranked up the music. Matty stopped texting me probably an hour ago, so I’m not expecting it when my door bangs open and Matty calls out, “Time to join the living!”

My heart leaps and I move my arm for a better view of the closet. The kitten isn’t visible at the moment. I remain silent while trying to recover my calm, hoping she won’t make an appearance before I can get rid of Matty.

“All right. Tyrell’s waiting in the driveway.” He claps his hands together. “Let’s go, K.O.!”

(K and O are my first and last initials. They’ve also been used as my baseball nickname since I was a kid. It’s K.O. as in “Knock Out,” as in “Knock it Out of the park.”)

I don’t move to get up. Even with Matty here to coerce me, I’m not feeling it. I breathe deeply and exhale slowly, trying to get lost in the music again.

“St. Peter’s Cathedral” by Death Cab for Cutie has been on repeat the entire time I’ve been lying here, and Ben Gibbard is once again singing, “When our hearts stop ticking, this is the end. And there’s nothing past this.”

“Hang on.” Matty leans his head close to the speaker on my nightstand. “What did you just say?”

Ben responds in the song, like Matty had known he would. “There’s nothing past this.”

“Can you repeat that?” Matty cups his hand around his ear.

“There’s nothing past this.”

“Still not getting it. One more time?”

“There’s nothing past this.”

“So what you’re saying is”—Matty stands straight and belts out the next line—“there’s nothing paaaaaast thiiiiis.”

The phrase keeps repeating through my speakers. It’s soothing, which is why I haven’t been able to stop listening to it. Some days (like every day this week), it’s the only thing that makes me feel (sort of) okay.

“I know you’re all about the atheist anthems these days,” Matty says, “but this shit’s going to make you kill yourself. And if you kill yourself, I’m going to have to kill myself. Then your dad will. And my dad. My mom will be so pissed, she’ll kill herself so she can come kick all our asses in the afterlife.”

“There is no afterlife,” I mumble.

I’m pretty sure he doesn’t hear me, which is fine because I can’t change his mind. I don’t even want to. There have been so many times since losing Ashlyn when I’ve wished I could believe in something big the way Matty does. The way the vast majority of the population does. Having that certainty seems so much easier.

Matty strides to my desk and turns the music off. At this moment, it’s the worst thing he could have done to me. In a cheerful tone, he says, “I’m telling you. You’ve got to stop with this music. Because only you can prevent the Ocie suicides.”

Does he honestly think he’s being funny?

“Fuck off, Matty.”

“Hell, yeah.” He climbs on the bed and bounces by my feet. “That’s the spirit. Cussing is a good sign. A great sign. Give me some more. How about an ‘asshole’? Or a ‘cocksucker’? Let’s hear it! You do have something to live for.”

Pushing myself up onto my elbows, I shout, “Enough with the suicide jokes, you fucking asshole cocksucker!”

The movement at the end of my mattress halts. He asked for it, but by his wounded expression, it wasn’t what he’d expected. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that. I was just—”

“Just get out already!”

His mouth moves a few times, making no sound, until he’s finally able to burst out with, “I’ve been texting you for, like, an hour! You couldn’t be bothered to tell me you were bailing on me again?”

“You couldn’t be bothered to take a hint?”

He glares at me. “No! Not with how much you’ve been freaking me out lately. You keep disappearing. I’m always covering for you and I don’t know why. It clearly isn’t helping. The season hasn’t even started and you’re already stressing the coaches out.”

“I don’t care,” I lie.

“Well, you should.” Matty’s voice is getting fiercer by the second. “You’re the best player on our team. If your head isn’t in it right now, how do you expect—”

“I don’t care about any of this crap.”

Another lie. It isn’t as if I suddenly hate baseball. I just can’t handle the pressure of everyone counting on me when I can’t count on myself.

Matty jumps to his feet. “Since when did it become ‘this crap’?”

“Since . . . I don’t know! But I’ve decided not to play this year.” Matty is staring down at me with his mouth open wide, but it’s a relief, finally having said the words aloud. “I’m done,” I add.

“Are you kidding me with this? I mean, what are you even saying? It’s like you’re speaking in tongues.”

“Whatever that means.”

Just then, my dad pokes his head in. “Hey, what’s going on?”

I shoot Matty a warning look. Based on his reaction, I don’t want to have this discussion with both of them at the same time. “It’s nothing, Dad.”

“Right.” Matty stares straight back at me. “Nothing other than the fact that Kyle is quitting baseball.”

So much for him “always covering” for me.

“What?” Dad’s expression matches Matty’s from a few seconds ago.

I’ve put off making this decision forever. Still, I’m surprised they’re this surprised. Baseball is a spring sport, but training is a year-round expectation. During the past several months, I’ve skipped almost as many sessions as I’ve attended. The coach wasn’t getting on my case yesterday for being too committed.

Dad makes his way into the room. He moves my jacket to sit on my chair, while Matty remains standing at the foot of my bed.

“Kyle, what’s going on?” Dad asks.

“I’m not quitting anything. I’m just not trying out for the team this year.”

Matty says, “You started playing T-ball when you were, what? Four years old?”

“So?”

“So, not trying out after thirteen years—after making fricken MVP as a fricken sophomore last year? That’s exactly what I call quitting. Don’t you want to play in college?”

I shrug. “Maybe not.”

“What are you going to do, then? Stare at your ceiling and listen to this god-awful music? Because that’s a useful way to spend your life.”

“Matt,” Dad cuts in, “you should let Kyle and me talk, okay?”

“Good luck with that,” Matty says, scowling.

In a flash, he’s out of the room, his shoes pounding down the stairs.

Ten seconds later, the front door slams and Dad lets out a loud breath. “That was a first.”

He’s right. It isn’t like Matty to get pissed off and aggressive toward me (or anyone). Of course, I don’t blow up at him, either. We’re both off right now—all because I’m not Back to Normal Kyle.

“I don’t know where this not-playing-baseball thing is coming from,” Dad says, “but Matt did make a good point. You need something to focus on. Something other than . . . what happened. We’ve all been waiting it out, thinking baseball season would be the thing to get you on track. You used to be busy all the time. You always had somewhere to go, something to do, people to spend time with.”

I hate Back to Normal Kyle for being so out of reach.

It’s true; I was never alone last school year. I hung out with Matty, along with different combinations of his friends. Being his cousin meant I was instantly more popular after I moved to Bend two summers ago than I was for the entire fifteen years that I lived in Arizona. Then Ashlyn and I got together and, aside from her out-of-town cheer camps in July and August, being with her was a huge part of my daily routine, too. When she died a few days after school started, I stayed home for the next two weeks. I full-on sobbed at least once a day for three months. I didn’t want to be around people who didn’t get it, people who were telling me they’d “see” her again someday when I was sure I wouldn’t. And that meant I didn’t want to be around anyone.

Everyone thinks I changed because I can’t get over Ashlyn. But I know that even if she were to come back somehow, I’ll never be who I was before. I can’t unexperience the shock of having her ripped from my life.

Dad goes on. “If you don’t want to play anymore, I won’t force you. This is a big deal and it deserves serious consideration, though. It can’t be a hasty decision you made because you’re pissed at Matt.”

“It isn’t about him. It isn’t about anyone.”

But really, it is about him. It’s about everyone.

“All right. If it turns out this is what you really want, you need a plan for what you’re going to do instead.”

Dad’s a dentist (he shares a practice with Matty’s dad, his fraternal twin brother), and he’s very big on plans. Pretty much the only unplanned things he ever did in his life were getting my mother pregnant and, later, divorcing her.

“Staring at the ceiling can’t be my plan?” I ask.

“Probably not,” he says with a small smile. “I’ve been thinking. How do you feel about talking to a counselor now?”

I sit up taller against my pillow. “Dad, not this again. No matter what Matty says, I’m not suicidal. Okay? I’m not.”

“I didn’t say you were. But I know you’ve been having a hard time, which is understandable. Now you’re saying you don’t want to be involved in the thing you’ve always loved most. And since you haven’t been talking to anyone about it—”

“We’re talking now, aren’t we?”

“—maybe a professional can help you in ways I can’t.” He stares at the floor. “Sometimes it’s good to sit down with someone who doesn’t know you, who can give an outside perspective.”

Since Ashlyn’s death, I’ve been thinking a lot more about my mother (who for sure is in the category of Someone Who Doesn’t Know Me), and wondering if she’d be better than Dad at helping me get through this. During conversations like this one, it’s hard to imagine she’d be worse.

“Your aunt Robin recommended a therapist,” Dad says. “We can try to get you in while you’re off from school. I think it will be good for you.”

“No. Look, I’ll leave the house, okay? I’m going snowboarding tomorrow. I’ll find something to do every single day of the week, if that’s what it’s going to take to make you happy.”

“This isn’t about making me happy. You know that, right?” I don’t answer, so Dad speaks in a rush. “I’ll call on Monday for an appointment. And I’ll even go with you if you want. Unless it will be easier if I don’t go?”

I shrug.

“Think it over. Now, there’s a Terminator marathon on TV. You want to come down and watch with me?”

What choice do I have? Only a therapist-needing person would say no to watching Terminator movies so he can spend more time alone in his room listening to “god-awful music.”

“Sure,” I tell him.

Dad gets up first, and as soon as he does, a furry black face peeks out of my closet. I sit frozen, hoping he’ll walk out without noticing her.

Naturally, the next words out of his mouth are “Kyle, are you aware that there’s a cat in your room?”





Cloudy

The plastic lei is still in Ashlyn’s room.

After months away, that’s the first thing I notice when I peer in from the doorway. I’ve decided that limiting where I go in the Montiels’ house is my best option. Not that even keeping still is safe. In this hallway, Ashlyn and I would use pillowcases instead of potato sacks and bounce around from one end to the other. Or there was the night we convinced ourselves a ghost lived in Ashlyn’s vanity mirror, so we slept right over in that corner.

Best option or not, the memory booby traps are all over this place.

I did visit twice after the funeral. It was mostly Mrs. Montiel and me sifting through Ashlyn’s stuff. We never threw any of it out, or even moved any of it, but both times she asked if I wanted to take something, a relic from Ashlyn’s life to keep for myself. So far I’ve only taken the cheer camp shirt from our first summer there together. But that was to please Mrs. Montiel. I’m not sure she’s ready to part with any of it yet.

I’m not sure I’m ready to have any of it.

The Montiels didn’t invite me over after that. They needed space to grieve, is what my parents told me, and I understood, even if their choice of words was completely misguided. Grief doesn’t seem to need much space at all; it’s more like it tightens and squeezes until there’s no more of you left. But whatever their reason, I never offered to stop by, either. If I wasn’t around, it was easier to avoid the picture of Ashlyn and me on her nightstand and the grape Kool-Aid stain I left by her closet. And now looking in on Ashlyn’s unlived-in room is like wearing my own old clothes. Not completely uncomfortable but still fundamentally . . . off.

I guess Mrs. Montiel finally put away the stacks of laundry and threw out the trash, but the things that matter—the mail from various animal welfare groups, the Almond Blossom mug that doubles as a pen holder, the Cheer Insider magazines that I’m ignoring—they’re all still here. Everything is still here, pretty much the way she left it before going on that last bike ride with her family. Almost exactly the same as I remember it.

Including the radioactively orange lei hanging from her bedside lamp. Ashlyn almost had a meltdown when I walked into her kitchen with it last May.

“A luau kit,” she said, peering into the Party Town shopping bags. She was sitting at the island surrounded by pre-fruit-punch orange and apple slices, part of the prep for Kyle’s surprise. My job was decorations detail, and I’d clearly screwed up. Epically. “This is what you got for today?”

“You don’t like it?” I reached inside the bag for a tiny pink drink umbrella and stuck it behind my ear. “It’s festive. See?”

A warm breeze blew in through the patio doors, and she lifted her black hair off her shoulders. “But we’re not having a luau.”

“It’s your party.” I grinned. “You can luau if you want to.”

“It’s Kyle’s party.” Her voice was getting squeaky—proof she was about to reach panic-button mode. “We’re celebrating him getting MVP! Not . . . Hawaii.”

I hopped onto one of the stools surrounding the island. Everything had been about Kyle then—and everything that fell into Kyle’s trajectory had to be flawless. “News flash: Kyle has no idea he’s even having a party. And”—I leaned across the countertop to take back a bag—“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t care if I wear this kick-ass grass skirt or not.”

She gave me a stabby look.

“What?” I said. “You think he’ll want to wear it?”

“Cloudy,” she warned.

“I’m not judging, Ashlyn. I just would’ve gotten another if I’d known.”

With a groan, she started pulling stuff out of the bags: more paper umbrellas, some cardboard hula girls, a sign that read Get Low and Limbo! Her eyes flashed. “They didn’t have anything regular? Like with boy stuff or . . . primary colors?” Ashlyn moved a plate of apple wedges between us. As I bit into one, I could feel her watching me, although her stare had gone softer, more butter knife than machete. “This is because you hate Kyle, isn’t it?”

I choked on my apple. “No, but that is why I poisoned the cake.”

“You could give him a chance.”

My mouth fell open. “Like you gave Aidan a chance?”

“Aidan was a snob.” The twist in her lips was almost a smile. She had hardly tolerated my first boyfriend, and she wasn’t shy about it.

I shook my head, smirking. “You are such a hypocrite.”

“And you are such a brat.” She propped her elbows on the countertop, sitting up straighter. “You and Kyle are the most important people to me in the whole world, and you can barely be in the same room.”

It felt like my insides were getting bigger and bigger, like they were trying to be my outsides. Whenever she talked like that, it made my feelings for Kyle seem a thousand times worse. And any righteous resentment, those dangerous I-knew-him-first thoughts, crumbled into this dusty guilt that coated everything.

I was never supposed to fall for him. But I screwed up.

In freshman year, I had Aidan: a senior with great hair, whose only comment about what would happen with us after he graduated was “let’s play it by ear.” By the time he was set to start college in the fall, he had apparently played it and, by ear, decided to dump me. Somehow, I hadn’t seen it coming. So I did what anyone does when they’re lost: I Googled. Most of the articles about breakups offered the same slice of wisdom: it takes half the time your relationship lasted to get over your ex. Get involved with anyone before that and you were doomed. And so, the day Aidan drove to Oregon State, my five-month guy embargo began.

Ashlyn said it was ridiculous. According to her, I should’ve been dating more to get him out of my system. But she’d never liked Aidan, and at the time, her advice seemed like a slight to my hairline-fractured heart, as if Aidan’s and my ten-month relationship wasn’t worth the time it would take to recover from it.

My Boy Ban felt like an extended summer vacation. Like I had all this free time and nothing—no one—to answer to. I started running every morning and finally finished reading Jane Eyre. I did the bravest thing I could imagine: I went to the movies alone. And that’s when I discovered the mural, in an alley behind the Tin Pan Theater. It was taller than I am, and the words “All good things are wild and free”—a Thoreau quote—filled the entire canvas. The letters were painted as if they’d been formed out of wildflowers and tree bark and leaves—a few were coated in actual, velvety moss.

I was stunned. It was nothing like the van Gogh painting Ashlyn was so smitten with. Almond Blossom is pretty and soothing and classic. But no matter how often I’d seen it in her room, it never sent jolts through my system like the “Wild and Free” mural. The words seemed crafted just for me in that instant, and the whole piece was energetic and alive and looked as if it might explode off the brick wall.

On the way home, I noticed all kinds of flowers and plant life growing around town. I couldn’t believe it had taken seeing them on a canvas to appreciate the real things.

I also kept up the Boy Ban. Even though Kyle and I were assigned as lab partners, and I discovered there was a family of bumblebees living in my chest that zipped around only when he smiled at me, I never said anything. Not to Ashlyn, because liking someone else so soon would be admitting she was right about Aidan—and certainly not to Kyle. I really did believe in waiting it out. And then, with one month left in the Ban, Ashlyn had pulled me aside in that alcove and told me about Kyle.

Like I said, I screwed up.

“Well,” I told Ashlyn, “I got the luau stuff because I thought it was fun. Not because I hate Kyle—I don’t hate Kyle.”

She sighed, wistful. “My life would be a lot simpler if you’d get back with Matty. Can’t you do that for me?”

I laughed. “For you, anything.”

“Things were the best when you were together. We were neighbors-in-law!”

Ashlyn was always gunning for Matty and me to couple up. It was this fantasy she had—that the four of us would fit in this perfect way, a puzzle made from only her favorite pieces. The most ludicrous thing about it was, for a while, she was getting her wish. The same day she asked Kyle to Winter Formal, Matty asked me. I didn’t have a reason not to, so I said yes. And then Matty and I just tumbled into each other. We weren’t Ashlyn and Kyle, who were taking steady and measured steps into a relationship. We were apart, and as swiftly as flipping a page, we were together.

Until WinterFest happened and I screwed up again.

Three months later and Ashlyn still didn’t know about that. All she did know was that I ended it with Matty the week following WinterFest because “I wasn’t ready for a relationship”—which was sort of true; I had broken the Boy Ban early—and that things were weird between Kyle and me because he was staying loyal to his cousin, which was also sort of true. Keeping that many truths from her was agony, but it was the least I deserved.

“I just want everyone to be happy,”Ashlyn said as she considered the Party Town loot.

“In that case”—I dropped off the stool, my flip-flops slapping the tiled floor—“I’ll go return this stuff.”

“You will?”

“Yes,” I whined, joking, like it was the hardest thing in the world, like the bags each weighed fifty pounds and I would have to carry them back in my teeth. “For you, anything. Remember?”

But I kept the orange lei for myself and wore it until, after a raging sugar high from too much punch, Ashlyn made Kyle wear it. Supposedly, he had it on for the rest of the night, but I only stuck around long enough to catch Ashlyn placing it around his neck as he smiled bashfully.

I KNOW THE Montiels invited us both, but it feels like Zoë has attached herself to me barnacle style. She’s everywhere I am lately, impossible to shake off. It’s also hard to resist telling her she’s preparing the salad all wrong. Once Ashlyn became a vegetarian, she was especially invested in dinner salads. And she never cut the tomatoes like that.

“So where’s Mr. Montiel?” Zoë asks, wiping tomato goo from the cutting board.

Ashlyn’s mom dries her hands on a dish towel, then hands Zoë more vegetables to massacre. “Out at the market with Tyler, buying charcoal for the grill,” she says.

I smile a little from my spot against the doorjamb. Tyler, who’s only eight, must be thrilled. He loves cold-night cookouts. Mr. Montiel is always doing stuff like this in the winter, grilling outside, even opening the pool. “You can’t stop doing things you love just because the outside world is telling you different,” he’d say.

It’s nice that hasn’t changed when everything else has.

“Thanks for having us over tonight,” I say, finally stepping into the kitchen.

“It’s our pleasure,” Mrs. Montiel says. “And you’re more than welcome here any time, especially while your parents are away.”

Ashlyn didn’t look much like her mom, except for the grassy green eyes. That’s how my mom’s been rating Mrs. Montiel’s progress over the past few months; her eyes. Dark circles? Bad day. Bloodshot? Worse day. But now they’re the tiniest bit rimmed in red, which I’m hoping means at least a slightly-better-than-bad day.

I clutch the cuffs of my sweatshirt. “That’s really generous, but you wouldn’t believe how busy we are this week. We’ll hardly have time to eat at home.”

Zoë glances at me, puzzled. It’s not completely false—there’s cheer practice and homework and probably something in our house that needs a thorough cleaning. Lots of things to stop me from coming back here next week.

Mrs. Montiel slings the towel over the sink. “Have your mom and dad checked in with you yet?”

“Right when they landed in LA,” I say. “The ship is leaving tomorrow, so we won’t hear from them until they reach Cabo on Sunday.”

Although the connection is excruciatingly slow, not to mention expensive, my parents still considered calling us from the cruise ship. Then my dad read a horror story about some guy racking up a thousand-dollar phone bill because he’d called outside of the proper zones. The debate ended there. “Good to know what our safety’s worth to you,” I’d said to him. “Your safety is priceless until we’re in international waters,” he’d said back. So Mom and Dad will only be in contact once they make port in Mexico and find free wifi.

Mrs. Montiel grabs a bowl of rinsed-off raw chicken. She stares into it, then smiles weakly at me. “I never thought I’d miss seeing all of Ashlyn’s tofu in the fridge.”

I smile back. I think. I’m too numb and nauseated to know for sure.

She places the bowl on the counter. “Would you mind sitting with me?” she says to us, walking over to their butcher-block table. Her back is straight but her shoulders seem loose, so her body language is one big mixed message. “I was going to wait until we were having dinner, but this feels like a good time.”

My heart pounds hard, just once, like the last emphatic beat of a song. “What’s going on?”

Without a word, Zoë obediently takes a seat opposite Mrs. Montiel. I follow, a little slower, so frozen I’m convinced my knees will splinter when I sit, but they don’t.

Once I hit the padded cushion, Mrs. Montiel flattens her palms against the wooden tabletop. “You know that some of Ashlyn’s organs were donated when she passed. And that we—Mr. Montiel, Tyler, and I—wrote a letter so that we could contact her recipients.”

Beside me, Zoë nods.

Matty read the letter at Ashlyn’s funeral. Afterward, everyone talked about how lovely it was, and how brave the Montiels were, reaching out to the recipients like that. I’d mostly tried not to think of it.

“Well, we haven’t told this to many people”—suddenly, Mrs. Montiel’s smile is a glow, like its own light source—“but out of the seven, three of them wrote back.”

“Three!” My sister leans forward, entranced. “Who are they? Are they all young? Are they all girls?”

“Zoë,” I hiss. “Don’t be nosy.”

“Oh, no, it’s fine.” Mrs. Montiel tilts her head at Zoë. “Sonia was the first to write back. And then there was Ethan, who’s only ten years old. And Freddie, who’s . . . considerably older than that.”

She starts listing facts about each of them: Ethan likes animals and has part of Ashlyn’s liver. Freddie is planning a vacation to Australia and New Zealand. I shove my fingers under my thighs so I won’t plug my ears shut.

“How often do you write to each other?” Zoë asks.

“Whenever we can.” Mrs. Montiel’s face is bright, as if she just got back from getting a facial or something. “After our initial letters, we had to communicate through the transplant center. But now that some time has passed, we’re not required to do that anymore. So we decided that we’d like to contact each other separately.”

“That’s amazing,” I say, because it’s what you say when you’re ready for a conversation to be over.

“I don’t get it.” Zoë furrows her brow. “What’s the difference?”

“Basically,” Mrs. Montiel starts, “we’re able to share more with each other now. Our notes had to be filtered through the donor organization. They’re very strict about people disclosing private information, so we couldn’t say where we live or anything too personal. But we all felt ready to take the next step. So recently we started emailing. Maybe we’ll even talk on the phone one day.”

Zoë hops in her chair. “Seriously? That’s very cool! Right, Cloudy?”

“Yeah, very cool,” I add, then clear my achy throat.

“What do you guys talk about?” Zoë pokes at her glasses. “Anything juicy?”

“No deep-down secrets yet,” Mrs. Montiel laughs. “But Ethan’s mom told me he’s acting in a play. It’s the first time he’s felt healthy enough to participate in an extracurricular activity.”

My skin goes rigid, like it’s made of tiny pieces of metal that have all suddenly snapped together.

“And I did get one extremely exciting piece of news about Sonia today.”

Instantly, without wanting to, I recall the Sonia trivia she dispensed a minute ago: twenty-eight-year-old receptionist, with a dog, and Ashlyn’s heart.

There’s glee in Mrs. Montiel’s voice. “She sent us a wedding invitation.”

Zoë gasps. “She’s getting married?”

“Her fiancé proposed after the transplant. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“It’s so romantic! Will you go?”

“Unfortunately, no. It was too short notice,” she says, her tone gentle. “But it was kind of her to invite us. Don’t you think so, Cloudy?”

My fingers curl around the edge of the stool. Somewhere in my mind, I’m aware it is really kind. But I can’t breathe enough air to say what I’m thinking out loud, so I just smile and nod.

Bing-bing-bing!

“Shoot,” Mrs. Montiel says, bending back to look at the oven. “I forgot I was preheating that and I haven’t even gotten the biscuit recipe from the printer.”

“I’ll grab it,” I say, darting up.

As I rush from the room, Zoë’s and Mrs. Montiel’s spirited chatter bites at my feet.

I knew about the recipients. I figured that they were out there, somewhere in the world, walking around. They weren’t supposed to have names and interests and futures.

Flicking the light on in the Montiels’ office, I cross the room to the family computer, the printer right next to it. They both sit on the desk that faces a picture window overlooking the backyard. If I press my face to the glass, I’ll be able to see Matty’s basketball hoop in the Ocies’ driveway next door on the right. But it’s so dark outside, all that’s visible in the glass is my reflection.

The biscuit recipe is waiting in the printer tray. When I reach over to grab it, I knock the mouse aside with my wrist, jolting the computer from sleep mode. The monitor blinks back on, revealing Mrs. Montiel’s inbox. Revealing Sonia’s email.

It’s not even that long. A few short paragraphs that transformed Mrs. Montiel, if not completely, then just enough. Contacting the recipients is filling in some part of her, maybe in a way nothing else can.

Kyle flits through my mind. There was no hiding the little bit of lost in his expression earlier today. I didn’t do much for him after Ashlyn died, but what if I can give him some kind of evidence now that not everything sucks? Not for everyone, anyway, and that counts for something. If it’s helping Ashlyn’s mom, it might help him.

I twist to check the doorway, listening closely for the sound of someone nearby.

The subject line of Sonia’s email says: YOU’RE INVITED! And I don’t know why, exactly, but I speed-read through her wedding plans, the Las Vegas hotel her fiancé, Paco, picked out, absorbing more details I don’t want in my head. And I feel guilty for only a moment before clicking print.

THE THING IS, you don’t just pull up to a guy’s house, present him with stolen documents, and expect him to perk up. Not guys like Kyle, anyway. He might be horrified that I printed out emails from these three organ recipients without the Montiels’ permission. And he might not care that Sonia is getting married or that Ethan is in a community theater play this weekend. All of that could mean nothing to him, because all that matters is his girlfriend isn’t here. What if it makes him worse?

“Oh my God,” my sister grumbles from the hallway. She waves her phone around as she stomps into my room. “We left the Montiels’ an hour ago, and this thing’s been ringing nonstop since. It’s like it’s having a seizure.”

I take the Dum Dums from the Target bag, then rip open their plastic packaging. Crisis or not, gift basket production stops for no one. “Don’t make fun of seizures,” I tell her flatly.

“Why are fund-raisers always so chaotic? My instructions in that email were incredibly clear.”

“You’re the one who wanted to manage twenty-two cheerleaders.” I sprinkle the candy around the basket, then carefully arrange the faux daffodils around the pencils with pom-pom toppers.

“I still do.” The mattress creaks as Zoë flops on my bed. She’s up on her knees, checking out my lineup of small cacti on the windowsill. “But I wasn’t prepared for how needy you all are,” she laughs.

I roll my eyes, but my own phone buzzes before I can say anything.

It’s a text from Matty. I reread it about four billion times.

Kyle didn’t show at the bowling alley tonight. I had to go find him. He was home. In bed.

Quickly, I type out a message back. Is he ok?

He’s Kyle.

Are YOU ok?

Pissed off.

Damn.

It’s one thing to skip a pep rally—weird in itself for Kyle—but he is completely devoted to the guys on the team. He wouldn’t miss a night out with them. Matty being mad at him is even more bizarre. I’ve seen Matty angry a handful of times, and while it was usually Xbox-related, it was never Kyle-related.

Wanna talk?

Still out with everyone. Just wanted to tell you, figured you’d get it.

I do, I write back immediately.

Okay. No more deliberation necessary.

Shooting up from the floor, I go straight to my sweatshirt. After printing out the emails, I stashed them in the front pouch pocket.

“What’s up?” Zoë is on her stomach, assessing me. “You look . . . anxious.”

I realize I’ve been clutching the printouts and chewing my lip. “Do you mind if I leave for a few minutes?”

“You’re going out? For what?”

“Not anything fun.” I shove my arms into the shirt, then pull it over my head. “I need to drop something off.”

“Where?”

I roll the papers into a tube. “First,” I warn, pointing it at her, “you cannot say a word about this to anyone.”

She straightens up. “Whoa.”

“Second, if you do say a word about this, I will duct tape you to a chair and leave you at a local children’s beauty pageant.”

“All right.”

I drop down beside her and unroll the papers, smoothing them on my lap. “I printed these out earlier at Ashlyn’s. They’re from the organ recipients.”

Zoë looks up at me, her eyes big, and takes the pages. “You’re not allowed to do that.”

“That’s why you can’t say anything. But I thought—I think Kyle’s having a hard time lately. Maybe these will make him feel better. They might prove that something not-terrible came out of this or something.”

She doesn’t comment, just starts reading each email, “They all live kind of close to each other. I wonder if they’ve met.”

“What?”

“Well, Ethan’s family must live near Sacramento if his play is at the Sacramento Children’s Theater.” She shuffles through the other papers, her eyes running across them. “This guy, Freddie, mentioned his new house in Palm Springs. And I don’t know where Sonia’s from, but she said they’re driving down to Las Vegas, so it can’t be that far.”

Zoë reaches for her phone and opens the map app. “Oh, wait. Palm Springs is farther south than I thought,” she says, thumbing down California. When she zooms in to the cluster of cities near LA, my eyes catch on Santa Monica, nestled right on the coast.

“That’s where Jade lives,” I say, waving a finger at the map as Zoë scrolls to the east.

“See?” She zooms out enough to show Nevada and part of Oregon. “They still form this wonky triangle. So it’s possible that they’ve met. Or will meet.” She presses her lips together. “I mean, I’d want to, if I were them. It’s like they all have a little bit of the same person inside them.”

My heart beats faster and faster, trying to tell me something.

I’m up again, pacing my room, hoping the motion will help shake the pieces into place. Of course Zoë’s right; the recipients do have a little bit of Ashlyn in them—that’s the whole point of showing the emails to Kyle. But what I didn’t consider was how close they are to each other. Which is not so far from us.

I grab her phone. There are 437 miles between Bend and Sacramento, a seven-hour drive.

“We can go,” I say to Zoë. “We can go and find them.”

She stills, then swings her legs around into a sitting position. “You don’t have their addresses. And even if you find out, isn’t that illegal?”

I scratch the back of my head. “They won’t know who we are. We probably won’t even talk to them. But we can go to Ethan’s play tomorrow, and there’s Sonia’s wedding. We’ll blend in if we’re sitting with everyone else.” Then, because I know it’ll clinch it for her, I say, “Remember that movie Owen told you about?”

Zoë’s eyes sparkle. “Maybe they’re all like Ashlyn now!”

I smile a little because it sort of seems possible—not that it is possible, that the recipients are suddenly like Ashlyn. But a few hours ago, they barely existed, and now they’re points on a map.

The lightness in my chest turns tight. “Forget it. You can’t be alone while Kyle and I leave town for an entire week.”

Her face freeze-frames for a moment, then thaws out, but only slightly. “Alone?”

“Mom and Dad are gone. You’d be stranded here on your own.”

Zoë’s flustered; it’s how she gets when she’s working to make a point. “I know how to take care of myself, Cloudy,” she tells me, rushing the words out.

“How? By walking a mile back and forth to the market?”

“Someone needs to water your plants.”

Our closest family lives in Redmond, but it’s not like I can tell them I’m crossing state lines without supervision and without my sister. Zoë would need assistance of the non-blood-related kind.

Matty comes to mind first. I’m sure he’d keep an eye on Zoë, but I don’t want to unload any more on him when he’s had his share lately. Other friends and acquaintances like Lita and Izzy pop into my head, but they’re dismissed just as quickly. The only person I’d put my faith in is Ashlyn and, needless to say, this would not be an issue if she were available to babysit.

I cannot believe I’m doing this. “You sure you’ll be okay if I go?”

“Of course,” Zoë says. Her eyes are the same deep brown as Mom’s, introspective but sharp. “This is a you-and-Kyle thing. And I can’t wait to hear about Sonia’s wedding.”

“Let’s not get too excited. None of this will matter if Kyle says no.”

Plucking my phone from the carpet, I key up Kyle’s contact info. We exchanged numbers when we were lab partners, in case of a biology emergency, but texted only a handful of times. As I press the call button, I don’t even hope for his voice mail.

He answers; his voice is gruff.

“Kyle. Hi.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I slide onto my desk chair. “Everything okay with you?”

“I guess.”

Complete awkward silence, just like in Target, but this time I can hear him breathing. “I was wondering if you were busy tomorrow.”

“Um . . .”

“There’s this play I really want to see”—I grimace at Zoë, who is nodding supportively—I should’ve come up with a better pitch than this—“but it’s not exactly local, and there’s no way my car can make it. And since you said you wanted to get out of here for a bit, I thought you could do me a favor. By driving. And I’ll pay for gas and stuff, obviously.”

Oh God. Drowning is probably less painful.

My mouth goes completely dry as I wait for Kyle’s questions: Why should I? What play? Where is it? Why would I go anywhere with you? How long will we be gone? Why would I do you a favor? Why why why?

Because I owe you this much, I tell him, but not out loud.

I brace myself as he takes another breath. And then he says, “I’m in.”





Kyle

Ever since the bizarre phone call I got last night, the same four words have been running on repeat through my brain:

What

Am

I

Doing?

It’s ten hours later, and I still don’t have an answer. Not one that makes sense.

Fresh snow fell overnight and it’s still below freezing outside, and yet when I turn down Cloudy’s street, she’s waiting on the sidewalk. She asked me to pick her up at “eight thirtyish,” and it’s 8:34 a.m. You can’t get any more “ish” of eight thirty, so she must be impatient to get on the road. Either that, or she hoped keeping me off her porch would also make me forget she yelled at me last time I was here: “Get over yourself! Not everything is your problem to fix!”

As if I’ll ever forget that.

Bundled up in her sky-blue coat, Cloudy is holding a large gift basket. She has a duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a bulky pink cloud-print pillow tucked under her other arm. I park by the curb, and as I rush to meet her, the words “Sorry I’m late” come out of my mouth—even though I’m not. (Late, that is. The sorry part remains to be seen.)

I carefully take the basket from her. Most often, when we make eye contact, she frowns and glances elsewhere in a hurry, but this time, her expression is filled with so much I’m-happy-to-see-you, I’m the one who has to look away as I fumble the basket and almost drop it onto the snow.

“You’re not late,” she says, tucking back a few rusty blond strands that already came loose from her bun. “I did promise to drop off that tool of bribery at Lita Tamsin’s this morning so she can add the finishing touches before tonight’s fund-raiser. But I’ve padded in extra time, and we’ll get to Sacramento before the play at six o’clock no matter what.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

Truly, I have no idea why Cloudy wants to see a play all the way in Sacramento or why, out of the blue, she’s decided I’m the person who should go with her, but I’m not going to question it right now. Leaving this frigid weather behind for a day and (much more importantly) showing my dad exactly what it looks like when I get out of the house is too good to pass up. A break from Matty would be considered a bonus, too, but he won’t be bugging me until later anyway. Every Saturday morning by this time, he’s heading up to Mount Bachelor to snowboard all day. I haven’t heard from him since he left my house last night, so he obviously got a ride from someone else.

I open the back door and set Cloudy’s gift basket on the seat. But when I turn to take the rest of her stuff, she’s already made her way to the rear of the vehicle and is lifting the hatch.

“Oh!” she says.

I join her. Side by side, we stare down at my kitten, who’s lying on top of the panda pillow and is surrounded by a disposable litter box, fuzzy toys, and bowls of water and food that I’m hoping won’t spill. The kitten gives an inquisitive, growly, “Mrroww?”

“This must be the ‘complicated’ cat you were talking about yesterday,” Cloudy says.

“Yeah. But things are pretty much noncomplicated now that my dad knows about her.” He seemed glad, too, like me bringing home a stray animal was an encouraging sign. (Not that I told him what I’d been doing before I found her or exactly what it was that prompted me to bring her home.) “I found her in a parking lot the other day. Her name’s Arm.”

Cloudy jerks her head up. “Arm? As in, A-R-M?”

My face gets hot under her gaze. I settled on the weird name last night, not thinking about how Cloudy would recognize right off that “Arm” is Ashlyn’s initials spelled out. “It’s short for”—I consider for a second—“Armadillo.”

She lifts her eyebrows and I can’t tell whether she believes me. “And . . . Armadillo is coming with us?”

“That was my plan.” My heart beats faster. Is she spotting the similarities between Ashlyn and this black-haired, green-eyed kitten? “I hope you aren’t allergic.”

Cloudy watches Arm for a few seconds more and then gives a small shake of her head. “I’m not allergic. And this will be an adventure. Just think,” she says, in a teasing voice, “millions of boring humans go on road trips without cats. Total losers. All of them.”

We both laugh a little. I don’t want this to be awkward, but it is.

I close the hatch and motion to Cloudy that we should set her stuff on the backseat. “Is it still called a ‘road trip’ if it’s only for one day?” I nod toward her duffel bag. “And what’s all this you’re bringing? A pillow and a week’s worth of outfits?”

“It might be hot down there.” A hint of panic rises in her voice. “And we don’t know what we’ll want to wear. You packed clothes, too, right? Like we talked about last night?”

“Yup.” I have my coat on and am wearing last year’s baseball hoodie over a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. I also brought along shorts and a T-shirt to change into. From this not-so-new invention called “the Weather Channel app,” I found out Sacramento is supposed to get up to the low seventies. It’s more than forty degrees warmer than here, and it’ll be comfortable—definitely not the Phoenix-during-July type of misery that, for some weird reason, she seems to have planned for.

After we’ve loaded her things in and taken our seats, Cloudy says, “Once we drop the basket off with Lita, we can grab breakfast to eat on the road, if you want.”

“Sure.” I reach behind my seat for the bag of snacks I bought on my way here. “I got a few things for later, too. Still your favorite?” I ask, holding out a package of sour gummy worms.

She gives me a look like . . . I don’t know. Like she’s amazed I would remember. The truth is, while she was always chowing down on sour gummy worms next to me in bio sophomore year (even on the day when I had to dissect a real worm by myself because she felt so bad for it), I kind of had a crush on her. She had some college boyfriend at the start of the year, and after it ended Matty was biding his time, so I knew I didn’t stand a chance. But I do still remember what it was like when getting to talk to her was a cool part of my day.

“Still my favorite.” Cloudy accepts the candy from me. “What about you? Still addicted to Junior Mints?”

In answer, I show her the white-and-green king-sized box I bought this morning and ripped into first thing.

We smile at each other and it’s nice. Maybe everything else has changed since back when Cloudy and I used to be friends, but I’m glad there’s this one tiny thing we each know about the other that’s still true.

AT CROW’S FEET Commons, there’s always an herby-skunky pot scent that hangs in the air—even at nine in the morning when no one’s outside sneaking a joint. I kind of hold my breath against it while Cloudy and I make our way across the slushy sidewalk with food and coffees.

Beside me, Cloudy groans. “Don’t you hate that bullshit slogan?”

I assume she’s talking about something for WinterFest. It’s everywhere right now. With the onslaught of posters and flyers and cashiers all over town trying to sell discounted admission buttons, the reminders about Bend’s winter festival extravaganza next weekend are inescapable. I’m surprised Cloudy would want to chat about it with me, but maybe this is a good thing. Maybe we can have a casual WinterFest conversation and the whole mess that happened there last year will officially be behind us.

I scan the huge banner flapping overhead. “There’s a slogan?”

“Not up there. In front of us.”

This time, I follow her glare to a sticker on the back window of a parked sedan: “My Life Is Better than Your Vacation ~Bend, Oregon.”

Now I sigh, too. Partly because I’d braced myself for nothing, but mostly because the sticker is bullshit.

I mean, I get the meaning behind it. Central Oregon is a vacation area for people from all over the state and beyond. The ski season here lasts six months a year, and it’s sunny most of the time (even on cold days). In warmer weather, there are tons of spots for hiking, biking, kayaking, fishing, golfing, rock climbing, caving, and just about every other outdoor activity imaginable. Being surrounded by mountains, rivers, lakes, and waterfalls in our regular lives and not only while on vacation is cool, but I don’t get why some of the residents are so smug about it.

“Sedona is a tourist town, too. Probably more than here,” I say to Cloudy. “But the vibe in Arizona is like, ‘Please visit, enjoy yourself, spend lots of money, and come back again.’ In Bend it’s more like, ‘This is rad, and if you don’t live here, then get the hell out.’”

“Because freezing our asses off for the majority of the year is so brag-worthy. For the record, I am determined to always have a better vacation than that person’s life.”

I chuckle. “Exotic Sacramento, here we come.”

“Yes!” She touches her cup to mine and the gentle collision of our lids makes a clunk sound.

As we approach my vehicle, “I Touch Myself,” starts up on my phone. I stop to read Matty’s text: Hey, maybe this would be a good thing to check out? FindYourTruth.com

I click the link and a site appears offering “powerful seminars to help you FIND YOUR TRUTH.” The words depression and grief pop out at me. I close the browser and tuck my phone away in a hurry.

Cloudy recognized the ringtone; Matty’s mission in life is to download that song onto the phone of every Earth inhabitant, so it might be on hers, too. She’s watching me, maybe expecting that I’m about to tell her what he wanted. Instead, I peek in at Arm, still asleep on her Pillow Pet. “You think she’s going to be okay back here all day?”

Before Cloudy can answer, a loud voice interrupts with: “Well, if it isn’t Miss Teen Royal Galaxy Cheerleader herself! We meet again.”

We both turn as Jacob Tamsin slams the door of his red Chevy truck—the same red truck I was parked behind while Cloudy left the basket with Jacob’s sister, Lita.

Dressed for snowboarding, Jacob strolls over in the slouching, cocky way he has. Unsurprisingly, he keeps his eyes on Cloudy and ignores me. By Jacob’s perspective, he “had” to play second base last season because I “stole” the shortstop position from him. By my perspective, he’s a dick. Acknowledging each other is something we avoid equally.

“‘Miss Teen Royal Galaxy Cheerleader’?” Cloudy scrunches her nose. “That’s so . . . snooty-sounding.”

“Because you are. You’re Bend High’s most princessy princess.”

“That means so much to me coming from our douchiest douche.”

Jacob smirks. It’s the only version of a smile that halfway works on him. As Ashlyn pointed out, Jacob’s yearbook picture last year was disturbing: it was as if he was mimicking what he thinks smiling looks like from having seen other people do it. “A douche is something girls put up their hoo-hahs, right? So I should take it as a compliment?”

“You really shouldn’t.” Cloudy smiles extra sweetly. “They’re considered unnecessary and harmful to women. Just like you. Now what do you want?”

“To get some grub before me and Quincy head up to the mountain.” He stares into my backseat. “But since I saw you here, I thought I’d congratulate you on your big-deal magazine interview. Lita won’t stop blabbing about it. It’s great that hopping around in short skirts is finally getting you girls the recognition you deserve.”

Cloudy ditches her fake smile in an instant.

I have no clue what magazine interview he’s talking about, but Cloudy’s likely to explode at any second. She owns a T-shirt that reads, “Not a Sport? Meet Me at the Mat” to shut down anyone who says cheerleaders aren’t real athletes.

“Did you learn nothing last weekend?” Cloudy asks him. “Because if half a bottle of maple syrup didn’t do it”—she holds her drink up high and takes a step toward him—“this time I’m happy to pour an entire latte in your hair.”

“Always so violent,” Jacob mutters.

Matty told me about Cloudy’s revenge when Jacob sexually harassed one of the other cheerleaders at last week’s pancake breakfast fund-raiser. Cloudy can always hold her own against him (against anyone, really), but she shouldn’t have to. “Just back off, Tamsin,” I say. “Cloudy, are you ready to go?”

“Definitely.”

I open the passenger’s-side door and she leans in to set her drink in a cup holder.

“Hey, what up, K.O.,” Jacob says, as if he’s just noticed me. “Glad you have it in you to finally crawl out of your cave, since you couldn’t be bothered last night to do it for your team.”

And with that, he ambles off.

THE MUSIC’S PLAYING on random and the heat’s on high. I’ve been driving, not long. (Fifteen minutes.) I’ve been speaking, not much. (Three sentences.) I’ve been eating, nonstop. (Breakfast sandwich first, then Junior Mints.)

With every passing mile marker, the snow on the side of the highway is getting thicker and thicker, and I’m becoming more and more pissed at my cousin. Obviously, Matty went back to the bowling alley with Tyrell last night and complained to everyone about me.

In the passenger seat, Cloudy’s been quiet while spooning up her oatmeal with berries, but as she turns the music all the way down, I sense our nonconversing time is about to come to an end. Silently, I beg: Don’t speak, don’t speak, don’t speak.

“I’m so hungry, I could eat an antler!” she announces.

“Um, okay? I brought beef jerky and—”

“You haven’t heard of Eat the Alphabet? It’s a road-trip game Zoë and I have played for years. We take turns. Letter by letter. I did A. Antler. Now you could say, ‘I’m so hungry, I could eat an antler and a battery.’ Or whatever you want that starts with B. Then I’ll be like, ‘I’m so hungry, I could eat an antler, a battery, and a chrysanthemum.’ We have to memorize and say the words in order until we get to Z.”

“Okay.” I don’t especially want to play a game or talk or do anything other than drive while music plays, but I need to snap out of my bad mood. “I’m so hungry, I could eat an antler, a battery, a chrysanthemum, and a . . . douchey ball player.”

Cloudy laughs. “God. Jacob is the worst. I don’t know how Lita can stand sharing DNA with him.”

“Yeah.”

It comes out exactly how I didn’t want it to: sulky.

“What’s wrong? You’re not letting him get to you, are you?”

“No,” I say. “I don’t care about Jacob. It just sucks that Matty was complaining about me to him.”

“He didn’t. Matty would never do that.”

Cloudy doesn’t even know what happened, but she sure is quick to defend him.

“I know he did. I was supposed to meet the guys at the bowling alley last night. I wasn’t up for it, so Matty busted into my room, yelling about how I’m always freaking him out and letting him down. And now today, Jacob’s talking about me not leaving my cave. Gee, I wonder where he heard that from.”

“I think Matty told him the truth. You decided to stay home. And Jacob came up with the rest on his own. Because Matty wouldn’t have complained about you or tried to make you sound—”

“Depressed?” The seminar link he texted pops into my head. “Miserable? Pathetic? I think he might.”

She lets out a loud breath. “Kyle, no. He just . . . he worries about you.”

I side-eye her. She’s biting her bottom lip and staring at her lap.

That’s when it hits me: she knows. Cloudy knows exactly what Matty said about me because she heard it. From Matty. And suddenly her out-of-the-blue invitation to California isn’t so out of the blue.

Anger pulses through me. “This trip today. It was his idea, wasn’t it? He filled you in about our argument last night. He asked you to get me out of the house and cheer me up or whatever.”

“This has nothing to do with him,” she says, shaking her head. “Unless you told him, he doesn’t know anything about it.”

“Look. I’m not stupid. Before yesterday, you hadn’t really talked to me since, when? A few days after WinterFest? That’s, like, fifty-one weeks. Why do you suddenly want to hang out with me now?”

“Like I told you”—her voice gets sharper with every word—“my car wouldn’t make it. And you said at Target you wanted to get away, so I figured it was win-win.”

I don’t respond. I can’t. I’d let myself believe she asked me to do this because she actually wanted to. What an idiot.

After several seconds of silence, Cloudy says, “Fine. Believe whatever you want, but I’m not lying.”

“Right. Because you never lie.”

She turns, glaring at me. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Come on. The whole thing at last year’s WinterFest. You lied to Matty. You lied to Ashlyn.”

“So did you.”

“You’re right. And what did I get out of it? You stayed friends with both of them, and treated me like what happened was my fault.” Words are bursting out of me now. Words I never thought I’d be saying to her. “But the fact is, you kissed me and—”

“I would have kissed anyone that night!”

“I know!” My heart is hammering now. “It was a complete accident. It had nothing to do with me. You’ve said it all before. And I get it. So why—”

“Kyle, stop. Please. I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Haven’t we not talked about it for long enough? We kept it a secret because it meant nothing, right? And it wouldn’t have done Ashlyn and Matty any good to know. But then you stopped speaking to me. Why? And what’s changed all of a sudden? If you needed a ride to California, why not ask one of your actual friends? Like, you know, Matty.”

Instead of answering my question, she reaches over, cranks up the music, crosses her arms over her chest, and turns to face the window.

Clamping my mouth shut, I stay focused straight ahead as we pass a sign for La Pine.

I could turn the car around. I should turn around. But Dad wants me out of the house, I’m definitely not ready to deal with Matty, and I need to experience some warm California weather now more than ever. So I keep driving south even as these four words repeat in my brain:

This

Is

A

Mistake.





NORTHERN CALIFORNIA







Dear Paige,

My name is Ethan. I am ten years old. My mom said I can write to you and she will write to you.

I was sick so I got a new liver. I am getting better. It was part of Ashlyns liver that I got. She sounds nice and I like animals to. I like dogs and I like wolfs the best. I also like drawing and comics.

I want to say thank you to you and your family for my new liver and I hope you will not be sad.

From Ethan





Cloudy

We’d wanted to get drunk, and WinterFest was as good a time as any.

It’s always in February; the first outdoor festival after a long, frigid few months, and the whole town comes out for it. There’s this eagerness to everyone, like we’re ready to burst, and I felt it, too, especially last year. After wallowing over the cheer team not qualifying for Nationals—which had been a couple of weeks earlier—not to mention everything else, I needed to have fun and forget for a while. So when Lita and Izzy proposed the idea, I went with it. Enthusiastically.

We’d camped beside the amphitheater, waiting for the bands to start playing. There was already a huge crowd on the main lawn, and farther behind us, booths were set up with fire pits, local shop owners selling food, and people showing off their boarding skills on the snow imported from Mount Bachelor. The moon was a shiny silver and the wind was whipping off the Deschutes River. The alcohol was helping with the cold, though. That was the one and only part of the plan: to sneak it in, mixed with juice, in our travel thermoses—and not get so hammered that we got caught.

Izzy mentioned Ashlyn once, to see if she was joining us, and I quickly waved it off. Ashlyn was somewhere at WinterFest with Kyle, I’d told her. They’d casually dated up until Formal, and a few days after, Kyle had asked Ashlyn to be his girlfriend. So Ashlyn was occupied that night. Ashlyn didn’t need to forget.

My eyes went heavy and pinched, like I would cry right there. I didn’t want to be that person, someone who wished her best friend away, whose muscles clenched at the thought of her best friend’s happiness. It felt like a turning point, a place I could never come back from. So I took another gulp to get the bitter taste out of my mouth, and hoped I wouldn’t remember feeling that way the next morning. But then I got hungry—and annoyed that my teammate Danielle had shown up and been a total sober downer.

It was while I was waiting in line for homemade pretzels that I lazily glanced to my right and saw Kyle. He was only a few feet from me, around the corner of a large canvas tent and out of the crowd, staring down at his phone. His other hand was in his pocket, and it was probably warm. I thought if I held it, I’d be able to touch the tiny scar on his knuckle, and he could—

My brain yelled at me to ignore him.

Except the rum had snipped any connection between my body and my brain—and the truth was, I really, really wanted to talk to him. We hadn’t done much of that since our teacher switched up our class’s lab partner assignments at the beginning of January. Standing there, it felt right to go to him, like I had the power to be okay near him. So I scurried over, swerving around a small group until I stood opposite him in the shadow of the tent.

“HEY!”

Kyle started at the noise. “Cloudy,” he said sharply. “Where did you come from?”

“I’ve been waiting in the looooooongest—” I gasped. “Oh, shit, I got out of my line.”

He barked a laugh. “I guess so.”

I sighed, jerking a thumb over my shoulder. “I was standing in the pretzel line and then I saw you and . . . now I’m not standing in the pretzel line.”

He was watching me, his eyes narrowed. “Have you been drinking?” he whispered.

Cupping my hands around my mouth, I said in a perfect—at least I’d thought so—impersonation of our biology teacher, “A-plus for observation, Mr. Ocie.”

He held up his phone, smiling. “That explains why you never answered your boyfriend’s texts.”

“Oops.” By then, Matty and I had been together for over a month. And it’s not like he was a consolation. Matty was fun and hot and actually into me.

I spotted a row of folding chairs lined up against the tent and hopped on top of one, the seat shaking under my feet. “I left my phone with Lita.”

“Well, he’s been attempting to tell you he’s running late. And Ashlyn’s in this never-ending bathroom line,” he said, glancing down at his phone again. “We’re supposed to meet up near the ice sculptures. If she gets out before spring.”

We’re, I’d thought. Ten days as a couple, and he and Ashlyn were already, officially, a We. My stomach curdled, but the sensation passed quickly, and I was back to being fine. Why didn’t people drink rum all the time?

“Yeah, this place,” I said. “More like LineFest, right?”

I paused, absorbing my joke, then giggled. A lot. So much my face hurt, even though it didn’t register as pain. It made me bobble on the chair, and the toe of my boot slipped off the seat.

Kyle swooped in as I fell, his hands ready to spot me. He was the one looking up at me then, and it was borderline obnoxious that he was almost cuter from this angle. No, it was obnoxious, and I was abruptly enraged. This was his fault. If he’d only just liked me back. How difficult was it? To like me? It’s all hormones and firing neurons, so what the hell were wrong with his? Life would have been so much simpler, and not even all that different. This is how I imagined it: the Earth would continue to spin on its axis, and I wouldn’t be lying to my best friend, or dating someone I didn’t totally want to, or feeling guilty for noticing Kyle’s stupid, cute face.

Maybe I was drunker than I thought.

I pressed my heels into the metal seat to re-steady myself and studied his eyes. They were a deeper blue—not the in-between-blue-and-green color they normally were—as if they were reflecting off the night sky.

“You sure it’s safe to stay up there?” he said, surveying the chair.

I let my head drop; it weighed a thousand pounds. “Kyle, please. I stand on other people’s hands and get launched twenty feet into the air on a weekly basis. This is . . . pie.”

“Not that you’re bragging.”

“No, I was definitely bragging.”

“In that case, I think you mean it’s ‘cake.’ Not ‘pie.’ Unless you were going for ‘easy as pie.’”

I groaned. “Keep that up and your new lab partner will, for sure, stab you with a scalpel.”

“Sam was pretty enthusiastic with that crayfish last week.” He gave me a pointed look. “He believes dissecting on a computer isn’t as educational as the real thing.”

“Said every future serial killer ever.”

“Or maybe future surgeon.”

I scoffed, my head rearing back. “Like I believe anyone in our class could be a surgeon.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Kyle said, “So your theory is everyone in first-period bio will turn out to be a serial killer—including me.”

“I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”

“But excluding you, since you do the virtual dissection thing. That’s pretty convenient.”

“I don’t make the rules, Kyle!” I said, flinging my arms out wide, and when I did, my entire foot slid out from beneath me. This time, I reached out for Kyle’s shoulders just as he placed his hands on my waist.

“You okay?” he breathed, spooked.

I dug my nails into his coat. I didn’t want him to go—and what scared me most was that I dreaded Ashlyn ever showing up. “Uh-huh.”

My teeth stung from the cold, which meant I hadn’t stopped grinning the whole time, but Kyle was smiling, too. At me. He was so close; suddenly eye level when only a few seconds ago, I could see the top of his head.

That rightness wrapped me up again like a warm blanket, and I felt myself tipping forward, to him, a houseplant arcing toward a sunny window. And I kissed him, breathing in his Junior Mint-y exhale. I kissed him until I realized he wasn’t kissing me back. He was pulling away, his eyes panicked, checking if anyone had spotted what I’d done.

My arms dropped; my lungs shriveled up. “Don’t tell anyone” was all I said.

Then I bolted. Jumped right off the chair before he could give an apology or a rejection. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want either of us to even acknowledge how I’d massively wrecked this. So I’d avoided him and Ashlyn after that—and the only reason I hadn’t completely avoided Matty was so I could dump him.

Six days after I kissed him, Kyle rang my doorbell. He’d come over to talk about how worried Ashlyn was about me, and what was worse, he wanted to know if I was okay after what happened at WinterFest. I couldn’t let him believe that the kiss had meant anything, not when it could be erased if we ignored it.

We. Kyle and I were a We—and this was why. Because We had a secret.

So while we froze solid on my front porch, I told him to stay out of my business, that as far as I was concerned, the kiss never happened, and he was taking it all way too personally, anyway. He didn’t have to play peacemaker because there was nothing for him to come and fix. Everything was fine. And I was determined to keep it that way. I’d be a better friend; the kind Ashlyn deserved. Matty would get over the breakup soon enough, and Kyle would forget what happened.

Except Kyle clearly hasn’t forgotten. And now here we are.

Five hours in the somber-mobile.

Five hours of Kyle’s “Mood Disorders for Beginners” playlist. Except for one song that he purposely skips every time; one that opens with these earnest, twinkly piano chords. How he finds it any more unbearable than the rest is a mystery, but it’s not like I’m asking.

Five hours of basically no talking, aside from the occasional necessary “I need the bathroom” or “I have to stretch my legs before they shrivel.”

Five hours of those words bouncing around in my head, wondering how long they’ve been in his.

Because you never lie.

He thinks I’m a liar, and he said it out loud, so now it feels like a truth.

I was ready to deny it and instead the first thing that came out of my mouth was another lie. That’s what shut me up, smothered the outrage crackling through me. He was right. And something about being in his car, with its freakishly comfortable seats and dumb tree-shaped air freshener, made fighting with him impossible. I have lied. I am lying, whenever I don’t tell him why we’re actually on our way to Sacramento. But I’m hoping it won’t be the kind of lie that breaks everything apart.

The car slows and I check Kyle’s phone, where the GPS app is tracking our progress. We’re a couple-ish hours from Sacramento now—my time is running out. But if I’d come clean when he asked, just twenty minutes outside of Bend, he could have turned us right around. Then I’d go back to my house for the week and he’d go back to his. With the kitten.

Arm.

Like I’m falling for that Armadillo bullshit. There’s no question Kyle named her after Ashlyn. If anything, it proves that he needs to see the recipients for himself. The cat is an enormous sign. We’ve passed smaller billboards on I-5.

I risk a glance at Kyle. His anger—or whatever that was earlier—quickly simmered into that quiet, contemplative thing he does so well. As if he’s running on this hamster wheel inside his own mind. And I’m partially responsible for it. If I hadn’t defended Matty, Kyle wouldn’t have gotten so worked up. He wouldn’t now believe we pity him or swap stories behind his back. Or that we’re ganging up on him.

I slump lower in my seat.

How am I already losing control of this?

“You look the same from this side, you know.” It comes out louder than I want it to. Maybe I’ve forgotten how to use my vocal cords.

Kyle blinks twice at the windshield. “What?”

I clear my throat. “When we were lab partners, I always sat on your left side. I’m not used to seeing you from this angle.”

“Oh.” He places a palm over the heating vents. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“Anything’s possible.”

My heart bumps around my rib cage even as relief settles my nerves. He’s answering back, which hopefully means he hasn’t spent the entire ride counting the ways he hates me. But the silence between us returns in full force, and these few seconds might be worse than the entire five hours that came before them. I’m trying. Can’t he tell I’m trying?

Something hot prickles on my skin, the same aggravation from when he lashed out this morning. So I untie my bun, and coil it back up, and breathe through it. Giving him attitude now will only make things worse.

“Look, isn’t it too long a trip for us not to talk at all?”

Kyle pauses, then reaches over to turn down the music. “I’m not not talking to you. I’m just . . . driving. When I drive, I think.”

“About kicking me from a moving car?”

He smiles, but not enough to put me at ease. “Nothing that vicious.”

“Great.”

“I’m kidding.” His fingers curl around the steering wheel tightly before loosening up. “Cloudy, I didn’t mean all that before. I—”

“No, don’t. It’s fine.” I tap my armrest. “Let’s drop it.”

“I can’t drop it,” he says quickly, and it isn’t resentment—it sounds like part of an apology. “I’m not sure I function that way.”

I nod once, afraid of encouraging him to keep going. But he does.

“I was pissed about Matty—and Jacob is such an ass. But I couldn’t blow up at them, and you were sitting right there, so I blew up at you. I’m sorry; it wasn’t fair. And bringing up that stuff from last year wasn’t fair either.” He sighs again. “That’s all I wanted to say.”

I look out the passenger window as we zip by signs for towns I don’t recognize. Every second means we’re a littler farther away from Bend, and the thought makes something in my chest contract. I can’t tell if it’s a good feeling or not.

“Keeping WinterFest a secret, I did it for her,” I say quietly, my gaze stuck on the California plates of the cars that pass us. “And for Matty, and even for you, I guess. But I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

It’s not enough, but it’s all I have right now. Maybe we’ll go the rest of the way not talking, until I unload the whole story on him, and who knows what’ll happen then.

“Hey.”

When I turn my head to him, Kyle says, “You’re the same from this side, too.” And he’s smiling like that’s a good thing.

WE GET THERE earlier than expected, right around five-thirty. Even more time to come clean.

“Sacramento Children’s Theater?” Kyle asks, though the awning on the building pretty much clears up any confusion.

“I told you we were coming for a play.” I dig through my bag, looking for the email from Ethan’s mom. The last couple of hours in the car have been practically pleasant—despite the playlist—and I’m finally ready to tell Kyle. Not that I have a choice anymore.

Kyle swings the car into a long driveway that leads behind the theater. He pulls into a spot under a tree. “Is it for extra credit or something?”

Snorting, I say, “You think a teacher would give me extra credit for watching some kids in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs? In another state?”

Kyle shrugs stiffly, and I’m nervous his patience is running on low. Perhaps making him drive for seven hours, then mocking him, wasn’t the greatest warm-up.

I swivel in my seat to face him. “I need to tell you something, but if you yell at me again, your phone’s eating sidewalk.”

He chuckles, embarrassed. “I’m not going to yell at you.”

I fold my hands in my lap so I won’t fiddle with them. “Do you know anything about what happened after Ashlyn died? About her organs being donated?”

Everything about him goes still. So still his cells have probably stopped dividing. “I guess.” He’s staring at a candy wrapper in the center console. “I remember her parents mentioning it at the memorial service.”

“Apparently, they’ve been in contact with a few of the recipients. Including Ethan, the boy who got Ashlyn’s liver—well, some of it. I was over at the Montiels’ yesterday and I read an email from his mom saying he’s in this play.” I hold up the crinkled paper. “And I printed it out. Without telling anyone.”

His eyes meet mine. “Can you do that?”

Why is that everyone’s first reaction?

I lift my chin. “No, I can’t do that, but I did. And I couldn’t ignore this, not when we’re on break from school and Ethan’s so close.” Kyle’s undoubtedly about to disagree with my “so close” comment, so I jump in first. “I thought it would be cool to see him. And I thought you might think so, too.”

His eyebrows slant up in that way they do. “This is the email?” he asks, nodding at my hand. When I tell him it is, he reaches for it.

Suddenly, there’s too little air in here, so I open my door and wait outside. According to the dashboard, it’s sixty-four degrees out, but it feels warmer—anything feels warmer than Bend in February.

The back door of the theater is in clear view. Ethan’s probably already inside getting ready for his performance. I don’t know what he looks like. His mom may have sent the Montiels photos, but I couldn’t risk getting caught to search for them last night. Does he look different than he did before getting part of Ashlyn?

I fight every impulse to spy on Kyle. He deserves his privacy, but the longer he takes, the more likely he is to peel out and strand me here.

Finally, after an endless few minutes, Kyle’s door slams shut. He comes closer, but stops before reaching my side of the car. He’s not veiny or panting or anything, but he seems . . . shattered. Not completely, but something about him has definitely cracked. His face is flushed and his gaze is far away, as if he’s about to cry or already has. Regret and empathy seesaw inside me. I’ve had only one day more of knowing about the recipients, but I’ve been able to box up thoughts of them. Organizing them in a way I can deal with. Kyle’s different. How else did I expect him to react?

“This is for real,” he says, squinting.

I nod. “Are you all right?”

His mouth is open, like he’s rearranging the words in his mouth. “Yeah. I am. And this kid with Ashlyn’s—Ethan. He’s here?” Kyle gives his head a slight shake and gestures behind me. “In there?”

“You read that he’s playing Sneezy, right? And the play completely sucks—we did it in second grade—but his mom sounds pretty optimistic about it.”

His cap is off, and his blond hair picks up whatever light the early evening sun has left. I notice the email, all folded up, clenched between his fingers. “So this whole trip is about Ethan.”

“Partly,” I say, wishing I could see his eyes. “There are others nearby. But I wasn’t going to tell you that until later.”

“That’s why you brought a duffel bag. You packed for longer than a day.”

I bite my lip. “I packed for the possibility of longer than a day.”

“And this is why you asked me to take you, not your friends. Because—”

“Don’t be stupid; you know why I asked you.” I have to say it before he babbles out the truth—that he’s falling into a rut again. That Matty’s right: Kyle’s sadness is so obvious, and that’s why I’m going this far to help him. “It wouldn’t mean the same thing to someone else. Plus, my car really couldn’t have made it.”

Kyle lifts his arms, placing his hands on his head, and when his eyes do meet mine, his expression changes, opens. “We basically drove seven hours to spy on a ten-year-old.”

“Don’t you want to see what he’s like?”

He sighs deeply, staring at the theater. “The play really sucks?”

“YOU’LL GET KICKED out,” I tell him.

“No, I won’t.” Kyle is trailing behind me on the path to the entrance. He’s walking so slowly, and gripping my duffel bag in one hand.

“Then arrested for animal cruelty, probably.”

“I’m not leaving her alone in a car for two hours, so what I’m doing is the opposite of cruel.”

I tried convincing him that Arm would be fine in the car—the temperature’s comfortable enough and we could’ve cracked a window for extra airflow. He pretended to humor me, then asked to borrow my duffel. And it’s not that I mind him using it for a cat carrier; I just didn’t count on temporarily storing my bras and underwear under his backseat.

I wait for them to catch up, watching as Kyle holds the bag gingerly. “If you keep walking like that, someone’s going to think you have a bomb.”

He makes a visible effort to loosen up, and I laugh. “An overprotective dad,” I say to Arm as I squat down. She’s sniffing at the mesh around the sides. “Good luck getting any dates, kitty cat.”

When we get inside, parents and siblings and friends are grinning in every corner of the small, rectangular foyer. So maybe I was wrong about the play sucking so much. Or, what’s more likely, these people don’t care. Any of these women could be Ethan’s mom—I imagine she’s the one grinning the biggest.

The guy at the box office window offers us a student discount—no word on any smuggled-cat deals. “I’ve got this,” Kyle says, all gallantly, pulling out a ten-dollar bill. I’m set to tease him, but after he hands me my ticket, his hand gently brushes my back, and my lips snap shut.

Inside the auditorium, a girl about our age waits to exchange our tickets for programs. When she moves, I smell her cotton-candy perfume. It’s only then that her eyes graze over me, then Kyle, and for the first time it occurs to me that people might think we’re a couple. It makes me feel like I’ve swallowed tissue paper.

I walk away first, forcing Kyle to navigate his and Arm’s way down the center aisle alone. Then I drop down onto a seat in our assigned row and flip open the program.

Kyle eases in beside me and carefully slides Arm’s duffel underneath his chair. We’re sitting close, closer than in the Xterra. I press the program to my face and hope the cotton-candy-perfume molecules are somehow more powerful than whatever Junior Mint-y freshness comes from Kyle.

“What part were you in the play?” Kyle says, shifting his legs around the little space they have. “When you were in second grade?”

“A hummingbird.”

“For real?” Kyle laughs.

“There was this huge tree onstage; it was in the background, behind the dwarfs’ cottage, for almost the entire play. I was the only forest animal who wasn’t scared to sit in it, so they made me an owl. I negotiated them to hummingbird.”

“Why a hummingbird?”

“They eat half their weight in sugar every day.” I shrug. “And they’re the cutest, obviously.”

“Obviously,” he repeats quietly, with a small smile.

It scares me how aware of him I am, even when I’m not trying to be.

“Ashlyn got a speaking part, though. It was only her first year in Bend, so it was a big deal. Kiera Mahoney was pissed.”

Kyle turns his head, his smile getting broader. “Who did Ashlyn play?”

“Young Snow White. She kind of let it go to her head, to be honest.” I smirk so he knows I’m kidding. “I told her she got the part because she had black hair.”

Then I pretend to pick at my nail polish, and Kyle pretends not to fuss over Arm, until the lights go down and the show starts.

There is a lot of Snow White singing about being perfect. And the actress playing the Evil Queen is putting on this pseudo-British accent that I guess is supposed to make her sound royal but instead makes her sound as if her tongue is swollen.

But none of that matters when the dwarfs finally come onstage. Beside me, Kyle stiffens, and without realizing it, I’ve scooted to the front of my seat. Sneezy—Ethan—is in a deep green, belted tunic with a matching pointy hat, and his nose is streaked with rosy makeup that makes him look more red-nosed reindeer than allergy-ridden dwarf. He is small compared with the other kids. Is it because he was so sick? Will he get bigger now that he’s not fighting to stay alive? Ethan cuts across the stage with the others, and Zoë’s theory flickers through my mind. Whether I like it or not, I’m waiting for a little sign of Ashlyn; I want one. In the way Ethan walks or stands or taps his shoes. And I want it for Kyle, too.

Maybe we did come here to watch Ethan, but we really came to see Ashlyn.

Snow White hands Ethan an oversized prop flower. His nose twitches and he lets out a big, squeaky sneeze that the audience laughs at, even Kyle. My fingers are digging into the seat, and my body fills with a panicky heat as Ethan starts to walk offstage. I don’t want him to leave before I glimpse something. Why couldn’t he play a bird and be onstage the whole time?

But before he disappears behind the curtain, he stops short. No one else notices because Snow White is singing another sap-tacular song at center stage, but my eyes are only on the kid in the corner. He turns his head slightly, probably to where his family is sitting, and he unleashes a toothy grin. It relaxes me, as if someone cut the string that tied me tightly. Because maybe Ashlyn never smiled exactly like that, but I know she gave that grin to Ethan.

And when Kyle turns to me, I know he saw it, too.

THE THEATER’S BACK door opens, letting some of the noise from inside slip out before it clangs shut. I tilt sideways around the front of the car. Kyle is halfway inside the trunk, fretting over Arm, and we share a nervous look.

“Are you going to talk to him?” Kyle asks.

“And say what?” I sort-of whisper. I don’t want anyone to overhear. “‘Hey, you know your liver? The part that’s not yours? It’s our friend’s! Wanna chat?’”

Kyle presses the hatchback closed. “It’s just a little weird that we came all this way to not even say anything to him.”

I can’t exactly argue with this. But as nice as it would be to talk to Ethan, there’s no way we can without it being suspicious. I do another front walkover—I’ve got residual energy like crazy—and Kyle hoists himself up on the front hood.

“The Montiels’ll get into major trouble if Ethan’s parents think they’re giving out information,” I tell him.

“And you’ll get into trouble for being nosy?”

I shoot him a half smile. “You’re technically my accomplice, so I wouldn’t get all judgy.”

Kyle holds his hands up in surrender. No arguing with that, either.

Sighing, I say, “Wasn’t Ethan so good in the play? He sneezed like a professional!”

“Totally believable sneezing,” Kyle murmurs.

“Yeah, he was great.” I rub my hands on my pants, sore after pressing against the concrete. “Do you think he’s like Ashlyn at all?”

“Ethan?” His eyebrows come together. “You mean, because of the . . .”

I tell him about Zoë and that movie. I don’t say that after seeing Ethan, I’m starting to hope that it’s true. “It’s not the same, of course. I know he’s not possessed. But maybe he’s got something. A little bit of Ashlyn.”

Kyle stares across the small lot at the brick wall bordering it, and I’m sure he thinks I’ve gone bonkers. Then he says, “Like he brushes his hair five times a day now?”

Startled, I look up at him. “Yeah,” I say, grinning. “And listens to Whitney Houston every single morning.”

He laughs. “And can never remember his own phone number.”

“And hates the color coral because it can’t decide if it’s pink or orange.”

“And has to sit right in the center seat at the movies—or else.”

I groan, knowing just what he’s talking about. “And mainlines iced coffee.”

His eyes go round, and he sucks in a breath like he can’t get the words out fast enough. “What was with the iced coffee? And then she’d eat the ice, too. Who does that?”

We’re both smiling, facing opposite directions, and I’m warm all over despite the temperature having dropped. If things had been different—if I’d been different—it could’ve been this way, us cracking jokes about Ashlyn’s silly quirks when she was alive. God, she would’ve loved it.

Suddenly there’s giggling coming from the theater. Maybe we were too preoccupied roasting Ashlyn to hear the door open, but someone’s coming—someone young and decidedly Ethan-shaped.

“It’s him,” I whisper as Kyle slides off the car and steps up beside me.

We’re standing side by side, like some human wall of idiocy, especially if Kyle’s doing what I’m doing—beaming nervously at Ethan and his family as they pass us. His mom and his dad, and maybe his big brother, they’re all circled around Ethan, who is grinning that same grin I saw onstage.

I take in as much of him as I can and try to match him up with Ashlyn. Like placing a traced picture over the original. But there’s not enough time and I don’t know enough about him, except that he’s so, so happy and so . . . here.

“Look, he’s got freckles.”

Something about Kyle’s observation sends me over the edge. I trap a laugh in my throat so it doesn’t spill over, but I’m shaking from the effort. Kyle eyes me, and his smile is the second best thing about tonight, which is saying a lot.

I turn to the first best thing. His family passes by without noticing us, but Ethan must sense our attention. He waves. At us. And he does it the way little kids do it, moving his hand furiously for those three seconds. I trap the memory of it in my mind while holding up my own hand to wave back.

I CARRY THE bags and drink tray outside to Kyle, whose long legs are dangling from the back of the Xterra. He was doing a dead-on Kyle-driving-from-Bend-to-Sacramento impression on the way here, totally silent, while I could barely shut up—even though all I did was point out the different fast food places along the street and why we couldn’t eat there: “They don’t have healthier options,” “Ashlyn said they buy from a supplier that’s inhumane to animals,” “I heard someone found a tumor on their chicken sandwich once.”

That didn’t help Kyle’s mood, whatever his mood even is. Being so near Ethan put a stopper on his easy laughter in the theater parking lot.

When I reach the back bumper, I drop his grease-spotted Taco Bell bag into his lap, then hop in the trunk beside him. Arm’s snuggled up in a fleece blanket, but her eyes are open and her teeny nose perks up, probably scenting Kyle’s crunchy tacos. He tears into one, finishing most of it in one bite.

Him chomping on his food is the sound of progress being crushed, because we are back on mute.

I jiggle my feet, then cross my legs into a yoga pose. Talking isn’t supposed to take this much work or thought. I picture every silent second that’s stretching out ahead of us. They’re piling up and over to bury us in a mountain of boredom, and the only way out is to reach with my hand and—

“Are you taking the SATs in the spring?”

School. I might as well have asked Kyle to explain his cell phone plan.

It’s a safe topic, sure, but who cares? He’ll say yes or no and I’ll say “Cool.” Then I’ll shove the rest of this salad into my face and let boredom take us down quietly.

Kyle wipes his fingers on a napkin. “Probably, yeah.”

So I say, “Cool.”

I’m stabbing a huge plastic forkful of lettuce, shredded cheese, and grilled chicken when Kyle does the unexpected. “Have you been thinking about college at all?”

A follow-up question. About school. Surely, in some universe, two planets have just collided.

“Sort of.” If this is his version of an outstretched hand, I’m grabbing it. “The front-runners so far are USC and the University of Washington.”

Arm is now up and moving, tottering around the trunk, and Kyle and I both smile as she hoists herself up on my ankle and sniffs at the rim of my salad bowl.

“Why those two?” He leans back against the car, crunching more of his food. “I mean, why not somewhere in Oregon, or . . . I don’t know, West Virginia.”

Something twists in my throat, and I take a sip of iced tea to drown it. “Both schools have a nonprofit-management degree,” I murmur.

He presses his lips together. “For Ashlyn.”

“Yep.”

She was going to run an animal shelter, and I was going to . . . figure it out. My career prospects were hazy and uncertain, but I’d solve that at whatever school I attended with Ashlyn. And we were going to try for cheer scholarships—try because, although we were both capable of getting one, so were lots of others. The odds could’ve gone either way. Maybe mine are better now that Cheer Insider has noticed me.

That was the plan, and Ashlyn excelled at those. She always had forward momentum, some kind of goal, and she’d blueprint her way to it. I’d been envious of that, even when I told myself that I was someone who took things as they happened, without a safety net. But I was kidding myself—of course I had a safety net. If I slipped up, I had Ashlyn—who’d be ready with a hug, a Freaks and Geeks marathon, and both chocolate-covered pretzels and sour gummy worms. Now the idea of winging it, alone, is paralyzing.

“What about you?” I say to Kyle. “What does your future hold?”

He squirms, pulling at the hem of his sweatshirt. “When I was little, I figured I’d be a dentist.”

“Like your dad and your uncle.”

“The Family Footsteps,” he says, his lips curving up. “Back then I thought dentistry was what all Ocie men were destined for. But now I’m not so sure about it.”

I squint across the narrow lot, over the shrub borders, to 25th Street. “You’d be defying your destiny, then.”

“That makes me sound like a Greek tragedy.”

“I was picturing more . . . Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

He smiles again, crumpling his food wrappers into a ball. “So I guess I don’t have a plan.”

“Probably for the best.”

Plans hardly ever behave like they’re supposed to.

“Speaking of plans,” Kyle says, “where does the squad think you are right now instead of the library fund-raiser?”

“Oh.” I blow out a breath. “About an hour ago, I came down with a very gross, very contagious stomach virus. That’s what Zoë’s telling them.”

“You are freakishly good at this,” he says, and I’m not sure it’s a compliment, but my cheeks burn anyway.

Arm is back to snuggling in her blanket, and I lift a finger to stroke the top of her head. She’s so soft and tiny. “Is she going to develop parking-lot PTSD?”

Kyle raises his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

I shrug one shoulder. “Aside from a whirlwind tour of my duffel bag, it’s like all she’s seen is parking lots so far. Not where you should spend your first days.”

“Isn’t she probably a couple of months old? She’s seen more than parking lots.”

My turn to raise my eyebrows. “Where did you say you found her?”

He shoves the food-wrapper ball into the empty paper bag. “A parking lot.”

I laugh. “Would she be opposed to Palm Springs?”

“Palm Springs?”

“There’s another recipient there. I thought we’d swing by, and maybe Vegas, too.” I peer at Kyle. “If Arm’s okay with it.”

He frowns down at his taco remnants, and I know he’s not going to say no. “I’ll need to stop off for supplies—clothes and a toothbrush, at least.”

“Not a problem.” He’ll also need something to wear for Sonia’s wedding, but I can mention that later. The ceremony’s at a fancy hotel on the Strip, so hoodies and jeans won’t help us blend in with the other guests. It’s why I packed one of my nicer skirts and a blouse from home.

Kyle checks his watch. “And I guess we should find a hotel for the night. It’s too late to drive down there now.”

“Good idea,” I say, even though renting a room with Kyle has never ever been in the realm of possible for me.

Okay, not never ever. Last night, while I was throwing things into my duffel bag, it did occur to me that we’d have to sleep somewhere—many somewheres, together—if Kyle wanted to keep going. But I’d shouldered the concern out of my brain to make room for more pressing ones, like Mom and Dad being forced to come home early because of a viral outbreak on their cruise ship, and discovering I was gone.

I leave Kyle tapping at his phone—searching for the cheapest room with two beds in Sacramento, I assume—to go dump our paper bags in the trash. Then I fish my own phone out of my pocket. It’s been off since before the play, mostly to conserve the battery, but also because you can’t ignore people if you don’t know they’re calling.

As soon as the home screen blinks up, my phone sputters and beeps and dings like it can’t wait to tell me something. A lot of somethings. All the texts and voice mails I’ve received in the past few hours, who they’re from, and how many. Many.

So, so, so, so many.

My eyes lock on one in particular.

It’s from Zoë.

I’ve made a huge mistake.





Kyle

I’m turning into the Good-Night Motel parking lot when Cloudy’s phone goes off for what has to be the twentieth time in seven minutes. In the darkness, the small screen in her hand illuminates her frowning face.

“Something has to be done about this,” she says.

From what Cloudy explained during the drive from Taco Bell, Zoë never got a chance to tell the other cheerleaders about Cloudy’s imaginary sudden illness. Lita Tamsin heard from Jacob that there was a pink pillow on my backseat this morning and Cloudy and I were “looking very cozy.” So Lita rattled off a bunch of questions about us, which got Zoë so flustered she ended up admitting we’d driven to California together. She tried to fix it by adding that we were visiting Cloudy’s friend Jade, but the Jade cover story was pretty much beside the point.

Cloudy’s teammates latched on to the fact that she had left town unexpectedly and with me. As a result, a flood of texts, call notifications, and emails poured in as soon as she turned her phone back on. Luckily for me, I didn’t get the same treatment.

“What do you think can be done about this?” I ask Cloudy as I pull into a spot near the main office.

“One: I can have you run over my phone a few times. Or two: I can suck it up and call Lita.” She tilts her head as if she’s in deep thought. “But do I care more about keeping my phone intact or my sanity?”

“Talking to Lita is going to help?”

“She’s my best shot at making sure the version of the story I want to have spread actually gets spread.”

Since so many people know we’re gone, Matty probably does, too. Which means other members of our family could be finding out at any time. “I have to tell my dad where I am. I can call him now if you want to call Lita?”

“If I want to call her? You’re funny.”

But she taps on her screen, and then holds the phone to her ear.

It’s impossible to have a conversation while sitting beside someone having their own, so I open the door to make my call outside. I’m fine without a coat since it’s still warm. As I climb out, Lita’s voice comes through loud and clear. “Finally you call me back! Kyle’s with you, right? So let’s do this in secret code. Blink twice if he abducted you. Wait! That’s not going to work. Cough twice—”

I close the door. Despite being related to Jacob, Lita is mostly harmless (I think), but her talking about me like I’m a psycho isn’t exactly my favorite thing. It must not be Cloudy’s, either, because she points a finger gun to her temple and jerks back like she’s shot herself.

She’s slumped over like she’s miserable, but I can’t help smiling. I’m on a road trip with a kitten (asleep in the back on her Pillow Pet) and visiting a city with palm trees. Cloudy and I are talking about visiting two more of the people who have Ashlyn’s organs, and I can’t believe any of this is happening.

Under the glow of parking lot lights, I make my way to sit on a rickety bench with two slats missing. I have a good view of the wide avenue from here, with headlights streaking past every few seconds. I dial my dad and ready myself for the coming reality check. I left home before he was up this morning, knowing he’d assume I was with Matty. At the time, I was looking forward to the shock in his voice when I told him I’d taken off for California. But that was back when I thought it wouldn’t matter, back when I thought I’d be driving home tonight.

Dad answers, skipping past hello and going straight to: “I was about to call you! I can’t find your cat.”

I hesitate. “She’s with me.”

“At the mountain?”

Here goes nothing. “No, I drove the cat and Cloudy Marlowe. To . . . Sacramento.”

“You did what?”

“Remember you said you wanted me to get out of the house?” I say in a rush. “So I—”

“Drove to California without telling me?”

My dad yelling at me is rare. “I’m sorry. I should have talked to you first.”

“Damn right, you should have.” He replaces his mad voice with his weary voice. “Is this because of the counseling appointment?”

“Not entirely.” I explain how Cloudy called last night and asked for a ride to the play, and that I’d told her yes because I wanted to get away. “When we arrived, she showed me an email. It was from the mother of one of Ashlyn’s organ recipients.” I take a deep breath and let it out. “This woman has been writing to the Montiels about her ten-year-old kid, and . . .”

I trail off, because even though the email from Ethan’s mom was super upbeat, it was difficult to read her words: It’s still hard to believe that six months ago, doctors were saying my son had mere days left in this world. Now, he has his whole life ahead of him. 

After I finished reading, I’d sat gripping the steering wheel and pressing my forehead hard against it as I fought to keep from crying. Then I made myself read the email again and again until the pain dulled enough to allow me to get out of the car.

“You all right?” Dad asks.

“Yeah. It’s just. This kid. Ethan. He was really sick. I mean, he was dying, Dad. He got Ashlyn’s liver just in time. And tonight, Cloudy and I saw him. He was in that play.”

“Oh, wow.”

“No one knew we were coming, so we didn’t talk to him and his family or anything. We just watched the performance.”

“And how was it for you?” he asks. “Seeing him?”

Cloudy’s energy through dinner (along with what ended up being my second conversation in two days about how I don’t have any kind of Life Plan) kept me distracted, so I wasn’t dwelling on the fact that, as a result of something that sucks more than anything, the lives of these people in Sacramento are now better. “It wasn’t upsetting or anything. It was cool, actually. But it was weird, too, because the reason why he’s even alive now is because—I mean, I’m not bitter. Even if he hadn’t been given her liver, Ashlyn couldn’t have been saved. So I’m glad for him. I just . . . I don’t know.”

“That’s understandable,” Dad says quietly.

Is it? “Cloudy told me there are two other organ recipients who’ve written to Ashlyn’s parents. They’re in Palm Springs and Vegas. We don’t have school this week, so we’re talking about traveling to see them, too. What do you think?”

“If it’s something you want to do, if it’s going to help you, you should know I’m all for it. Why isn’t Matt with you, though?”

I stare at silhouettes of power-line towers hovering behind the streetlights. They’re like tall, angry robots. “We need a break from each other.”

“I doubt he feels the same. You know how much he’s always admired his big cousin.”

“He’s the big cousin. I’m four months younger.”

“Really?”

“Really. His birthday’s October and mine’s February.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t know why he admires you, then.”

I laugh.

“Where are you going to stay?” Dad asks.

“I’d like to detour to Sedona for a few days, once we’re done in California. If we have time.” I haven’t been back to the town where I grew up since we moved almost two years ago. I haven’t been great at keeping in contact, either, so my old friends might not care about seeing me. “For tonight, though, we’re getting a motel.”

“You be careful, Kyle. You got that?”

“I will.”

“And by ‘careful’ I mean, be safe.”

Suddenly, this conversation took a turn I wasn’t expecting. I groan. “I know what you mean and—”

“And by ‘safe’ I mean, use protection.”

“Dad, stop!” I’m almost yelling, but at the same time trying not to laugh. “It isn’t like that, okay?”

“Maybe not. But you said the words ‘getting a motel’ to your father. Not to mention that Sedona happens to be the most romantic place in the country. I visited there a little less than eighteen years ago, met a pretty girl, and now I have a son. A son who might be going to Sedona with a pretty girl. See what I’m getting at?”

The girl Dad met in Sedona (and who he moved away from Oregon and his family to be with, after he found out he’d gotten her pregnant) was my mom, obviously. But on the rare occasion when we talk about her, she’s just “Shannon.” I figure that a mother who was gone more than she was around, and who left without a real good-bye when I was ten, doesn’t get to be called “Mom.”

Dad gave me this same “be careful” speech repeatedly when I was with Ashlyn, and there’s only one thing that will shut him up. “I’ll be safe,” I say. “I promise.” Across the parking lot, my passenger door opens, and Cloudy steps out. Lita’s done with her for now. Or vice versa. “Dad, Cloudy’s on her way over, so we should either get off the phone or you should stop talking about the sex that I’m not going to have with her.”

He laughs. “I’ll let you go. But I want you to call me every day. And let me know if you need anything. And you should check in with your cousin. And be careful. And safe. And—”

“Bye, Dad.”

“Love you, Kyle.”

“You too.”

Cloudy approaches as I’m dropping my phone into my pocket. “How’d it go?”

“He was pissed that I left without telling him, but he came around to the idea of me being gone for the rest of the week. He’s pretty easygoing most of the time. What about Lita?”

“Not easygoing.” She flashes a grin. “But she won’t be a bigger problem than usual. I take it this was the cheapest motel you could find?”

“Pretty much.” I gesture at the neon Welcome sign on the street, which advertises Vacancy/Color/Cable/Fridges/Suites/L.H.K./Pets O.K. “But more importantly, Arm is allowed here. What do you think ‘L.H.K.’ means?”

“Love, hugs, and kisses?”

“You think it’s that kind of a motel?

She giggles.

We follow the sidewalk to the front office, and as Cloudy pushes the door open, jingle bells on the handle announce our arrival. A customer is already at the counter, facing a clerk who’s behind a sliding window.

We hang back several feet, breathing in flowery room spray over microwave popcorn and scorched coffee. I glance at the brochure stand that’s almost as tall as I am (6'1"), and displays more glossy pages of places to see and things to do than we could get to in a month. Golf courses, the Sacramento Zoo, Fairytale Town, the California State Capitol, the Governor’s Mansion, Old Sacramento, state parks. And then the museums: art, history, Native American culture, the railroad, automobiles. I never knew there was so much going on in Sacramento.

When I was a kid and Shannon still lived with Dad and me, she once complained that she’d grown up in “the armpit of California.” As I got older, I wondered if she’d meant that it smelled bad, was sweaty and hot, or something else. I checked online to figure out which city she’d been talking about. Sacramento, Fresno, and Bakersfield came up in my searches as the armpittiest. After reading that, I’d assumed they wouldn’t be good places to visit.

The man in front of us finally finishes at the counter, and Cloudy and I step forward.

The clerk’s massive black mustache covers his mouth, but when he speaks, his bottom lip appears. “How can I help?”

“Hi,” Cloudy says. “We’d like a nonsmoking room, please. With two beds.”

“Sure thing.” The mustache lifts on both sides. “Just need a driver’s license and credit card for the reservation.”

“I’ll get this,” Cloudy tells me as she reaches into her messenger bag and pulls out a small stack of plastic cards. She slides off the hair band holding them together and hands the clerk the two on top. His lip disappears again as he holds up the license in his left hand and types using only his right index finger.

Cloudy’s so in charge here—like she rents motel rooms in other states all the time. The strangeness of the situation hits me yet again. I’ve never stayed in a place like this (Dad’s kind of picky), and I’ve never slept in the same room with a girl. (Ashlyn and I only “slept together” in the nonsleeping way. And she was always worried my dad would come home early, so taking a nap together or anything afterward wasn’t an option.) But this is real. I’m actually doing this, and it’s kind of a rush.

The slow typing tapers off as the clerk squints at Cloudy’s license. “Sorry, kids. The person who reserves the room has to be eighteen or older.”

Cloudy turns to me with her eyebrows lifted in surprise.

“Neither of you is eighteen?” He holds the plastic out for Cloudy to take. “Then I can’t rent you a room. I’m sorry.”

“Hang on,” I say. “Can I have my dad call to give permission? He’s fine with this. I just talked to him.”

“Permission isn’t the problem. We need a person eighteen or over to sign for the room and stay in the room. If he can’t do that . . .” He shrugs.

“We’re traveling from Oregon,” Cloudy says. “Alone. And we have nowhere to sleep. Can’t you make an exception? If his dad promises to be liable if we overflow the toilet or—”

“Sorry,” he says again. “We need the contract signed in person. A minor’s signature isn’t binding, and I’m not taking the risk. Been burned too many times.”

Cloudy’s shoulders sag as she tucks her things back into her bag and steps away. “What should we do?”

No matter what, I’m not going home now. I ask the clerk, “Do you have any suggestions?”

He keeps his eyes on his computer. “Try a youth hostel. Or some campground might let seventeen-year-olds rent a spot.”

“Okay, thanks,” I say.

Cloudy and I head back outside. “Stupid age discrimination,” she grumbles as we walk back to the car under the parking lot lights. “Do you want to try a hostel?”

“Are you serious? Haven’t you seen that movie?”

“Hostel? Yeah. So?”

“So, I happen to like my Achilles tendons the way they are, if that’s okay with you.” I give an exaggerated shudder. “And my eyeballs. Say it with me, Cloudy. No hostels. Not ever.”

She laughs. “Do you make all your decisions based on what happens to fictional characters?”

“Not necessarily. But the thing is, in movies, fictional characters our age never have to show ID. This is uncharted territory.”

“Real life loses this round.”

“It really does. It’s kind of late, but we can buy a tent and find a campsite.”

“Wait. You want to camp?”

Now it’s my turn to laugh while she gapes at me, horrified. “You’ve lived in Bend your whole life. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of camping.”

“I’m afraid of needing an osteopath before I’m legal. But sure, let’s sleep on the ground. It’s not like we were cramped up all day. Or better yet, why not sleep in the car?”

I stare at the Xterra for a long moment.

“Oh, no,” she says.





Cloudy

You’d be surprised how much action a twenty-four-hour Home Depot gets after midnight.

A lot, it turns out, and enough to keep the Xterra—and the three squatters inside of it—unnoticed by security. For now.

Shifting as quietly as possible, I scrunch my body into a tighter ball and shiver under my coat. Earlier, when he saw me messing with the passenger seat’s adjustment handle, Kyle offered to stay up front while I took the cargo area. I turned him down, though. He’d just be origamied up where I am now, worse because he’s so tall, and I owe him a goodish night’s rest after driving all day. He also proposed that we share the back of the Xterra—with the backseat folded down, it’s big enough for the both of us. I brushed that off, too, and told him I kick when I dream, a cheerleader side effect. It’s a lie, but honestly, the image of Arm settled in safely between us, like our newborn or something, was too much.

It’s weird enough being in the same cramped space as Kyle, but thinking that he and I have a cat baby is proof I’m close to the edge.

I look out the sunroof—it’s steamed up like the other windows—and listen to Kyle breathe, in and out, evenly. The idea of sharing a hotel room with him seemed like a nightmare, but this is torture. Actually, being tortured with Kyle might be preferable to trying to sleep in this car with him. At least then I wouldn’t be wondering how it would feel to be next to him, to watch his chest rise and fall.

I crane my neck to check the time on the dash—four thirty a.m.—instead of powering up my cell again. I’ve had enough phone trauma for tonight.

Lita was practically foaming at the mouth when I spoke to her. And by the end of our conversation, I’d managed to convince her that:

No, Kyle did not kidnap me.

No, Kyle and I were definitely not eloping.

Yes, this was all last minute, spur of the moment, unplanned, etc.

Yep, Zoë will tell Coach that I won’t be at practice this week. Coach won’t be thrilled, but she won’t punish me for it, either. She’ll give me the Responsibility Lecture when I get back and her eyes will go soft in that way they have since Ashlyn died. Adults never let it go. They hold on to things like a brand, with them all the time. I see it in the way teachers treat me, even months later. As if I’m wearing a Dead Girl’s #1 Best Friend T-shirt. Not that it’s a bad thing, people handling you more carefully because you’ve had a shit time of it. But it doesn’t make moving on any easier when someone’s pinning you in one place.

And finally, of course I would tell Jade that Lita said hi.

I wasn’t serious about that last one, obviously. Since the drama threat level has been downgraded, Jade won’t ever know Zoë threw her name into this.

My blood is still humming with residual aggravation. Yesterday was supposed to be easy. I didn’t have to worry about my parents since they were somewhere in the middle of the Pacific, and my pretend illness would’ve kept me off the radar at home for at least a couple more days. Except less than twelve hours into the trip, Zoë crumbled. From now on, the less I tell her, the better.

It’s impossible to get comfortable, so I sit up to check over the backseat. The light from the lampposts ringing the lot is enough to show Kyle passed out like a pro, his head on the panda Pillow Pet. Arm is pressed to his bicep. After how he reacted to the email from Ethan’s mom, I’m relieved he’s taking this so well.

But there’s been an undercurrent rippling through me. Ever since he agreed to see the other recipients. Dread or bitterness or something else that stretches my skin taut. I’d thought seeing Ethan was like having Ashlyn nearby. Now I realize it wasn’t—not at all. She isn’t nearby. The only parts of her that are still alive on this planet are inside of Ethan and the other recipients. They’re here because she isn’t; they’re with their friends and families, and she’s not. I’ll never be with her again.

I inhale deeply, slowly breathe out.

I punch my cloud-print pillow, fluffing it up.

It’s the worst at night. When there aren’t daytime things to distract me, my thoughts always drift to Ashlyn. They creep in to catch me, drowsy and unguarded, but I chase them away before they gain any real ground.

Arm’s supersonic ears must sense me moving around because she picks up her head.

“Hey, kitty,” I whisper, carefully reaching over the seat to pet her with my pointer finger. “Some slumber party, right?”

She yawns and stands, her tiny body vibrating as she arches into a stretch. Without hesitating, she leaps onto Kyle’s chest and curls up. He jerks awake immediately, then blinks down at Arm and up at the roof, before bending his head to catch me. The near darkness and quiet make it painfully intimate when he gives me a groggy smile. It’s a moment before it registers I should smile, but Kyle has already fallen back to sleep. The whole sky could fall on the Xterra and I’d be okay with that.

Then my body temperature goes up a few degrees, and I consider smothering myself with my pillow.

UNLIKE ETHAN, FREDDIE Blackwell isn’t debuting at any local playhouses. But his email did mention the street where his new house is, so after a few minutes of Google stalking, it wasn’t too hard to find him. Now all we have to sort out is what to do when we get there.

At least we have time to work on a plan.

“Palm Springs is, like, seven hours from here. We could be there by dinnertime,” Kyle tells me, tearing at the corner of a sugar packet for his coffee.

Maybe it’s the sunlight coming in through the diner window, but Kyle looks awake. He’s zinging with a new energy this morning, excited to get the day started, despite the rumpled chic of wearing the clothes he slept in. We were both able to clean up in the Home Depot bathroom, but the store was unfortunately lacking in a menswear department. So our first stop on the way to Palm Springs will be a seriously needed shopping mall.

It’s seven thirty and we’re at a diner that smells like coffee and bacon, and looks exactly like the diners everywhere else—chrome and vinyl, a long counter, and everything covered with a thin layer of maple syrup. It’s kind of nice. Cozy, even. Like this is any other Sunday morning and we’re having any other Sunday breakfast.

Except there’s nothing really any-other about being here alone with Kyle and a cat in a duffel bag, sitting at a table that overlooks the Sacramento River.

From the corner of my eye, I spot our waitress, Wendy, strolling back to our table. She’s probably around fifty years old, with her curly, dark hair tied back. Her bright red lipstick made me like her right away. “Ready to order?”

After Kyle asks for the eggs Benedict and bacon, and I settle on an egg-white omelet, Wendy takes our menus and examines us. “You know, we usually don’t see anyone under retirement age here this early.” She gestures to her left, where a large group of older men are seated at the counter, bent over newspapers.

“We haven’t been to bed yet,” I say. Kyle’s eyes narrow on me. He doesn’t want Wendy lingering because she might notice Arm, but I can’t help myself. “We’re celebrating.”

Wendy braces a hand on the booth, near my ear. “Oh, yeah?” She smiles, curious. “Celebrating what?”

I rest on my forearms, scooting forward, and point at Kyle. “My brother got into Harvard. Early decision.”

Which is so clearly not true. Aside from Kyle not having a “plan,” neither of us can even apply to college for months.

“Harvard!” she says to him, all giddy. Kyle, on the other hand, tosses her a queasy-looking smile while shifting to block the duffel beside him. He shoots me a discreet glare that could propel his knife across the table.

“Yale, too, but”—I wave my hand—“everyone knows that place barely counts.”

Wendy laughs. And while Kyle scratches his head, the distress in his expression shifts to challenge.

“My sister’s being modest,” he says to Wendy. “Sitting right there? Miss Teen Royal Galaxy Cheerleader.”

What a dick.

I choke, unable to stop the grin that breaks across my face. When I notice Wendy eyeing me, a cheerleader with a title, I nod. “My Herkie is out of this world.”

Wendy tilts her head. “I’m not sure what any of that means, but I better get those orders in. Don’t want to keep my most talented customers waiting,” she says with a knock on the tabletop.

“It’s a cheer stunt,” I call to her back, then shrug at Kyle. “My Liberties are even better.”

“You’re out of control,” he says on an exhale.

“Come on, Wendy bought it.” I take a sip of coffee, flattening my grin. “She might give us extra home fries now.”

“Only in your mind could I get into Harvard.”

“No kidding. ‘Miss Teen Royal Galaxy Cheerleader’? No Ivy Leaguer would ever quote Jacob Tamsin.”

Kyle absently scratches at the light stubble across his jaw. “What was that all about, anyway? He said something about you winning a cheer award?”

“It’s not an award. It’s just an interview in this cheer magazine.”

“Just an interview?” he laughs. “You’re aware they don’t give those out to everyone, right?”

“They might as well. It’s stupid.”

He dips his head. “Is it the same magazine Ashlyn’s article was in? The one she wrote about you two?”

“Um, yeah,” I say, tracing the scalloped edge of my paper place mat. “I think so.”

I know so. Last year, Cheer Insider put out a call for stories about cheering with your best friend, and Ashlyn had been all over it. She’d submitted a short essay about how we’d been competing and cheering together since we were kids—with nothing but glowing things about me, she promised. It was a hideous coincidence that they published it the same month she died. When I saw the issue on Ashlyn’s desk, most likely placed there by her mom after it came in the mail, I tucked it into a drawer without ever flipping it open.

“She was going to display it,” Kyle says, smiling again. “She had the frame all picked out.”

I shake my head. “She must be so pissed she never got to use it.”

Kyle pauses at that, then says, “Her mom stopped by my house one day to give me a copy. I was really glad to read it . . . you know, after. Weren’t you?”

The coffee and cream have congealed in my stomach. “Totally.”

“I read it more times than I could count at first. The way she wrote it was like listening to her talk. Like she was reading it out loud. I could even hear the weird way she pronounced ‘family.’ Faaamily,” he says, drawing out the As like a sheep would. “Where did she get that from?”

Thank God Wendy shows up with the food.

It gives me a moment to avoid saying anything else. There’s this openness about Kyle that makes you want to talk. Except when I open my mouth around him, what usually comes out is pointless, or babbling, or abrasive.

Right now I want to say a lot. About how I haven’t read Ashlyn’s essay. How reading about us, in that way, in her own words, would be getting my hopes up; because spending too much time in the past would make the reality of her being gone unbearable. And I’d tell him that I can’t face doing my own interview for the same reasons. How I’m not sure I fit with the other girls anymore, and how sometimes it feels majorly fucked up to be dancing and clapping to the same four songs as if Ashlyn isn’t dead.

But no one needs to know all that.

Instead, I say, “Anyway, the magazine thing: not a big deal.”

“Really? It sounds like one. It makes you sound like one, and from what I remember, you kind of are.” Suddenly very focused on cutting his bacon into perfect tiny squares, the corner of his mouth quirks up. “Not that it’s Harvard or anything.”

I smile a little, too, watching him drop the small pieces of meat into the duffel bag for Arm. And I let his praise sink in, a buzzing that charges me up more than my coffee.



MY PHONE VIBRATES as soon as Wendy drops the check off.

I press my forehead into the table and groan. “I bet you gas money that’s Zoë.”

Kyle pitches forward to glance at the screen. “‘Did you know parts of Sacramento are underground?’” he recites, deadpan. “‘They had to raise the streets after a flood in the 1800s.’ Exclamation point.”

I laugh. “My sister loves her fun facts.”

She’s been texting them to me every hour, and I’m hoping my parents will be too obsessed with their part of our phone bill to realize I was texting back from a different state.

Did you know the Sacramento Zoo opened in 1927?

Guess what, Sacramento is one of the most haunted cities in the country.

Sacramento’s the Camellia Capital of the World! 

It’s really my own fault for leaving her alone with too much time on her hands.

We’re counting out our cash when my phone starts up again, shaking and trilling, all attention-seeking—an actual phone call this time.

My fingernails dig into the vinyl seat. I’m not sure anymore that unexpected phone calls ever happen for good reasons.

Maybe it’s Zoë and it’s something urgent. Something else urgent.

Could she have spoken to my parents—and caved like she did with Lita?

Could Mom, who always knows who the killer is—and tells you—before the movie’s halfway done, have coaxed the truth out of her? Maybe Mom’s the one calling. To vocally murder me.

“Do you mind checking?” I ask Kyle, the words rushing out as the ringing goes on and on.

He reaches for it calmly. I guess he can be calm. He doesn’t have to cover his ass for so many people, what with him only having one parent, who apparently doesn’t care where he goes.

God, he is so lucky.

“Jade?” he says.

I huff out a relieved breath. It’s not Mom. Mom still believes I’m in Bend, and it’s just Jade calling.

Jade, who I’m supposedly visiting right now.

The call finally goes to voice mail and, after a few seconds, a blip announcing a new message cuts through the diner.

“Oh, no,” I mumble.

Kyle furrows his brow. “Isn’t she—?”

“Our cover story,” I say before he can finish the thought.

I stab at the evil, taunting icon, and play Jade’s message on speaker as Kyle and I curve over the table.

“Hey, Cloudy. I’d like to congratulate you on this invisibility thing. Your sister called in some bizarre attempt at damage control, and she told me that everyone thinks you’re in my house right now. With Ashlyn’s boyfriend? So that’s cool, but I figure since Zoë’s not spilling any more details, you better poof yourself into reality. CALL ME BACK.”

Kyle remains quiet as I bite down hard on my thumbnail and stare out the window. Two little kids streak by, towing a golden retriever along with them. “I am going to destroy my sister.”

“It sounds like she was trying to help.”

Rubbing my eyes, I say, “What should we do?”

“What do you want to do?”

Could things get much worse for us if I ignore Jade? If I don’t call her back, she might tell her parents, or my parents, or someone on the squad, and this trip will be over. She might never speak to me again.

I focus on everything Jade’s ever mentioned about her house, like how it’s near the ocean, and there’s a big bird-of-paradise plant out front, and that it definitely has a shower.

Taking a deep breath, I sit up straight. “I think we should go to the beach.”





SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA







DEAR PAIGE,

IT HAS BEEN A MONTH SINCE I RECEIVED THE GIFT OF YOUR DAUGHTER’S ORGAN DONATION. PLEASE ACCEPT MY DEEPEST SYMPATHIES FOR YOUR LOSS.

MY NAME IS FREDDIE AND I AM IN MY MIDFIFTIES AND MARRIED. BEFORE MY LUNG TRANSPLANT, I WAS UNABLE TO DO THE THINGS I’VE ALWAYS LOVED, SUCH AS RUNNING, GOLFING, AND TRAVELING. EVEN THE MOST BASIC OF TASKS HAD BECOME AN EXHAUSTING CHORE. GETTING DRESSED AND WALKING TO THE MAILBOX WERE TOO TAXING ON MY BODY.

I THOUGHT THERE WERE NO WORDS FOR WHAT THIS TRANSPLANT HAS GIVEN ME, BUT THERE IS. ONE WORD: LIFE. LIFE AND ALL IT ENCOMPASSES. I CAN NOW DO THE THINGS THAT I WAS INCAPABLE OF BEFORE. MY WIFE AND I JUST RELOCATED TO A DIFFERENT STATE AND BOUGHT A NEW HOUSE, A DREAM OF OURS FOR YEARS. IN THE SPRING, WE WILL CELEBRATE OUR THIRTIETH WEDDING ANNIVERSARY WITH AN EXTENDED TRIP TO AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND. THE ITINERARY INCLUDES HIKING, SAILING, SNORKELING, AND PERHAPS EVEN SURFING LESSONS.

WITHOUT THE TRANSPLANT, NONE OF THIS WOULD HAVE BEEN POSSIBLE FOR ME. EVERY BREATH I TAKE IS A TESTAMENT TO ASHLYN’S GENEROSITY, AND SHE AND YOUR FAMILY WILL ALWAYS BE CLOSE IN OUR HEARTS.

I LOOK FORWARD TO HEARING FROM YOU AGAIN.

MOST SINCERELY,

FREDDIE





Kyle

“Ready?” I ask, removing my key from the ignition.

Cloudy gestures at her lap, where Arm is sleeping. “How can I be ready for anything when all this cuteness is happening?”

She pulls down the visor, which illuminates the inside of the vehicle. With no urgency whatsoever, she digs inside her bag. I bounce my legs and drum my fingers on the steering wheel.

Jade lives in Santa Monica, but asked us to meet her fifteen miles inland at an all-ages club to see her girlfriend’s band. I’m never in a huge hurry to get to something like this, but I was dealing with Arm’s litter box while Cloudy made a run for the bathroom at our last I-5 rest area visit. I thought I’d be fine not stopping again during these last few hours. Let’s just say I was mistaken.

“I really am dying to shower,” Cloudy says, dabbing her lips with a pinkish-colored makeup crayon.

Mostly, I’m dying to pee, but I don’t want to announce it. “Thirty-six hours and counting.”

Cloudy puts her lipstick thing away and removes her seat belt. I spring to action, gently taking Arm from Cloudy’s lap. I set her on the Pillow Pet in the backseat, careful not to wake her.

The fact that Arm is so laid-back makes me think she can’t possibly be Ashlyn, who was this high-energy control freak, always sweeping up the rest of us in her plans. Then again, maybe Arm’s calmer than every other kitten in the history of kittens because she already knows Cloudy and me?

Over my shoulder, there are no approaching headlights, so I pull open my door and step onto the street. Cloudy still hasn’t made a move to get out. She has, however, removed her hair tie and is combing her fingers through her long hair.

“I hope it’s okay that I’m not dressed for going out,” she says. “LA clubs are picky about that in movies. Jade would have mentioned if there was a dress code, right?”

I’m in jeans and one of the new shirts I bought at the mall in Stockton this morning (I also got dress clothes to wear to the wedding later this week), and Cloudy has on a T-shirt, a loose skirt, and sandals. “I think you’ll be fine. But the thing is, could you maybe hurry up? I need to go. Like, really. Like, now.”

Her expression turns distant for a second, like she can’t understand why I, of all people, would be talking like this. Then her eyes widen. “Oh! You mean the bathroom? Why didn’t you say so?”

In an instant, she’s climbing out with her bag over her shoulder. We slam our doors in unison and I jog to join her on the sidewalk.

The GPS showed us approximately where the club is, but we had to park a couple of blocks away. As we’re speed walking under palm trees and streetlights, we pass tiny single-story homes filling the space between large two-story apartment buildings. Cloudy pulls out her phone after we turn the corner onto North Gower Street. “So Jade’s text says that AMPLYFi doesn’t have a sign out front, but the entrance is a green door in the alley behind Astro Burger.”

Quickening my pace, I chant in my head: Get to the green door. Get to the green door.

Cloudy runs to catch up, giggling. “Who’d have guessed that my first time in Hollywood, I’d be by the real Melrose Avenue standing across the street from the real Paramount Studios, hurrying straight into a dark alley?”

At the green door, a guy in a black shirt with the thickest arms I’ve ever seen in real life blocks the way. “I have to wait until this song ends to let you in,” he says. “Noise ordinance laws.”

I give Cloudy my most pained expression.

“Maybe you can run and use the bathroom at Astro Burger?” she suggests.

“It’ll be quicker to wait,” the bouncer says. “The band tonight is this all-chick Beatles tribute band. Luckily for you, they finished the long one, ‘Hey Jude,’ two songs ago. They’re partway into ‘Can’t Buy Me Love,’ so you’ve got maybe a minute and half, tops.”

“Okay,” I say.

I try not to squirm, and finally, after the longest ninety seconds of my life have passed, he pulls the door open, revealing a long, rectangular room below, about the size of a three-car garage. With several dozen people clapping for the band and facing the stage with their backs to us, the club is at about full capacity. Cloudy follows as I race down the staircase to the cement floor. Once I’ve handed a woman with purple-streaked blond hair the money for admission, I get directions to the restroom, which happens to be about six feet directly behind me. I hurry off without another word.

When I come out again, feeling much better about life, I take a quick look around for Cloudy. The way this place is arranged is like being in someone’s very large, very cool, very crowded living room. It’s partially lit up with lava lamps, paper lanterns, and spotlights pointed at the stage. There are also weird pictures and framed gold records on the walls, mismatched tables and chairs, and a red velvet couch. Nothing goes together, but somehow, in this room, it all works.

Cloudy is studying a painting. She really had no reason to worry about her clothes; some girls are in flashy dresses and heels, but she looks just as good.

The music and singing are loud, so she raises her voice when I approach. “Pick one!”

She holds up two kazoos, printed with the words: She Loves You.

I take the yellow one and my voice becomes buzzy and Donald Duck–like as I lean close and speak through it by Cloudy’s ear. “Now the question is, who is ‘she’ and what exactly does she love about ‘you’?”

Cloudy uses her own purple kazoo to answer. “It’s the name of Jade’s girlfriend’s band.” She switches back to yelling. “The girl at the door told me ‘She Loves You’ is from a Beatles song.”

We turn toward the band, and I stand as tall as possible so I can see over everyone. The four girls onstage are our age, wearing matching white blouses, black ties, black skirts, and black vests. One of them repeats “all right” over and over, and the song ends to applause and kazoos. Once the noise dies down, they go straight into the next song, with two of the girls singing “Help!” into the microphone they’re sharing.

I don’t listen to a lot of oldies, but I do vaguely recognize these songs. “You texted Jade?”

“Yes.” Cloudy pulls out her phone for a quick glance. “No response yet.”

“Should we look for her?”

Cloudy nods. As she weaves around people to get nearer the stage, I stay close, keeping my hand lightly on her shoulder so we don’t get separated. I spot Jade at the front just as she’s turning her head in our direction.

Jade moved from Bend to California the summer between freshman and sophomore year, which was the same summer I moved to Bend from Arizona. We missed each other by a few weeks, but I’ve heard a lot about her and recognize her from Ashlyn’s camp pictures taken last summer.

“There she is,” I tell Cloudy.

Beneath my hand, her shoulder goes stiff.

Jade’s dark brown skin and thick, wavy black hair look the same now as in her photos, but it turns out she doesn’t grin nonstop in real life. In fact, the slight lift of her mouth reverses as recognition sets in. Jade’s eyes brighten with tears and she rushes to fold Cloudy into a long hug.

While it’s happening, Cloudy stands very straight, with one arm hanging limp and the other curved up to rest on the back of Jade’s lacy top. Jade finally lets go and dabs at her eyes. “I wasn’t expecting that to happen!” she calls out over the music. “I’m so happy you’re here!”

“Me too!” Cloudy says. “Kyle, this is Jade.”

Cloudy’s trying to act normal, but it’s all over her face that she feels uncomfortable.

Jade and I smile and shout, “Hi!”

Then Jade hooks her arm through Cloudy’s. “You want to stay for the rest of the set or head outside where it’s easier to talk?”

Cloudy casually pulls free, gesturing at the stage. “This is our one chance! We can’t miss Theresa’s band.”

“Prudence, actually.”

“What?”

“Theresa’s stage name is ‘Dear Prudence’!”

“Let me guess,” Cloudy says. “From a Beatles song?”

“Exactly!” Without further discussion, Jades flashes another smile, and then eases back into the space where she was standing before. A few people make room so Cloudy and I can crowd in behind her. (Which is nice—especially considering that most of them are shorter than I am.)

“Hey, everyone!” the lead singer says into her microphone. “We have a few more. If you grabbed a kazoo, this next song is when we need your help the most. Whenever we ‘dood’n doo-doo,’ you know what to do!”

The girls sway with their instruments and launch into “Here Comes the Sun.”

Today was a good day, but maybe meeting up with Jade was a mistake. Cloudy and I had fun sneaking Arm into the mall in the duffel, taking turns driving, and making jokes about each other’s playlists. But encountering Jade has made Cloudy tense, which makes me tense.

As the song picks up speed about two minutes in, Cloudy elbows my ribs. She’s smiling and singing along—something about feeling ice slowly melting. At the next chorus, I’m quick to “Dood’n doo-doo” into my kazoo. She laughs, and when she sings “It’s all right!” I hope it’s safe to believe her.

SHE LOVES YOU is about to wrap up and Jade’s girlfriend is speaking to the audience once more: “Thank you, AMPLYFi, for letting us play your amazing stage! And thanks to all of you for coming! Now, I’m going to let you in on a little secret: Sexy Sadie”—she points at the drummer—“Eleanor Rigby, Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”—she nods at the two sharing the front of the stage with her—“and myself are pretty fond of a band you might have heard of. They’re called the Beatles?”

The crowd whistles and kazoos in response.

“Now, these girls and I also happen to adore a song the Beatles recorded, which is not an original of theirs. So the other day I said to myself, ‘Dear Prudence’—because that’s what I always call myself—‘Dear Prudence, what could possibly be more meta than a kick-ass Beatles cover band doing a kick-ass cover of the Beatles doing a kick-ass cover?’ I couldn’t think of anything. So, for our last song, I want every one of you to ‘Twist and Shout’ with us!”

This time when the music starts, the energy onstage and throughout the room ramps up even higher as everyone jumps around and swings their arms.

Spinning to face Cloudy, Jade yells, “Let’s twist! Come on. You too, Kyle. It’s easy!” She motions at her jeans and demonstrates bending her knees a bit, while also turning her waist rapidly as if she’s working an invisible Hula-Hoop.

Lifting her eyebrows, Cloudy looks at me like Should we humor her?

I shrug like I’ll do it if you will.

Then I just go for it, and Cloudy joins in, which earns us both grins from Jade.

At first it’s awkward and I can’t help laughing at myself, but soon I find a rhythm. Cloudy and I are getting bumped on all sides, so we move in closer. We aren’t exactly dancing together, but we almost are, and my stomach flip-flops with this realization. My heart beats way faster than it should and everything in my periphery goes blurry and all I can focus on is how Cloudy’s T-shirt and skirt move as she moves, how she’s smiling up at me, how her blue eyes are locked on mine, how beautiful her face is, and—

“We love you!” Theresa/Prudence shouts.

The song, the twisting, and the eye contact between Cloudy and me all come to an abrupt end, leaving me wondering, What was that?

The chandeliers overhead switch on as She Loves You exits the stage to applause.

“I’ll ride home with you guys,” Jade announces, “since you’re staying at my house and all. But I want to introduce you to Theresa after she’s done packing up.”

“Don’t you mean ‘Prudence’?” Cloudy teases.

Jade gives a dismissive wave. “Eh. Show’s over. She’s Theresa again. Want to get milkshakes while we wait?”

I nod, but Cloudy narrows her eyes. “Wait. You said last summer you’re lactose intolerant.”

Jade laughs. “Hey, I’ll say whatever it takes to keep Ashlyn from forcing her disgusting yogurt-kale-avocado smoothies on me.”

The present-tense slipup is jarring—like Ashlyn can run a blender any old time. All three of us go silent.

“I’m sorry,” Jade says.

“It’s fine.” Cloudy shrugs. “She also added kiwi and banana to those drinks and they were delicious. But, yes, a milkshake sounds good.” She heads through the crowd, back up the stairs, and into the dark alleyway with Jade and me behind her.

Cloudy’s on edge again and my stomach clenches. Her sandals slap, slap, slap ahead of us, while Jade’s heels click, click, click on the concrete next to me.

Jade says, “I can’t believe I’m finally in the presence of the famous Kyle Ryan Ocie.”

Ashlyn started calling me “Kyle Ryan” when we were first getting together, and I called her “Ashlyn Rose.” We didn’t have actual nicknames for each other—just first and middle names. Last names, too, when we were being especially sappy. (“I adore you, Kyle Ryan Ocie.” “And I adore you, Ashlyn Rose Montiel.”)

“I’m really not famous,” I tell Jade.

“Sure you are. We’ve never met, yet I’m able to first-middle-last name you. That should tell you something.”

“I’m able to first and last name you, Jade Decker. Maybe you’re famous.”

With a smile, Jade shakes her head. “Um, no. First and last name? Not the same at all.”

Cloudy reaches the door first, and Jade and I follow her into Astro Burger. From the outside, the place is generic, but inside, it has a 1950s theme with tiny jukeboxes at each table.

“I want to enjoy the nonfreezingness of LA as much as possible,” Cloudy says, standing in line. “You two go grab one of those outside tables. I’ll buy the shakes, which also means I get to surprise you.”

Jade and I do as we’re told, and settle in across from each other at a round table with an umbrella on the lit-up patio. “Tell me the truth,” she says. “How’s Cloudy been doing since . . . you know. Everything that happened with Ashlyn?”

It’s weird—someone asking a question like that about Cloudy. A million times weirder still that I’m the person being asked. For the first time, someone’s assuming I’m not the one who’s most wrecked over Ashlyn’s death. “She’s all right, I think.”

Jade lifts her eyebrows. “Really? Because the Cloudy Marlowe I’ve known since elementary school has always been the girl who walks into a room and owns it. Right now, it’s like she doesn’t want to be seen. I had to catch her in a lie to get her to visit me today. I had to beg her to start dancing at the club. Before, she was always up for anything at any time.”

Annoyance stabs at me. Especially since, okay, maybe Cloudy had to be coaxed to dance, but she was already singing and having fun with me before that. According to Jade, if Cloudy isn’t generating maximum energy every moment, there’s something wrong with her? “We’ve been on the road for two days and had to sleep in my car last night. She’s tired.”

“It’s more than that. One glance confirmed it for me.” Jade purses her lips. “What’s the big mystery, anyway? Why are you two in California?”

Cloudy knows I told my dad about the organ recipients, but we agreed not to let anyone else in on the secret. “It gets so cold in Bend. We’re on midwinter break, so we figured, why not go somewhere warm?”

Jade nods, but I can tell she isn’t satisfied. “You hang out with Cloudy all the time?”

Ashlyn used to call me from camp, complaining about Jade being pushy. At the time, I’d chalked it up to jealousy over her having to share Cloudy, but now I get it. I wait several seconds before answering Jade’s question. “Do you mean in the past day and a half, or in general? I can write you our hanging-out schedule, if it helps.”

Jade lets out a short laugh. “You feel like you’re being interrogated?”

“Aren’t I?”

She eases back against her chair, as if she no longer intends to pounce. “It’s hard for me to be there for Cloudy the way I want to be. She’s eight hundred miles away. After losing Ashlyn, it makes sense that the two of you would gravitate toward each other. More than anyone, you can understand what the other is feeling and help each other get through it, right?”

Now it’s my turn to nod. Not because I’m trying to lie or rewrite history, but because there actually was one specific day when it was true—a day I try never to think about.

While Ashlyn was in the ICU, Cloudy and I went every day. The hospital had strict rules about how many visitors could go in at a time and for how long. We took our turns whenever we could get them without complaint.

One morning, the Montiels were gathered in Ashlyn’s room, waiting to hear test results. Cloudy and I had skipped school for this. We hadn’t talked about it. We didn’t do it together. But we both showed up. We sat alone in the waiting room, elbow to elbow, no empty seats between us. She had a magazine open on her lap, but wasn’t turning pages. I’d never prayed in my life, but I did then, inside my head, for half an hour: I don’t believe anyone’s reading my mind, but if I’m wrong, you should help Ashlyn, okay? Please. Because she deserves to get better. She should have a full recovery.

I went over what she’d told me she wanted to do in the future: She’s never left the US, but she hopes to visit every continent in the world. She’s saving up to volunteer for a month in Costa Rica at a rescue center for endangered animals. She wants saving animals to be her career. Her life, basically . . .

I listed off things Ashlyn had done that proved she was a good person: She visits nursing homes and takes up collections for clothing and toy drives with her team during the holidays. She served food to the homeless one Thanksgiving. She smiles at random people in the hallway at school. If someone spills something, she’ll help clean it up. . . .

In my thoughts, I repeated and rephrased everything so my argument became even more convincing. Ashlyn would get better, I’d decided. It wouldn’t make any kind of sense for her not to. There were animals that needed her. People who needed her. Her team, her friends, her family. And me. I needed for her to be okay.

But then Ashlyn’s mom came stumbling out of the ICU. From her expression, I could tell right away she’d forgotten we were out there, the doctor’s news hadn’t been positive, and she was trying to get space from what she’d been told.

My mind went all over the place. Ashlyn’s recovery was going to take a long time? She’d never fully recover? No more cheer? Or walking? Or . . . what?

Cloudy asked the questions I was unable to speak aloud: “What’s wrong? What did they say?”

Mrs. Montiel let out a shaky breath, dropped into a seat across from Cloudy and me, and told us Ashlyn wasn’t coming out of her coma. Not ever. Tears ran down her face as she explained that machines were keeping Ashlyn’s body alive, but her brain was dead.

Dead.

Ashlyn was dead.

My bones turned to liquid and I slid onto the floor.

Cloudy’s magazine landed next to me with a whump! She leaned forward, took my liquid hand in her solid one, and said, “Kyle.”

Just that. Just my name.

DEAD.

I couldn’t breathe, but my bones slowly solidified and I was able to slide myself over to kneel in front of Cloudy. I sobbed onto her knees. She wrapped her arms around me and her tears fell into my hair. I knew, in that moment, that we were in this together.

JADE JOLTS ME out of it. “Cloudy’s hands are full.”

She jumps up and pulls the glass door open. I blink hard a couple of times to make sure I’m going to be okay.

Cloudy sets down a tray with three Astro Burger cups and slides onto the chair next to mine. “This place blends strange ingredients into vanilla ice cream. But not avocado, so here’s banana for Jade,” she says, pushing it across the table. “And sadly, Kyle, no chocolate mint. I got you pineapple, but if you hate it, we can trade. Mine’s apple cinnamon, which I was told tastes like apple pie minus the crust.” As we unwrap straws to stab into our shakes, Cloudy says, “Tomorrow’s Monday and you have school. What do you recommend Kyle and I do all day?”

Jade talks about the Santa Monica Pier, Third Street Promenade, and Venice Beach Boardwalk, but I kind of zone out.

After I’d gotten up from the hospital waiting room floor, Cloudy convinced me to go see Ashlyn for the last time. I didn’t say good-bye because I knew Ashlyn couldn’t hear me, but I did sit beside her. I studied her face. I wanted to memorize her tan skin, her thick lashes, her shiny black hair spread over the white pillow, but I couldn’t stay focused. It was as if I was somehow outside my body, watching myself watch her through a haze of tears. I held her hand, and it felt like the warmest hand in the world. At that moment, I was the colder of the two of us, shaking all over and nauseated, knowing her warmth was artificial and temporary. Afterward, Cloudy drove me to Matty’s and all I could think as I lay on the couch and cried until I passed out was that I had sat in a room alone with Ashlyn, but since she wasn’t really there anymore, what had actually happened?

I still can’t answer that question, but I do know this: the worst day of my life was also the worst day of Cloudy’s. I was completely useless to her, but she helped me get through it.

Jade pulls out her phone to tell Theresa where to meet us, and I watch Cloudy in profile. She catches me looking and smiles, nodding toward my shake. “How’s the pineapple? Any good?”

“It’s perfect,” I tell her.





Cloudy

“You’ve got to come out here.”

I look up from the kitchen table—and the long list of “Things to See” Jade’s parents left for us: Hollywood, Beverly Hills, the Griffith Observatory, the Getty. It’s almost like they don’t want us alone in their house all day.

Even though I’ve known the Deckers since I was ten, they wanted to talk to Kyle and me before we settled in last night. But “want” may be the wrong word. I don’t think they desired our company at eleven thirty p.m. so much as needed to be sure I’m not suddenly a cultist on the run—or that when Kyle mentioned bringing in Arm, he wasn’t talking about, you know, an arm. Afterward, I took the guest room, claiming I didn’t want to disrupt Jade’s regular school-night routine by bunking with her. Mr. and Mrs. Decker ate that up.

Not Jade, though.

From the moment she zeroed in on me at AMPLYFi, she was . . . studying me. It was in the way her eyes scrunched up at the corners whenever she looked my way. And if anyone could spot a difference in me, it would be Jade. I suspect that friendship plus distance has a way of magnifying the things that should stay hidden. When you change so gradually, the people you’re with every day don’t have a chance to notice.

So all I have to do is avoid the kind of time she wants to spend together. Last night, a separate room and a locked door seemed like a decent start.

Now Kyle’s standing in the doorway, fresh from a shower, in his brand-new clothes.

“I thought you were checking on the car,” I say.

“I was. Then I saw it.”

I follow Kyle out into the foyer, then pat my back pocket for the extra house key Jade left before going to school. Arm is still curled up on the couch—hopefully the Deckers don’t mind her crashing here while we’re out. I’m not sure Rodeo Drive is as welcoming as half-empty diners in Sacramento.

We’re out the door, onto the porch, then down the stairs. The sun and the wind have an agreement going here—just when the breeze gets too chilly, the sun picks up the slack. Kyle jogs into the street, right across to Ocean Park Boulevard’s thin, grassy median. The Deckers live in a small bungalow on a street that points straight to the ocean—the same direction Kyle’s gesturing now.

“Holy. Shit.”

Kyle shakes his head, incredulous. “It was too dark when we got here last night. I didn’t notice it.”

“Jade said it was close, but . . . it’s so close.” Well, not really. The Pacific is barely an inch-wide stripe across the horizon, but I can see it clearly. It’s as if I can hold up my thumb and smudge the inky blue of the ocean into the sky. “Let’s go.”

“To the beach?”

“Yeah, I want to go in the water.”

He glances at me, dubious. “Cloudy, it’s February.”

“Kyle,” I mimic, “it’s frigging Southern California. It’s not like they shut down the ocean.”

There’s an amused twist to his lips. “I think sometimes they do, actually. Something about rain runoff.”

“Oh. My. God,” I whine. “Come on.”

I set off, Kyle chuckling behind me. Neither of us knows where we’re going, but straight ahead should be as good a direction as any.

We walk for fifteen minutes along a path that lies parallel to the beach and should be front and center in a postcard. The perfectly spaced date palms reach way up into a vibrantly blue sky. Santa Monica might border on annoyingly perfect, but I’m already too in love to care.

Once we cross over onto the beach, I kick off my shoes and roll the cuffs of my jeans. We shuffle through a long stretch of cool sand, and Kyle stops where it starts to dampen. I go on, right to the shoreline, ignoring the chill that creeps up into my bare feet. So maybe I was a little overzealous earlier, but after being a brat about the whole thing, some part of me is going into the goddamn Pacific.

“How is it?”

I don’t bother turning around as I give Kyle the finger. “It’s freezing,” I admit. “Satisfied?”

“Nah. Just curious.”

“You can come feel it for yourself.”

“It’s freezing enough right here,” he says, “but thanks.”

A small wave swells up, foamy around my ankles, and I have to grit my teeth so I don’t shriek. It gets easier to adjust every time, so much so that it becomes close to comfortable. Or my feet have gone numb.

Eventually, Kyle comes up beside me, his sneakers dangling from his fingertips. “Are we really here, looking at this?” he says.

I cluck my tongue. “Sedona desert boys. So impressed with water.”

“And Bend girls?” He elbows me. “You prefer your water at a glacial temperature?”

Bend might have every other body of water—rivers, lakes, streams, waterfalls—but we’re totally lacking in saltwater. “This one summer, my parents took us to Lincoln City. It was the first time I’d ever been to the ocean, and I ran straight in because I thought it was a lake.”

“Not so much?”

“Most lakes don’t have waves that’ll knock a five-year-old on her butt.”

“True,” he laughs. “But if you do end up at USC, you could get some practice in.”

“What do you mean?”

He gives me a sideways glance. “USC’s only a few miles from here. I looked it up. You’d be able to come here every day, if you wanted.”

I could. Every single day. Without Ashlyn.

I’ve never imagined myself anywhere without her—certainly not college. Before, our course was so set. And now, it’s all up to me. There are hundreds of places I could end up, schools or programs or neither of those things because I don’t know where I’m going. The thought seizes me, ping-ponging around my brain until I’m light-headed.

I anchor myself here with this: Ashlyn and I will never go to USC like she intended. We’ll never be on this beach together. Yet in her own way, she still managed to get me here.

Kyle and I stand, shoulder to shoulder, at the edge of Santa Monica. Up and down the beach there are others, all determined tourists probably, doing the same—staring ahead, watching the water, hypnotized by the vastness of it. It’s so big out there, so much more mysterious and promising than what’s at our feet.

Behind me, a kid squeals, and I imagine her bolting across the sand, her mom or dad or someone who loves her chasing closely behind. The people riding bikes on the same walkway Kyle and I were on earlier. Beach apartments and small cafés and a few blocks inland, a high school where one of my oldest friends might have already figured me out. And everyone here, looking the opposite way. We’re all staring out to the ocean like the answers are in front of us when, really, the whole world is at our backs. Waiting for us, hoping we’ll turn around and take notice.

But I’ll let it wait. I won’t worry about the rest of the world, or USC, or Jade. I just pick out a spot on the horizon as my feet sink deeper into the sand.

KYLE AND I are having fun. Possibly. It might be fun. Fun or it’s that we’re showered and not wearing our parkas and the salty air is going to our heads. Either way, Kyle hasn’t frowned in an hour, so I’m checking that off in the having-a-blast column. And I’m feeling it, too—a lightness, in the way the beachy wind flirts with the curly ends of my hair and how the sun warms but never burns.

We end up doubling back, away from the Pacific, up to wide Ocean Avenue—we want to see the Santa Monica Pier from where it begins. I’m disappointed we’re a couple of months too early to catch the jacarandas in bloom. The spindly trees fan out with trumpet-shaped purple flowers, like in a Dr. Seuss book. We definitely don’t grow those in Bend.

The big blue Yacht Harbor, Sport Fishing, Boating, Cafés sign curves above the street. I dig my phone from my pocket and tap into the camera.

“I can take it,” Kyle says. “If you want to get in there.”

My eyes move to him and the sign, the cars zooming by on the street behind him, the palm trees canopying above us. And I’m so . . . present. Grounded on this sidewalk, with Kyle, on a trip that Ashlyn is leading us on. It makes me say, “We should get one together.”

His forehead wrinkles. “Um, okay. Good idea.”

He doesn’t sound so sure, but I hand over my phone anyway—he is the tall one. As he raises his arm to aim it, I inch closer until my sleeve just barely brushes his chest. We stretch and duck around, trying to find the best pose; when we do, my shoulder is digging into Kyle’s torso; his fingertips are pressed to my back. I keep entirely still.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Ready.”

Once he snaps the photo, time catches up with itself.

He gives back my phone, where Zoë’s Fact of the Hour is waiting: The Ferris wheel at the end of the Pier is solar-powered! She spoke to my parents yesterday, and managed to cover for me without self-destructing, but it’s my turn next. There’s no chance they’re letting today go by without hearing my voice.

Kyle and I move under the archway and down the big ramp. My phone is still in my hand when we reach the old-fashioned blue-and-beige building at the bottom. That’s how we both hear the familiar words—“I don’t want anybody else”—sing from its speakers.

“Not again,” I murmur, my head falling back. I saw his missed call before bed last night, and judging from the time, Matty tried me when we were still at AMPLYFi. Probably right when Kyle and I were kazooing to the Beatles.

“Again? He already called you?” Kyle is staring at my phone like Matty might mist out of it like a genie from a lamp. Is he still upset, or does he wish Matty would call him instead?

“I was going to tell you—” No, there’s no time to get into it, so I pick up.

“Matty, hey.” I look at Kyle as I say it. He gestures vaguely over his shoulder, which I assume is his way of saying he’ll meet up with me later. After. “Hey,” I repeat once he’s gone, “I meant to call you back, but—”

“But you’re in California with Kyle?”

So we’re all caught up, then.

“You’ve heard.”

“Yeah.” His voice is gritty—Matty is pissed. You’d think for someone that doesn’t happen to often, he’d be worse at it, but he’s not much of a half-asser. “Let’s see who I’ve heard it from. Jacob,” he starts like he’s ticking the names off on his fingers. “Tyrell, everyone else on the baseball team, my uncle.”

My stomach curdles with each name, one more person waiting for us when we go home. “What did they tell you?”

“Kyle’s dad says you’re visiting Ashlyn’s organ recipients. And you took a cat with you?”

“Arm,” I say.

“. . . Arm?”

“She’s the cat.” Settling between two of the old building’s domed windows, I whisper, “Matty, you didn’t tell anyone about the recipients, did you? Because this could get us into a lot of trouble.”

“Why?”

“We don’t exactly have permission.” I shift my weight from one foot to the other, back and forth. “So please, please, you have to keep it a secret.”

“What the hell, Cloudy?” He sighs out, long and loud, and I instantly regret asking him for a favor. “Not only did you take off without telling anyone, you took off with Kyle without telling me.”

I’m trying to keep my voice down but it’s hard to hear it over my own heartbeat. “We didn’t plan it. And since when do I need your approval to go anywhere?”

He mumbles something away from the phone. Then more intently: “Maybe I’d like a heads-up when my ex skips town with my cousin.”

I wait until a woman pushes a stroller out of earshot. “Don’t be an asshole,” I grind out through my teeth. “I asked him to come and he agreed. That’s all.”

“Kyle wouldn’t get out of bed on Friday night and the next day he’s road-tripping with you? You aren’t even friends.”

My thumb is poised to end the call. “If you’re so puzzled, maybe you should be having this conversation with Kyle instead of bitching at me. Oh, right! You’re not talking to Kyle.”

He sighs another time, right into the receiver, right into my ear, and it’s so familiar. How many times have I felt his breath in my ear? On my neck, down my stomach, wherever else he put his lips, which was lots of places. I never loved Matty, not like that, but he was a better boyfriend than I deserved. And maybe things were awkward after I broke it off, but when Ashlyn died, he was there again—my friend, and more than that, it turned out. If he thought our hookups would lead to more, he never said so.

There’s a muffled noise on his end; I picture him rubbing his forehead like he used to in geometry. “Look, I promise I won’t say anything, okay? But Kyle’s dad told me about the kid in Sacramento.”

I spill a little more of our secret. “Ethan.”

“How’d that go?”

“He’s really happy. And we’re hoping we might actually talk to this other guy, Freddie. He’s in Palm Springs.”

Matty hesitates. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this? We texted the night before you left.”

I inhale air that’s dense with the scent of funnel cake. I hadn’t considered asking Matty along. Is that what this is about? Sure, he’s worried about Kyle, but does he believe we purposely left him behind?

“You were fighting. It seemed like you both could use the space.”

Matty’s laugh is flat. “I figured he’d tell you about our fight.”

“Kyle didn’t know what was going on until we were in Sacramento, so don’t be mad at him. Not for being here, anyway.”

Again he’s quiet. Then: “It’s good he’s with you. You’ve been really strong through this.”

That’s what people tell me. I’m strong. “Yeah.”

“And seeing these people could be good for him. Right? Closure or something?”

“That’s the idea.”

He chuckles, and tension snakes out of my shoulders. “Only you would come up with that idea. What did you tell your parents?”

“They’re away,” I say, “and will never know about this.”

“Your sister, too?”

“Oh.” I pause, praying my phone will spontaneously drain itself. “She knows. She’s . . . not away.”

“Zoë’s home?!” He puffs out a breath. “Do you need me to check on her?”

She may be a total pest, but I can’t refuse this. “Would you? She might want a ride to the grocery store or library—wait, is your car out of purgatory yet?”

Knowing Matty, he’s already done something to get it taken away again.

“Nope,” he says, his lips popping on the P. “And I’d rather not talk about it. But it’s cool, I can ask Danielle to drive me.”

Hold on.

“Danielle?”

He coughs once. “We’ve been hanging out lately.”

“Danielle from my cheer squad?”

“We’re sort of together,” he tells me, carefully. Matty being nervous is almost as unusual as him being pissed. “It just kind of happened last week. Is that weird for you?”

“You’ve had other girlfriends since we dated.”

“Yeah, but we’ve never talked about it. Not after . . . everything, you know?”

He means last fall.

A few weeks after Ashlyn died, the school held a candlelight vigil for her in the Bend High parking lot. Afterward, there was a party at some senior’s house—a better way to honor Ashlyn, everyone said, except hardly anyone mentioned her. But Matty did; he sat on top of a picnic table in the backyard and told stories about growing up next door to Ashlyn, like the time they went trick-or-treating and she dressed up as a jellyfish, and when they were twelve and snuck beer from a cooler at their Fourth of July block party. He talked about Ashlyn to anyone who’d listen, until the sky was dark and the porch railing was lined with empty plastic cups. When he was finished, I kissed him and led him from the party into the basement.

That was the first time. When I was with Matty, I was thinking of only one thing, not a million. Not if it hurt when Ashlyn flipped over her bike, or if she’d gone unconscious immediately. Not if the doctors could’ve done more for her, or if I should’ve asked her to come with me while I got my hair cut, so she wouldn’t have gone on that bike ride in the first place. For a month, whenever Matty and I could steal some time away from school and football and cheer, I was okay. Then he ended things. He felt like he was losing himself more and more every time; like somehow it made him feel more alone. I pretended that I didn’t understand what he meant—I did, though. Losing myself was the whole point. But in the end, I didn’t want to risk losing him, too. I didn’t have many people left.

“No, it’s not weird,” I say to him, my voice steady. And I don’t get that churning-stomach, frozen-veins sensation when I picture them together, so I know it’s the truth. “You and I are friends, Matty.”

“We are.”

“She makes you happy, I hope?”

“Well, she does this thing where—”

“No!” I shout. “Matthew Ocie Junior, do not say another word. We are not those kind of friends.”

He’s cackling, and I can picture him, wherever he is, with his hand on his stomach. “We’re not? Really? I think we might be.”

“Never. And we never, ever, ever will be.”

“I can live with that,” he says, smiling bigger than ever—you can just tell.

THE BUILDING I’VE been leaning against ends up also housing an old carousel and its gift shop. I find Kyle there, near a tall stand of refrigerator magnets. The one he’s focused on is colorful metal, shaped like the big Ferris wheel outside. When he puts his finger to it, it actually spins.

“Like the real thing,” I say.

He straightens up, his eyes avoiding the phone in my hand. “Let’s see for ourselves.”

We walk the length of the pier, our feet thumping against the faded wooden slats, past bike racks, a full-on trapeze setup, and an arcade.

“So Matty was furious,” I tell Kyle, even though he didn’t ask. “I guess I deserve it. I did chloroform you, dump you in the back of your car, and drive you and your cat to Sacramento.”

“Then we’re even,” he laughs. “Since Lita’s convinced I abducted you.”

I slap his arm. “Eavesdropper.”

Kyle takes a few more steps, his hands in his pockets. “What else did he say?”

“Your dad told him about the recipients.” Kyle’s eyes go big and round, afraid he’s blown the whole thing, and I wave it away. “Don’t worry. Matty won’t rat us out.”

“He must think I’m really losing it now.”

I grin. “He sounds pretty into it, honestly.”

We stop outside the entrance to Pacific Park, a small amusement park right on the pier. There’s a roller coaster that loops around a good chunk of the grounds, including other rides and a bunch of carnival-type games. In back, the enormous Pacific Wheel stands tall, glinting under the clear sky.

Once we buy our tickets, we head straight for it. The wheel has a spiral design in the center that’s lit up in neon, and the cars that dangle around it alternate colors: red and yellow and red and yellow.

Kyle and I end up in a yellow one. We slip onto the bench seats opposite each other, a thick metal pole between us—my guess is for grabbing on to. The cars have no windows, just seat backs that reach our shoulders, an umbrella-like cover on top of us, and open air in between. Shortly after we’re locked in, the ride starts, and the car swings as we move slowly up, up, up, until we’re coming down, down, down again.

“What happened with Matty that was so bad?” I ask. “You guys never fight.”

Kyle clears his throat, shifting on the hard seat. “I’m not trying out for baseball this year.”

My mouth goes dry. That is so not what I expected—mostly because I wasn’t expecting an answer at all. “Repeat that.”

He shrugs. “I’m not trying out for the team this year and Matty . . . disagrees with my choice.”

No wonder Matty flipped; he loves playing with Kyle. Not to mention that Kyle missing an entire season isn’t quite an indication that he’s moving on.

My first instinct is to question him until he tries to rappel down the side of the Ferris wheel. But badgering him didn’t work out so well for Matty. “Last time I checked, you’re only supposed to quit the stuff you suck at.”

He weaves his fingers together. “It’s not about being good or bad at it,” he says. “I need a break.”

Over Kyle’s shoulders, the ocean sparkles in the sunshine. I shield my eyes and look into his. “From baseball?”

“From having all those people depend on me. I could use a few months off from that. And from Matty. Or his expectations, I guess.” He laughs, but it’s halfhearted. “You know how intense he gets when he’s really excited about something.”

I nod because I understand, but it’s like I’ve swallowed a knot. There’s more to Kyle’s life than baseball, but it’s one of the things that made him happiest. I could see it on his face whenever Ashlyn dragged me to a game. We’d sit up in the bleachers on the third base side and talk about anything but baseball, eyes on Kyle the whole time. It was hard to ignore him out there. He was the only one on the team who wore his uniform socks pulled up to his knees, like an old-time player. His personal hat tip to tradition. And he was all grace and confidence on the field. He never made a flashy play to get attention; he treated each boring, routine ground ball with respect. Every so often, he’d crouch down and run his fingers through the infield dirt, as if he needed to keep the contact.

For Kyle and baseball, it was true love. So maybe this will be only a short break for him, but what if it’s not? What if he gives up and regrets it?

Something tells me that what Kyle really needs now is a distraction. “Confession time,” I say, slapping my palms on my thighs. “My last Ferris wheel experience was not my finest moment.”

He folds his arms over his chest. “Really?”

“It was at this end-of-the-school-year carnival in fifth grade. Nicholas Morgan promised to take me on the Ferris wheel, just the two of us. Huge stuff.” Kyle’s mouth twitches in a smile. Encouraged, I go on. “But by the time I made it there, he was already getting on with Raquel Harrison. Raquel Harrison! Who started a rumor that I never washed my gym shorts.”

He leans back, bracing a foot on the pole. “That is the worst Ferris wheel story I’ve ever heard. You weren’t even on a Ferris wheel.”

“That,” I tell him, “is the entire point. I should have been. Entire lives could have changed if I’d only been there sooner and gotten the chance.”

Our car comes to a stop as it reaches the pinnacle of the ride. We both slide over, peering all the way down at the boardwalk.

“Maybe this is it, then,” he says, closing his eyes to the wind. “This is your second chance.”

A spiky, charged buzz goes through me at the sight of him.

Maybe it’s my first chance. One I didn’t get five years ago so I could have it here, on the sunniest day I’ve ever seen, hovering above a postcard city.

The Ferris wheel churns again, jolting us forward.

What am I doing?

This isn’t some cutesy first date. I’m not here sightseeing with Kyle. We’re not even supposed to be in Santa Monica. This is a stopover on a trip that matters more than tourist attractions and silly stories. It matters more than anything.

Our car dips lower, dropping back down to the pier, scattering whatever electricity thrum there was left.

JADE POUNCES AS soon as her front gate clicks shut. “So how does Kyle look naked?”

It’s like the time a sheet of snow fell off our garage and onto my hatless head: stupefying and obnoxious and a little painful. Not that I wasn’t expecting Jade to get straight to the point as soon as we were alone, but Kyle naked is a little too . . . pointy.

My lungs ache, even though we’re just starting our run. I haven’t taken a decent breath since Jade suggested it. She asked Kyle along, too, but he doesn’t have any of his exercise clothes to run in. Neither do I, really, except for my sneakers—and Jade kindly offered to lend me shorts and a T-shirt. We were all in the kitchen, setting up for dinner, and I’d been edgy from a phone call with my mom that included telling her I was making quesadillas for Zoë. So when Jade brought up the run, I couldn’t come up with an excuse fast enough. Not that she would’ve taken an excuse, anyway.

“Don’t tell me you two do it with your clothes on,” she says now, watching my face. “What a waste.”

“Would you stop?” I hiss, glancing over my shoulder. When we left, Kyle was with Jade’s father in the backyard, checking out the new hammocks. With any luck he’s still there, an entire house-sized distance between him and this conversation.

Jade snickers, but her pace quickens to a light jog and I follow. “Okay, you’re looking at me like I’m absurd when you’re the one on a road trip you’re obviously lying about. And I’m not supposed to believe this is an interstate sex romp?”

“No, you’re not, you hornball.” I stretch out an arm, briefly hiding my face as it reddens. Matty had insinuated something similar—not that he actually believed it. But everyone back home . . . they might. “And we wouldn’t have to leave Bend to have sex.”

She purses her lips. “You would for it to count as a romp.”

“There’s no romping!”

“If you say so,” she snorts, her eyes sparking, “Then what’s up? You’d really come all the way to California and not tell me?”

My exhale is shaky. This is the warm-up to whatever else she has in store for me. “We were six hours away. That’s not exactly in the neighborhood.”

“I know there’s a story here. Zoë was way too much of a jittery mess on the phone.”

I wipe sweat from my forehead. “Do you remember when Mr. Ordell used to say, ‘If I can hear you talking, you’re not running hard enough’?”

Jade grins. She must be picturing our middle school gym teacher, complete with track pants, polo shirt, and top-notch farmer’s tan. “I think it was more like, ‘If I can hear you talking, or see any shred of joy on your face, you’re not running hard enough.’ But this isn’t gym class. I want to talk!”

I fix my eyes straight ahead. There’s a full moon, and the palm trees and condos along Barnard Way are burnished orange by streetlights. Kyle and I walked this same street only a few hours ago—the ocean is right there. Although it’s too dark to see it beyond the boardwalk, I can smell its briny scent, more powerful here than up near Jade’s house.

I breathe out a sigh. “Okay, then. How does Theresa look naked?”

She laughs and reaches over to poke me sharply in the forehead. “I missed you, idiot.”

I take the opportunity to spring ahead, my feet pressing down hard into the cement. I can’t get away from Jade, or her questions, but running away right now tastes a little bit like freedom.

When I’m running—or tumbling, or practicing cheers, or exercising—my mind goes clear. Distracting myself constantly is exhausting, but when I’m active, I’m centered. I can let everything go.

We continue on to Ocean Avenue, then Santa Monica Boulevard, before turning into the Third Street Promenade. White fairy lights hang from the trees, glittering in the dark. It makes the place feel enchanted, like so much more than a few blocks of retail shops and restaurants.

Once we’re back on the street, there’s less to gawk at and fewer people to maneuver around. My legs blaze from ankle to thigh, and my arms throb—stretching before the run didn’t prepare my muscles at all, not with how tight they’ve been. But I want to get back to Jade’s quickly, so I push myself to run faster. She glances at me every so often with her eyebrows pulled together. She’s cataloging everything I do, and the sooner we’re with Kyle, and Arm, and even her parents, the better.

We pass a mural on Main Street—it’s an entire wall painted red, with the words “you are beautiful” scrawled across it in a neat white script. My mind pulls up the Thoreau mural back home, and a twinge darts up my chest. It makes me stumble and when Jade notices, her pace slows to a walk.

I keep jogging, not willing to slow down, but my skin goes cold and clammy. “Come on, Jade,” I huff. “A little farther.”

Her forehead wrinkles when she looks at me. “Aren’t we ever going to talk about her?”

Stupefying. Obnoxious. Painful.

I finally fall into step with her, panting. “What?”

“Ashlyn.”

My veins contract or expand or whatever they need to do so they won’t burst. Blood thunders in my ears as I steer myself around a woman walking her beagle. “What about Ashlyn?”

She pulls at the waist of her red shorts—“Vikings Cheer” is stitched onto the right leg. “How have you been? For real?”

I’ve answered that so often, it doesn’t register anymore. But this is Jade, not a random classmate or one of my mom’s friends who I’ve run into at the supermarket.

“It’s hard,” I tell her, my gaze on the squat and square blue building across the street. “Not having her around, I mean. But I’m doing okay.”

“Are you? Because it doesn’t seem like it.” I turn to her, and she holds up her hand. “She was your best friend. You’re more than entitled to not be okay.”

My shirt is heavy with sweat and rough against my skin. I just want it off. “Then what’s your point?”

Her voice is gentle when she says, “You’re different.”

I stop under a low, leafy tree. All I wanted was to avoid this conversation, but now that it’s happening, I’m aggravated Jade started it in front of a car wash. “How would you know if I’m different? We barely ever see each other.”

Jade rubs a hand down her face, weary. “I am so sorry that I couldn’t make it to her funeral. My mom was still looking for work back then and we didn’t have . . . I’m not trying to make this about me. What I’m saying is, even though we live far apart, I’m always going to be around for you. And I want you to know that you can talk to me.”

It hurts to smile, but I do. “I do know that, you sap.”

Her expression softens. “That. That’s what you do whenever I bring up Ashlyn. It’s like shutters come down over your eyes, or someone turned off your switch. You check out and change the subject.”

Nausea roils deep in my belly, a pit that gets bigger and bigger. “You’re imagining things.”

“You can’t bottle everything up, Cloudy,” she says. “If you do, you’ll never move on.”

I swallow hard. The school counselor, my parents, they all said the same thing. If I didn’t talk about Ashlyn’s death, how it made me feel, I’d never get past it. But here’s the thing about talking: every conversation ends the same way, with Ashlyn still dead and me missing her so much that it’s overwhelming, excruciating, and relentless. And when you talk enough about something, you give it a shape. You make it real.

Why doesn’t anyone get that?

Jade puts her hands behind her back. “Don’t get me wrong, Cloudy, I understand needing to get out of Bend. But this trip is kind of . . . unlike you.”

I roll my lips together. “Meaning?”

“You’re lying to your parents, your friends, skipping practice—you’ve never left the squad behind like that. Your sister’s home alone. And all for a spur-of-the-moment road trip with Ashlyn’s boyfriend? That’s not you.”

My skin is tight enough to split open. So what if I left things back in Bend? It’s not as if I’m doing this for myself. This trip is about Kyle getting through something big—and I’m not sorry for it. Not when I’m finally helping him. How can I look out for Zoë, for the squad, and for Kyle at the same time? How many people can I be there for at once?

“You haven’t given me a straight answer since you got here,” Jade pushes. “What’s going on?”

Warning bells and shrieking alarms and blaring sirens sound in my head, but I say it, anyway. “You really want to know what this trip’s about?”

She shrugs at me like of course. Of course I do.

So I tell her.

I tell her everything. Kyle’s rut, and the emails, and Ethan, and Palm Springs, and the Vegas wedding.

Her mouth opens the slightest bit as she absorbs it all, and before she can answer, I add, “I’m going to finish our run.”

Then, with my heart beating double-time and halfway up my throat, I turn away. And this time, I am running away from her, and her questions, but there’s nothing freeing about it.





Kyle

It’s nine fifteen in the morning, and Cloudy and I have already been go, go, go! for over three hours. My amped-up mood as I breathe in dry Palm Springs air in a strip mall parking lot reminds me of how I used to feel around Ashlyn or Matty (or especially Ashlyn and Matty): motivated, energized, ready for anything.

“I wish you’d have stolen more emails,” I tell Cloudy, waving around Freddie Blackwell’s printed words. “He’s so formal. I can’t get a handle on his personality. Unless this is his personality.”

I’m sitting at the back of my vehicle beneath the open hatch with my legs dangling above the cement. Three feet to my left, Cloudy is using the cargo area as her craft table. She’s standing as she arranges mugs, artificial daisies, chocolate bars, biscotti, and a variety of coffees, teas, and hot cocoas in a basket. Once she’s done, we’re going to deliver it to Freddie, Ashlyn’s lung recipient. We’re going to try, at least.

“There weren’t other emails to steal,” Cloudy says. “Before, the Montiels communicated with the recipients only by letters through the transplant organization. And there was no way I was going to take official United States mail from their house.”

“Oh, fine.”

At this point, I’m talking just to talk. I’ve become so distracted by this girl. Officially, it started during “Twist and Shout” in LA the night before last, and has only gotten more intense since. I like it, though.

I like that we’re able to converse again. I like getting to spend our days together. I like that she looks at me as if I’m her friend. I like . . . her. More than I should. This bland email from Freddie is the only thing keeping me from staring nonstop at her face while she concentrates on taping each item where she wants it in the configuration.

An elderly couple strolls past us. Like everyone I’ve seen out and about in Palm Springs, they’re wearing sweaters and long pants, while I’m in shorts. It’s hard for me to believe they all find it cold here.

“What else do you know about this guy?” I ask. “What are we getting ourselves into?”

“I haven’t read the actual letters. But Freddie’s a former golf instructor, I think?”

“It says here he has a new job lined up for when he gets back from his trip, so maybe it won’t be ‘former’ for long. I wonder where he and his wife are headed.”

“Australia and New Zealand. That’s what Mrs. Montiel told me.” Cloudy holds out the basket, so I take it from her. “I think it would be cool to travel there someday.”

“Me too,” I say. “If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you pick?”

She hops up, holding the sides of her skirt against her thighs as she takes a seat beside me. “South America and especially Machu Picchu in Peru.”

“I’ve never heard of that.”

“It was a lost city to the outside world until, like, a hundred years ago, and the engineering was supposedly very advanced. People still don’t know what it was used for, so it’s this great mystery.”

“So that’s the one thing you want to see more than anything else, then?” I ask.

“Um.” Cloudy motions for me to lift the basket, and then I kind of maneuver it around while she wraps it in crinkly, plasticky stuff. “No, that would be the tulip fields in Holland.”

I laugh. “Holland? That is nowhere near South America!”

“I know. I’d say that Machu Picchu is my ideal destination. But you asked for one thing. And that would be beautiful, colorful tulips surrounding me in all directions. What about you?”

“For my one thing? I guess just something ancient? I’m into checking out places people built hundreds of years ago. Like, there’s this cliff dwelling near Sedona called Montezuma Castle. It’s from the twelfth century. People aren’t allowed inside anymore, but you can look up at it from the ground. I used to imagine living there. That was before I understood the meaning of ‘national monument.’”

“Will we have time to go there today?” she asks.

“Yup. It’ll be on our way.”

Excitement and nervousness swirl through me. At this moment, I’m closer to Arizona than I’ve been in almost two years, and as long as everything goes according to our new plan, I’ll be there with Cloudy before the day is over.

At the pier yesterday, Cloudy told me she wanted to stay with Jade’s family for at least a couple of nights. Today was supposed to be the day we explored Los Angeles. But after she came back from her run with Jade last night, she’d changed her mind. Matty’s parents let him book their time-share in Las Vegas for us for Thursday and Friday nights, and since this is Tuesday, Cloudy said we should try to find Freddie this morning, and then head to Sedona afterward. This way, I’ll get to spend time with some of my own friends during our trip, too.

I’m very on board with this plan. I want to show Cloudy my old town, which is different from anywhere in the world (or so people say). I want to catch up with my friends—especially Will, who we’re going to stay with. I want to discover if me spending time in the place I lived before I lost Ashlyn will help me find a way to become someone who resembles Back to Normal Kyle. It’s an ambitious goal for a two-day visit, but I’m hopeful.

Cloudy takes the basket and her hand brushes mine. It shouldn’t be a big deal, but when our skin touches, all this heat radiates through me. It’s so strange to be feeling anything about another girl—and stranger still that the girl would turn out to be Ashlyn’s best friend, who seemed to hate me until this trip. With the convoluted history of Cloudy and me, I know I should tamp it down, knock it off, get over it.

I don’t want to, though.

She slides the wrapped basket behind us and then pulls out a spool of ribbon and tiny scissors from the shopping bag beside her. “You still didn’t answer your own question. What’s the one ancient thing that’s going to make your life complete?”

I consider. “Probably the Egyptian pyramids. I’ve seen them in pictures and movies all my life, but to be there in person? That would be amazing. They’re five thousand years old. Did the people who created them have any idea they’d last so long? I mean, what were their lives even like then?”

“From what I’ve heard, not so different from now. They had indoor bathrooms, played board games, and, you know, occasionally shaved off their eyebrows to keep away evil spirits. Or is that what they wore black eyeliner for?”

I chuckle. “I’m not sure. But do you remember Crystal Curby shaving her eyebrows last year? She told Matty it was a sign of mourning because her cat died. I checked online and that was a real thing in ancient Egypt.”

“Whenever someone died, they’d shave off their eyebrows?”

“Only when their cats died.”

“Ohhh. Because they worshipped them.” Cloudy glances up from the intricate bow she’s tying and nods toward Arm, sleeping in the backseat. “Kind of like how you are with a certain bundle of fur?”

“She is the coolest cat to come around in several millennia.”

I wonder if Cloudy believes in reincarnation. A couple of days ago, she said Ashlyn must be pissed about not getting to use the frame she’d picked out for her magazine article. That doesn’t sound like any kind of heaven I’ve heard of before, but it’s probably what she was meaning?

She trims the ribbon and attaches it to the basket. “All done.”

We both climb down and view her handiwork from a couple of feet away. “If I’d tried to make a gift basket,” I say, “it would literally be a basket with a pile of gifts in it. You’re insanely skilled at this.”

“I’m all right. Lita’s the team’s designated bow maker. She does these pretty loops and uses a needle and thread to make them stay perfect. Mine is atrocious in comparison.”

“Well, I think yours looks awesome. So there.”

Cloudy smiles at her sandals. “What do you think? Are we ready for Freddie now?”

“We’re ready.”

AFTER I’VE MADE a couple of turns from the parking lot to get us headed the right direction on East Vista Chino, two things happen at once: Cloudy reads from her phone that my next turn will be in 1.3 miles and “What Sarah Said” by Death Cab for Cutie starts playing on my stereo.

This song. This is the song I’ve been avoiding for months because it’s too honest, too real, too painful. The opening piano notes alone have made me cry more times than I like to think about. But I haven’t deleted it from my playlist for one reason: this song means more to me than any other.

“What Sarah Said” describes what’s it like when someone you love is in the ICU. The lyrics nail every detail. The nonsensical thought that maybe slowing your own breathing could help them somehow. The smells, the sounds, the vitals monitors, the waiting room, the magazines, the vending machines, the nervous pacing. The complete helplessness of knowing there’s nothing you can do, that you have no choice except to wait for whatever’s going to happen.

I move my finger to the button that will skip the song like I’ve done hundreds of times before. Then I hesitate. Maybe it’s because I’m sitting next to this cool girl who’s come up with a scheme to help us both move on. Maybe it’s because the kitten crawling in the backseat gives me irrational hope. But mostly, it’s because even though I don’t want to listen to this, part of me is curious to discover whether I can. I want to know if I’m physically capable, after all these many weeks, of hearing these words set to this music and not losing it.

So I let it play.

The first sixteen seconds is piano only, then the drums and cymbals kick in, and at forty-two seconds, the vocals.

The piano is relentless. That’s how it’s always felt to me. My hands squeeze the steering wheel tighter with every verse. Each description in the song conjures up a real memory from my own time visiting Ashlyn in the ICU and it makes my eyes sting and my chest ache. This song might have been written for the sole purpose of killing me, but I’m not letting it.

I’m not breaking down.

At the three-minute, ten-second mark, Ben Gibbard sings about what Sarah said (“Love is watching someone die”), and I know I’ve made it. I let out a loud, relieved breath like I’ve sat up again after body-weight bench pressing.

And that’s when, with three minutes still remaining, the music stops.

I turn my head toward Cloudy, who’s holding my phone and staring at me wide-eyed like I heaved the weights right onto her. Her voice is accusing. “You didn’t skip it.”

It hadn’t occurred to me she’d been paying attention the other times. “It was an endurance test. And I passed. It’s the first time I’ve not skipped ‘What Sarah Said’ since, like, November. Have you listened to it before?”

She shakes her head and sets my phone down to focus on her own again. “North Palm Canyon Drive. That’s us. Stay in this lane and go left at the light.”

“A couple of weeks after Ashlyn died,” I tell her, “it randomly came on the radio, and I felt like the singer was stealing thoughts straight from my brain. I listened to it over and over again until one day, I couldn’t anymore.” I wait at the traffic signal for a few seconds, and then make the turn. “I was kind of starting to hate myself because I hadn’t wanted to stay until the very end with her. I didn’t want to watch her die.”

“Kyle, we didn’t have the choice to stay. Mrs. Montiel said only the surgical team was allowed in the room when they turned off life support. Because of how organ donation works.”

“I know. But deep down, I was relieved. This song made me wish I’d been strong enough to have gotten upset about not being given the option, you know?”

“Turn right on North Via Las Palmas.” Cloudy removes her sunglasses from the top of her head and puts them on properly. “Then it will be another right onto South Via Las Palmas.”

Her tone is clipped. I can’t tell if she’s upset about this discussion or simply trying to keep us from getting lost. I’d like to talk it through, though. Of anyone, I know she’s the person who can understand.

“While listening to that song again,” I say, “there’s one thing I just now realized. I used to think I’d never get the image of her in the hospital out of my head. I thought I’d always be haunted by it. But it’s mostly gone now. If I try really, really hard, I can sort of picture the scrapes on her face and hands, the bandages, all the tubes and cords, but my brain has rewritten the memory. All I see is her, looking the way she’d always looked before.”

Cloudy sighs so softly it’s barely louder than breathing, and my stomach tightens. I’m pushing this too far. The last thing I want is for her to think I’m being a jerk. “I’m glad I can survive that song again.” I speak in a rush. “That’s all I was trying to say.”

It takes a few seconds for Cloudy to put on a small smile. “Song conquering is a very good thing.”

At that, I shut up and let her continue guiding me toward our destination.

THE DIRECTIONS LOOP us back to the main drag once, but it isn’t long before we’ve figured out where things went wrong and I’m pulling us into a circular driveway. Freddie’s house is an A-frame with an attached flat-roofed garage jutting forward from the far side. Behind the property, the palm trees are overpowered by mountains, which are now so much bigger than when we were three miles away.

“Here we are!” Cloudy sings. “Are we really ready for this?”

“Yup. And I’ll let you do all the talking so I don’t screw it up.”

“I don’t see a car, so let’s hope it’s in the garage. It’s already seventy degrees. If we have to wait for him to come home, this might be one miserable, sweaty stakeout. Plus, the chocolate won’t survive.”

I put down the windows all the way so Arm won’t get too hot while she waits. “You don’t think she’ll jump out and run away to live in the mountains, do you?”

“No way. She lurves you. She’d never leave without you.”

“If you’re wrong, I’ll be shaving my eyebrows off.”

“We both will be.”

Cloudy retrieves the gift basket and together, we head up the walkway past the flower beds. Due to the house’s design, we’re standing completely under shade almost ten feet before we reach the front door. A big red-and-white sign demands our attention as we get close: NO SOLICITING. No Charities. No Food or Menus. No Home Estimates. No Petitions. No Politics. No Religion. No Salespeople.

“That covers just about everyone,” I say.

“But not gift-basket bringers. So we’re in luck.”

Cloudy rings the bell. After about thirty seconds, the door flies open, revealing a guy maybe around Cloudy’s height (5’5”) and my dad’s age (51). It isn’t like we woke him up or anything (he’s dressed in slacks and a collared shirt like he’s on his way to hit golf balls), so I can’t begin to guess why his face is scrunched up like he’s just downed a shot of vinegar.

Cloudy puts on her best cheer smile as she moves her sunglasses back to the top of her head. “Good morning!”

The man’s voice is stern as he nods toward his warning sign. “Before we go any further, did you read this?”

I clear my throat. “We did.”

His eyes bore through mine. “And do you understand that I will slam this door in a heartbeat if you’re here for any of what’s listed?”

“We’re here to deliver a prize,” Cloudy says, holding out the basket with a smile.

The man peers at it from his side of the threshold, but doesn’t take it. “A prize for what?”

“It was a raffle drawing,” she says. “The winner is Freddie Blackwell. Is that you?”

“Yes. My wife must have entered me, but I don’t drink coffee.” He calls over his shoulder, “Bettie!”

Now we have an answer as to whether this particular recipient has inherited Ashlyn’s iced-coffee habit. I’m not sure what else we’ll learn, but I’m not spotting anything about him right off that’s Ashlyn-like—except his size. Which makes sense, I guess. Only someone with a small body could get enough oxygen using lungs that had belonged to another small person.

I try to catch Cloudy’s eye, but she’s staring straight ahead. Her cheer smile has vanished.

When Freddie turns to us again, he has the decency to soften his expression and his voice. “I’m sorry. What organization did you kids say you’re with again?”

“We’re not,” I tell him.

“Then who sent you to deliver this?”

“Oh,” Cloudy says. “I think . . . the card’s in the car.”

She thrusts the basket at me and rushes off in search of an imaginary card, leaving me alone with Freddie. I consider dropping the basket at his feet and getting the hell off his property without another word, but then he’s joined at the door by a platinum-haired woman who’s even shorter than he is.

She smiles up at me. “What’s this?”

“Apparently, you put in my name to win coffee,” Freddie explains.

Bettie reaches for the basket, so I let her take it.

“I put in your name?” She examines their “prize” through the plastic. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d do. Not for delicious coffee and chocolates. I’d want to make sure they went to someone who appreciates them. Like myself, for instance. Look at this chocolate caramel bar. Yum!”

Freddie shrugs. “The girl he has with him said it was specifically for Freddie.”

“Oh, you know what?” I say. “This was one of the runner-up gifts. The raffle was done through a hospital. I’m, um, not sure which one, but maybe only patients could win? The grand prize was a trip to anywhere in the world.”

For a millisecond, Bettie’s eyes go glassy, like she’s trying to puzzle out whether a teenager hand-delivering a basket in Southern California could possibly be aware of the other prizes some unknown Oregon hospital had up for grabs nearly six months ago. But then she smiles. “Oh, yes. Freddie was in the hospital last year. I think I remember signing up for something in the cafeteria. I spent a lot of time there to keep from pacing holes in the waiting room floor during his surgery. We’re actually headed Down Under to Australia and New Zealand in March for our pearl anniversary. That’s thirty years! We’d sure have loved to win the trip for free, but thank you for bringing this by.”

“No problem. And congratulations on . . . everything.”

Freddie looks past me. “Your girlfriend doesn’t have to round up the card. Or do you think she’s taking her time because she doesn’t like me?”

“That wouldn’t surprise me in the least.” Bettie laughs. “He’s such an ogre when people drop by. We moved here from Portland, Oregon. He survived all the rain and living on an oxygen tank for years, but he still hasn’t recovered from dealing with the door-to-door salesmen.”

“Relentless little pricks.” Freddie nods toward his sign. “They don’t care what you post or what you say to them. They call it ‘freedom of speech’ and felt very free to pound on my door all day until I could manage to drag myself over to answer it.”

Bettie grins at me. “He forgets that in this town, we’re among the young people. Especially Freddie, now that he’s had a double lung transplant. He’s turning fifty-six next month, but his donor was only sixteen. So he has sixteen-year-old lungs.”

I can’t help it—my gaze goes straight to Freddie’s chest. He referred to Cloudy as my girlfriend a minute ago and I didn’t bother correcting him; we’re never going to see him again. But it’s incredible that he’s breathing right now through the lungs of the only girlfriend I’ve ever had.

“Sounds like the surgery was a success, then?” I ask. “I mean, no more oxygen tank. That’s got to feel good.”

“No more oxygen tank,” Bettie says. “No more constant fear that my husband and I won’t get to grow old together. The transplant changed everything for us. Everything. We never could have taken our Australia trip otherwise.” She rests her head on Freddie’s shoulder as he wraps one arm around her. “And he’s doing so well he’s going to run a marathon in two weeks.”

“Woman,” he says with a laugh, “I keep telling you the race is only three miles. I’d still fall down dead in a real marathon.”

“Okay, mister. But for a man who could hardly walk from the couch to the kitchen six months ago, I think three miles should be called a marathon.”

Bettie bumps her hip on his thigh, and as Freddie holds her tighter, something in their hallway captures my attention: a painting of tangled tree branches covered in beige blossoms over a greenish-blue background.

Almond Blossom. That’s what it’s called. I know because it’s the same artwork as Ashlyn’s phone case. The same artwork as the thick bracelet I gave her for our third monthiversary because she loved it so much.

“That’s a cool picture,” I blurt out as my heart rate slams into overdrive. “In your hallway.”

“Oh, thanks!” Betty says. “The color scheme is perfect for this house. A van Gogh on canvas maybe isn’t the most unique choice, but we love it. If only we could have afforded the original! Can you imagine? We’d be living somewhere a bit more exotic than Palm Springs, California, if that were the case.”

We all chuckle, and then there’s a silence long enough for me to decide the Blackwells’ conversation with any other delivery kid would be coming to an end now. Plus, I need to check on Cloudy. “Well, good luck with the race. And, um, have a great rest of your day.”

“Likewise,” Freddie says.

Bettie lifts the basket in my direction—like it’s a glass of champagne and she’s toasting.

I rush back to the Xterra, where Cloudy’s waiting in the driver’s seat with her sunglasses on her face again. It probably worked out that she didn’t come back to their door, since she might have unknowingly contradicted my grand-prize story. Still, it would have been better if she’d gotten to meet Bettie, seen Ashlyn’s favorite picture hanging in their house, and heard for herself the few details they shared about Freddie’s sixteen-year-old lungs.

Wait. Sixteen?

My breath catches as I pull the door open. Bettie said sixteen, but she was wrong.

When I turned seventeen a couple of weeks ago, I had the sucky realization that Ashlyn was born 138 days before I was, but since she died at sixteen, I’m going to be older than her for the rest of my life. It hadn’t occurred to me until now that her lungs (and the rest of her transplanted parts) actually are seventeen now.

It isn’t a huge consolation. But still, how cool is that?





DETOUR: ARIZONA





Cloudy

“We saw the burros.”

I tear my eyes away from the pages I’m reading and there she is: a tiny girl, maybe five or six, right at my elbow. She squints up at me and I scan the grounds for whoever might belong to her. We’re at a rest area on the way to Montezuma Castle; it’s a smallish plaza with a well-kept brick building, surrounded by concrete, gravel, and prickly looking trees. It’s also the last rest stop for miles, so it’s not like the girl could be on her own. And yet, here she is, alone.

“You what?” I ask her.

Moving a bronze curl off her forehead, she says, “They didn’t let us feed them, though.”

“They?”

“The ghosts.”

As we hold each other’s stare, I carefully readjust the duffel—with Arm inside of it—on my shoulder. “You’ll have to fill in the blanks, kid.”

She lets out this pathetic whine that’s bordering on cute, then jabs her finger at the display beside us. “There.”

The words “On Your Way” are up top, with photographs and descriptions of roadside attractions below it. That much I already know—I saw it ten minutes ago, when I first propped myself against this brick wall.

After taking off from Freddie’s porch this morning, all I wanted was to find my iPod. Even though my hands were shaking too hard to be useful, I kept sifting through the Xterra’s cargo space for it. Two reasons: 1) No chance in hell was I listening to Death Cab all the way to Sedona, the words “love is watching someone die” poking at me. Because no, we weren’t with Ashlyn when she was taken off life support, but I remember what she looked like. Like she was some kind of science experiment, not my best friend. Maybe Kyle’s been able to overwrite his memories, but Ashlyn in that bed is still the image embossed in mine. And now that Kyle’s had some kind of breakthrough, how many times will he let that Sarah song play through? Not happening.

And 2), if I didn’t keep myself busy, focused on that one absurdly minor task, it was very likely I’d short circuit, right on the most solicitor-free street in America. Because I’d spotted it almost immediately. Almond Blossom. Ashlyn’s painting. When my eyes locked on it, the oxygen had left my body. It was a punch in the stomach, or that breathless feeling when there’s unexpected plane turbulence.

In the middle of the search, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

So how did it go with Freddie??

Zoë’s text made me feel monitored. Caught.

I’d nearly fallen apart in front of the Blackwells, and I didn’t need Zoë pressing me for the details.

So I turned my phone to silent and tossed it onto the dashboard to be forgotten.

“See?”

Blinking, I yank my thoughts back to the rest stop, to the young girl chattering away. I follow her pointed finger up to the corner of the sign labeled Oatman, AZ: A Living Ghost Town. Well, that explains the “ghosts” telling her not to do things. I hope. There’s a short write-up below the heading that describes Oatman’s history as a gold-mining town, and with that, a photo of some donkeys in the middle of a dusty road.

“Those guys, you mean?” I ask her, tapping the donkeys. Burros.

She grins, balancing on her toes. “They were everywhere,” she says, her small arms stretching out around her, “and they smelled kinda bad, but I got real close anyway, and one tried to kiss my dad!”

“Wow.”

“I know.” She bends her head all the way back to goggle at me. “What’s your name?”

“Cloudy,” I tell her, then peruse the area again, this time for her dad. Unless there was some tragic burro-kissing incident, it sounds like she’s with him. If not literally at this very moment. “What’s yours?”

“Rosey. Are you going to the burros?”

“Maybe. If we have time.”

“You should make time,” she says, very seriously, so I can’t help but smile.

“I’ll ask my friend if he’s into it. Deal?”

Her nose scrunches up. “Where’s your friend?”

I squat down beside her, arranging the duffel on the ground between us and flattening the emails across my lap, then gesture over at Kyle. He’s away from the paved-over center of the rest stop, pacing in the dirt beside two shrubs. “See that boy?” I ask Rosey, and she nods. “He’s my friend.”

Kyle must sense the attention because he glances over at us, eyebrows furrowed and his cell pressed to his ear. Rosey and I wave. It seems to confuse him more.

“So where’s your dad?” I try to say this to her casually, and not like a stranger with candy.

Nevertheless, Rosey ignores me as she pirouettes, ending with some flair. “Are you a fairy? You have a name like a fairy.”

“Rosey!” We both turn our heads. A woman is stalking over, her face a mix of worry and exasperation. “I told you to wait inside the bathroom for me.” Rosey’s mom, I’m assuming. “You can’t run off. It’s very dangerous,” she adds, giving me the once-over.

I stand up—crouching never sells your innocence. “She was just telling me about the burros.”

“Cloudy said she’s going, too. We made a deal!” As she squeals the last word, she launches herself into the woman’s arms.

Kyle walks up as Rosey and her mom start off toward the parking lot. He’s still gripping his phone, and motions at their backs with it. “What was that about?”

Arching a brow, I say, “Oh, you’re the only one who can pick up strays?”

He laughs, then reaches inside the duffel to stroke Arm on the head. “Will wants us to meet him before sunset, so it’ll have to be a quick stop at Montezuma Castle.”

“He’s not building a moat to keep you away, huh?” Kyle was trying to hide it earlier, but he was apprehensive about asking Will if we could stay at his house. It all worked out exactly as I’d thought—without a problem—which is why it feels so good to mess with him.

“It’s already past two in the afternoon. He’d never have the time,” he says, sliding the bag off my shoulder. As we head for the Xterra, our shoes kick up dust. “What’s Arm doing with you?” he asks. “I thought we decided it was cool enough for her in the car.”

“Are you joking? I couldn’t leave her by herself.” I sweep my arm out, taking in the numerous signs dotting the area that warn against having your pets loose—Poisonous Snakes and Insects in Area. Danger! Death Trap! “Face it, Kyle. Your homeland wants to murder your cat.”

Kyle points the remote to unlock the doors. “I hate to break this to you, but she was probably safer in the car than outside.”

“Maybe if she actually was an armadillo instead of just named after them,” I scoff, opening my door and climbing up inside. “She’d be completely defenseless in here.”

Kyle’s smile is distracted as he leans across to deposit Arm—now liberated from the duffel—in my lap, then quietly slides into the driver’s seat. It’s such a difference from how hopped up he was when we left Palm Springs. His mood was so upbeat, he could have floated to Arizona. He didn’t even complain when I synced up some old Marina and the Diamonds without asking, or notice that my fingers were wrapped around the steering wheel so tightly, I had to massage them every few miles. Instead he went on and on about Freddie and Bettie, how grateful they are for the transplant, and how Kyle realized that Ashlyn’s lungs will grow older even though she won’t, but isn’t that amazing? That had me lowering my window, desperate for fresh air, despite the whipping wind.

And Ashlyn’s painting—that really got Kyle going. I nodded and made the appropriate mm-hmming noises, adding in the occasional exclamation point, while Kyle gushed about how impossible it was. That they liked the same painting as Ashlyn. But the idea of it was more like antifreeze in my arteries. Almond Blossom, perfectly placed in the Blackwells’ hallway, was a taunt. I thought of the people who’ll pass by that wall. Would they even notice it hanging there? Or would it only be background scenery?

Ever since she’d seen a print of it in a museum gift shop, Ashlyn had loved that painting. She’d say it was welcoming and exquisite. Everyone who knew her knew that. It was practically her coat of arms. She flashed the bracelet Kyle gave her whenever she could, and I would tease her for being a show-off. But she’ll never get to show it off like the Blackwells have, in a brand-new house, or apartment, or dorm room. No one will see her phone case again, not until the Montiels take it from her desk and stuff it into some cardboard box to put away or donate—or worse, send to some landfill. Soon, enough time will pass that no one will randomly come across Almond Blossom and automatically think of Ashlyn. The unfairness of it wriggled through me until I felt like I might scream from it.

But I’m happy for Kyle—I am. Visiting the recipients is doing exactly what I hoped it would. His grins come easier now, and his shoulders don’t seem to carry as much weight. It’s important he doesn’t figure out what went wrong with me in Palm Springs. And at least one thing went right: within a couple of hours, we were able to put Jade and Freddie permanently behind us. In a few more, we’ll be even farther away, in Sedona.

Arm nestles into the crook of my elbow and, while I’m not sure Kyle will need them, I pull up the directions on my phone. As I do, I notice he hasn’t turned on the engine yet—his stare is fixed on the dashboard. I snatch an unused straw from the center console and javelin-throw it at his neck. “Did you forget how cars start?”

The tips of his ears are pink, and he runs a hand through his hair. “So . . . that whole ‘armadillo’ thing, with Arm. I sort of came up with it on the spot that morning.”

I smile. “You don’t say.”

He glances at me sideways. “You knew the whole time?”

“A-R-M? It’s pretty obvious. To me, anyway.” I shrug, absently stroking Arm’s back and belly. Her little paws knead through the thin fabric of my skirt. “But naming her after Ashlyn is sweet. She’d love it. You know how passionate she was about the furry and adorable.”

Kyle swivels in his seat. “Do you ever think about what happened to Ashlyn? I mean, her . . . spirit or whatever.”

I blow out a sharp breath. “Um, sure. Heaven. The normal route.”

“I’ve never believed in heaven or anything like that. The afterlife.” He rubs at the skin right below his lower lip. “But ever since she died, I’ve sometimes wished I had it in me to believe in something.”

“Something like what?”

He nods almost imperceptibly toward the cat in my lap. I follow his gaze to Arm, who’s turned on her back, her legs outstretched. So Kyle wants to believe in, what, animals? Animal rights? Or something more Arm-specific? Arm. Arm . . . A-R-M.

With a gasp, it hits me: “Reincarnation?”

His eyes search me frantically. “I’m not saying Arm is Ashlyn. . . . Not really.” He props an elbow on the steering wheel, hiding his face with his hand. “Forget it. I sound delusional.”

“Kyle, no.” I jostle him, and he groans. “Come on, I’m listening.”

“I just . . . When I saw her—Arm—in the parking lot, I got this feeling. Like there was something familiar about her.”

My lips tug up at the sides. “The green eyes? The black fur?”

He lifts one shoulder, sheepish. “I don’t know. But I thought if there was even the slightest chance that reincarnation is real and Ashlyn might be alive again . . . I couldn’t leave her there, outside, all alone. I had to look out for her.”

“You’re doing a good job of it,” I say, forcing my voice to keep from cracking.

“It’s not like I’m in love with a cat or anything,” he says. I burst out laughing, and I spy Kyle’s mouth tilting in a lopsided grin. “I needed to be clear on that,” he tells me.

“You’re clear.”

“And I didn’t keep her so I could fixate on Ashlyn dying, or as an excuse not to move on. It’s about doing some good for Ashlyn now. I wanted to return the favor.” He brings up his fingers, kneading them into his forehead. “Damn, I really do sound insane.”

Shaking my head, I say, “Not any crazier than wondering if Ashlyn is possessing her organ recipients.”

He sags against the seat. “You think?”

I narrow my eyes out the windshield, taking in the rest area once more. So far, Arizona is greener than I ever pictured. Not as burned-looking as the sandy and cracked-earth desert I was expecting. “I think that we can believe whatever it takes to get us through,” I tell Kyle. “As long as she’s okay. Somewhere she deserves to be.”

“Yeah.” He’s still holding on to the steering wheel, his arms straight, and he exhales. “Exactly.”

Then he turns the engine on. I’m not sure he wants to talk about Arm or Ashlyn anymore, so I lean back and tell him about Rosey and the burros.

THERE’S NOT MUCH I know about Kyle’s life before he moved to Bend. Even when he first got there, he was never all that forthcoming about it. Ashlyn thought it might have to do with his mom—bad memories, maybe. If she ever asked him, she didn’t tell me. And besides, with Matty around, Kyle eased in so seamlessly; it was practically like he’d belonged to Bend all along.

But when we stop at Montezuma Castle, he tells me it isn’t technically a castle but an apartment-type complex carved into a limestone cliff, and that up until the 1950s, tourists would climb questionably safe ladders to peek inside. His smile stretches wider with every word. And as we pass over into Sedona, the change in Kyle is even more obvious. His shoulders are pressed into the seat, and only one of his hands holds on to the steering wheel. He’s relaxed, loose. Like he knows the way.

And the way is unreal.

We’re on a one-lane highway that’s bordered on each side by clumpy, reddish dirt and vibrant green brush. But as much as I love the greenery, the rock formations—that’s what Kyle called them—are my favorite. They’re these natural structures that look like stony layer cakes: a layer of red rock, and brown, and orange, and beige. Some even have clusters of bushes and trees at the top and sides, like frosting. Others are shaped like ancient temples or alien architecture, something that’s distinctly otherworldly. They’re so different from the hills and mountains at home that I snap a few photos. I catch Kyle smiling to himself when I’m done.

After a while, sidewalks and commercial buildings start popping up on the side of the road. The shops are low, mostly one story tall, and they were clearly designed to blend in with the earthy color scheme of the city’s landscape. The rock formations tower over everything, a constant backdrop.

“I cannot believe you grew up here,” I say to Kyle, giddy as we pass the millionth storefront advertising some variation of the words psychic, healing, or enlightenment. “Be honest: were you birthed on a bed of quartz crystals?”

He laughs. “It’s trippy, I know.”

“Was your school on a commune? Did you learn how to read auras instead of, like, history?”

“Even Hogwarts teaches history, Cloudy,” he says, a playful smirk on his lips. “This is mostly tourist bait. Not that it’s all bullshit. Native Americans did believe Sedona was a sacred space; some of the locals have run with it.”

I tilt closer to my window, gaping at our surroundings. “It’s like a New Age theme park.”

We turn it into a game—a point for every mystical establishment one of us spots. But we’re laughing so much, we lose track before Kyle pulls off the highway and onto a more secluded drive. We stop for a quick bathroom break at the local McDonald’s, and even that is charming, with a pink facade and the famous golden arches turned a pastel blue. Once we’re on the road again, the shops and businesses fall away, and I go back to ogling the rocks.

“Wait until you see them at sunset,” Kyle tells me. We’re meeting Will at the parking lot that serves a few different hiking trails—including the Teacup Trail, which is how we plan to trek up a mountain called Sugarloaf Rock. It all sounds very Candy Land, but according to Kyle, it’ll be worth it once we reach the top.

“Sunsets are an event here. You have to see one on your first night. And the higher you go, the better the view.” He glances at me quickly, nodding down at my sandals. “Actually, you might want to put on pants and change your shoes. It’ll get a little colder up there.”

“Colder?” My voice breaks as it rises. Four days out of Oregon and I’ve already adapted to the warmth.

“It’s the desert.” And he says it so fondly, I don’t even care that I woke up a few blocks from the Pacific Ocean this morning.

As he swings into the small lot, Kyle inspects the five cars lined up side by side, then eases the Xterra into the closest available spot. The area is ringed with trees, so the space is mostly shade.

He shuts off the engine. “Looks like Will isn’t here yet.”

“Are you nervous?”

Kyle pauses, tapping the wheel. “No,” he says, and he sounds surprised but firm.

Through my window, I eyeball the other hikers getting ready to take on the trail. “In that case,” I say, “mind waiting outside while I layer up?”

Once he’s out, he also very deliberately keeps his back to the car, giving me some privacy. I shimmy into the fleece-lined leggings I wore the first day of our trip, then check my phone. Ignoring Zoë hasn’t discouraged her from sending numerous Sedona facts, including: It’s named after a woman! Sedona Schnebly! And although we chatted earlier, there’s an email from my mom; the subject reads “Shore do miss you” and there’s a picture of my parents grinning around the mouthpieces of their snorkel masks—I feel too guilty to make fun of it. There are messages from others, but disappointment settles thickly in my bones. I didn’t realize I was hoping for a call from Jade until I didn’t get one.

A horn blasts—two short honks, followed by a long, drawn-out shriek—and tires screech as a dusty Subaru SUV comes to a quick stop a few cars away. A guy catapults out of it.

“K.O.!” Will bellows, and he’s smiling as he lopes over to meet Kyle. Hearing Kyle’s baseball nickname makes me smile, too. Guess that’s a Sedona throwback.

They hug, slapping at each other’s backs loudly, as their boisterous reunion sounds bounce around the lot. Arm and I share a look—boys—and I finish changing as demurely as possible before going over to join them.

When he sees me approach, Will’s eyebrow pops up. I notice a slightly slanted tooth as he grins and clamps a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Is this a new girlfriend?” He says it under his breath, and shakes Kyle playfully. Kyle doesn’t budge. “Not the one with the black hair who’s in all your profile pictures?”

I falter and skid for a second, my boots scraping across pebbles and blacktop. Kyle meets my eyes, which are fully open and dry. Clearly, Will hasn’t heard about Ashlyn’s accident. It’s the sonic boom that’s been reverberating in our everyday for months; that keeps echoing with memorials and vigils and bike safety seminars. Her death is how we live now, and it’s a shock that there are people who have no idea. There are places in the world where Ashlyn is still alive. All these people who don’t know.

How can people not know?

If I didn’t foresee how embarrassed Will is about to feel, I’d knock the rest of his teeth crooked.

“Uh, no,” Kyle stammers. “That was Ashlyn in my pictures.” I watch his face, his shoulders, his fingers, every part of him for a sign that he can’t say it—that I should. But he can. He is. “She died. Last year.”

And there goes Will, all the blood draining from his face. The tiniest of smirks clings to his lips, probably holding on to some prayer that Kyle’s screwing with him. He waits a little longer, then: “Shit. Seriously?”

Kyle licks his lips. “Yeah.”

“Oh, shit. Shit. I’m sorry, man.” Will wipes at his face with both hands, groaning. “I’m such a dick.”

“It’s all right,” Kyle says.

“I didn’t realize; I swear it. I never saw anything about it online.”

Kyle shuffles his feet, sneakers grinding stone against cement. “I sort of gave up on social media for a while,” he says. “Ashlyn’s name or photo would appear out of nowhere sometimes. It got too hard.”

I want to grab his hand so he knows I’m here. Instead, I step up beside him. “Her parents had her page memorialized, so people go on there a lot to write messages. It’s kind of impossible to miss.”

And impossible to stomach. The notes have dropped off the past couple of months, but whenever one appears, I get queasy.

Will turns to me. His forehead is damp. “You’re still Cloudy, though. Right?”

“Still Cloudy,” I say. “But not Kyle’s girlfriend.”

Will exhales as if he’d like to restart the past five minutes.

Over his shoulder, I glimpse a map near the trail’s entrance. How did we get here? A fantasy world where Ashlyn never died and I could be Kyle’s girlfriend. Goddamn Candy Land.

SO FAR, ALL we’ve heard on the Teacup Trail are the sounds of our feet crunching over the rough dirt, and Will’s apologies. He’s really, really ashamed of the Ashlyn confusion. It makes him easy to like.

Kyle finally got him to take a breath, and now they’re playing catch-up while my attention drifts in and out. The part of the path we’re on is narrow, so we walk single file. I’m up front with Arm—she’s back in her duffel, draped over my shoulder, since we decided it’s unfair for her to miss our first Sedona Event.

Navigating the stony terrain was tricky at first, but the trail smooths out in spots, and gives me the chance to gawk appropriately. Above us, the sky is still the same lively blue, streaked with wispy clouds, and the rock formations loom over us on every side. The ground is sprinkled with all kinds of plants to avoid touching: gorgeously fanned out—and impressively pointy—agave plants, and low-lying green bunches of cacti that are like the distant, mutated cousins of the tiny ones lined up along my windowsill. I wish I could bring some of this home with me, grow a little bit of Arizona in my backyard.

Once in a while, I spot something tall and spindly that might be a dead tree, but the thick spikes on its trunk tell me otherwise. And when I stumble on a patch of rotten cacti, it startles me. Everything here is so vivid, so vital and serene—the opposite of what I was expecting from the desert. The decay is out of place. Even the dirt is worth looking at. It’s a rusted brown, like someone crumbled up an endless number of Butterfingers and scattered them here.

Behind me, Will and Kyle are talking about a girl named Hannah. Their conversation has eased into a comfortable rhythm. I’m jealous that they’ve been able to walk this trail enough that its beauty doesn’t preoccupy them. But all the same, it’s a privilege to be seeing this for the first time.

“So Hannah wants you at her birthday party tomorrow,” Will is saying. “And she told me it’s a ‘special request,’ which roughly translated means it’s mandatory.”

“Same Hannah,” Kyle murmurs.

“Oh, yeah. Except she’s kind of going through an earthy phase right now.”

I smile at Will’s phrasing. “What does that mean?”

“Is she, like, a vegan?” Kyle says, his voice curious.

“A hippie,” Will blurts. “Or she’s trying to be. The parts of the lifestyle that appeal to her, anyway. She’s having us all drive out to Bedrock City.”

Kyle chokes on a laugh. “No way.”

“Bedrock City?” I ask, pushing my sleeves up to my elbows. The air is still comfortably cool, but all the walking has warmed my skin.

“It’s sort of like an amusement park without the rides,” Will informs me. “A rides-less Flintstones amusement park.”

I should have guessed.

“Hmm,” Kyle hums. “You up for it, Cloudy?”

“Depends,” I say without turning. “What exactly goes on at a hippie birthday party?”

Kyle thinks about it before answering. “We’d be fighting the Establishment. I assume while eating cake.”

“Definitely,” Will agrees. “Damning the Man, till the break of dawn.”

Idiots. Kyle and Will are so in sync, it makes me giggle. How did they ever lose touch?

Soon, the incline gets steeper, and the larger rocks have arranged themselves into rough steps. The sun is dipping lower, its light reflecting on everything around us. My heart springs around in my chest at the sight of it. If this is a sneak peek, I don’t want to miss a thing.

We trudge and climb, our breathing slightly heavier than before. And then the ground levels out and we’re there, at the top of Sugarloaf. It’s only just past six p.m., still a few minutes until sunset, and the wind carries a chill. I pull down my sleeves as I walk straight to the center of the summit and spin a lazy circle. Being the only ones up here makes it feel like we’re the only ones anywhere.

We’re still surrounded by the rock formations, but now, up higher, they seem closer. Kyle ducks his head to my height, pointing some out while he tells me their names: Chimney Rock, Coffee Pot Rock, Thunder Mountain, and the Fin, which actually does look like the fin on a giant fish. Silently, I hand him Arm’s bag before peeking over Sugarloaf’s edge. My eyes widen. Far below sit groupings of small houses—so we’re not really the only ones here. There are people coming home from work, cooking dinner, and walking their dogs. They live normal lives in the middle of this.

Kyle hoists the duffel up on his shoulder, giving Arm a better vantage point. “So,” he calls to Will, “is your mom okay with us leaving Arm at the house while we’re out?”

“Definitely. She loves cats,” Will answers. He’s already holding the flashlight we’ll need after the sun sets. “What else do you guys have planned? Aside from the mandatory hippie shindig.”

Glancing at me, Kyle shrugs. “Nothing, really. We were thinking of heading to Oatman on our way out, though.”

Will stiffens the tiniest bit. Kyle doesn’t notice—he’s turned sideways to show Arm a hawk perched high in a tree—but I do.

“Oatman?” he says quickly, sharply, and his eyes dart from Kyle to me. “What for?”

I step away from the mountain’s ledge. “I promised a very small, very pushy person that we’d see the burros.”

“Oh. Nice.” Will nods. His abrupt weirdness disappears. “My parents used to take me there all the time when I was a kid.”

This gets Will and Kyle talking about other places around town, stores that have closed since Kyle moved and new ones that have opened. But not too long after, the discussion ends, because sunset is beginning.

We stand in a line, our shadows growing longer. The sun blazes its brightest right as it sinks slowly behind a massive rock, and the sky around it radiates yellow and orange and pink. At our feet, the dirt begins to glow a deep, smoldering red—like I noticed on the way, but here, it’s dialed up so many degrees. It sweeps across the canyon, coating the earth so it looks like magma, like it’s absorbing heat and hot to the touch. We’re suddenly on another planet, on Mars or Mercury—or someplace better that no one on Earth knows about. Where I’m not left behind or alone or completely absent, because those things don’t exist here.

Kyle grins down at me, satisfaction on his face—my expression must be as dopey as I feel. He lifts his phone up, ready to take photos. “I told you so.”

“I cannot believe you grew up here,” I say to him again, but differently this time. And I grin back at him, while the last rays of sunlight spark along his face.





Kyle

By the time Cloudy and I are filling up on the strawberry-and-Nutella-stuffed French toast Vivian, Will’s mom, cooked for us, it’s almost eleven a.m. It sucks that we have only five hours before we have to meet up with everyone for Hannah’s birthday thing, but I have to say, sleeping in was beyond necessary for me after the long day we had yesterday.

“Cloudy,” Vivian says from the kitchen, “did you do all right in the Doll Room?”

“Any nightmares from having dozens and dozens of eyes on you while you were sleeping?” I ask.

Last night, I was on the living room Hide-a-Bed with Arm, but Cloudy was down the hall in the room Will calls “the creepiest place on Earth.” It was a guest bedroom before Will’s parents divorced about three years ago. Now, Vivian uses it to store collectibles and dolls to sell for her online business. She has boxes stacked to the ceiling, but she cleared a space big enough for Cloudy and an air mattress.

“I did fine,” Cloudy says. “If the dolls came to life during the night, they had the decency to not murder me.”

Vivian laughs. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her and Will until I was with them again. My dad was around as much as he was able to be while I was growing up, but for a lot of those years, it was Vivian who took care of me when he couldn’t. She drove Will and me to and from baseball practice and fed us snacks afterward. This table is where I did my homework three days a week.

Cloudy, having dug out every bite from her halved grapefruit, sets her spoon inside the bowl. “I had an email from Coach Voss at seven. Not my favorite wake-up alarm.”

“Uh-oh. Was it a big lecture?”

“Could have been worse. She could have cc’d my parents. But I think she’s trying not to dwell on what I’ve done and focus instead on fixing what I haven’t done. Which is send snapshots of my best cheer memories and the answers to those preliminary questions for the Cheer Insider interview. Oh, and she also let me know the team’s photo shoot is scheduled for next Friday, so there’s that to look forward to.”

It’s odd how she treats this whole magazine thing like it’s no big deal—like it’s annoying, even. “If you need to get your interview stuff done, we can stay at the house today.”

Cloudy shakes her head so hard her dangly earrings smack both sides of her jaw. “Be serious. I didn’t come all the way to Sedona to not see it! I’ll go through the questions once we get to Las Vegas tomorrow afternoon.”

“Or I can drive and let you work on the questions then? That way, you’ll have everything done before Sonia’s wedding.”

“Sure. And today, you can take me places. The places you’ve been missing the most since you moved.”

Vivian pokes her head into the dining room and grins at me behind Cloudy’s back. I want to roll my eyes so Vivian might get the hint that she should cut it out. Instead I just tell Cloudy, “Works for me.”

After our hike with Will last night, Vivian was waiting up with grasshopper pie. (It’s the dessert she used to make on my birthday, with a crushed-Oreo crust and minty whipped cream filling.) Us four humans stayed up late eating and talking while Arm did cute stuff like hitting her face against Cloudy’s chest, licking my hands, and batting at Vivian’s hair. Cloudy then bowed out for bed at midnight, followed by Will, since he has school today.

While Vivian was helping me make up the Hide-a-Bed, she cleared her throat. “Will called me on his way home and told me about your girlfriend passing away last year. I’m so sorry. How are you?”

“I haven’t been great. But I might be a little bit better since leaving town,” I said, half surprised that it was the truth.

Knowing Vivian, there was a lot she wanted to say, but she kept it brief. “A change of scenery can make a big difference. I’m glad you’re here.” She gave me a long hug. “And that you brought Cloudy along. She’s great. Sassy and smart and so pretty. You make a cute couple.”

Embarrassed that these bigger feelings I’m having for Cloudy seem obvious to everyone else (three people mistook her for my girlfriend in one day), I told Vivian we aren’t together. Her response was, “That might not always be the case.”

Finished with our late breakfast, Cloudy and I take our dishes to the kitchen and then find Vivian in the living room with her laptop. Beside her on the couch, Arm stretches across the cushion.

“I’m going to show Cloudy around,” I say. “You’re sure it’s okay if Arm stays with you?”

“Of course.” Vivian smiles up at us with her red-framed reading glasses on the end of her nose. “I’ll even give her food, water, and lots of petting. I’m very curious as to whose brilliant idea it was to bring a kitten on a road trip, though.”

Cloudy giggles and points at me.

FIVE MINUTES LATER, I’m backing out of the driveway when Cloudy asks, “Is your old house far away?”

I swing around the corner and park in front of a tall terra-cotta house that almost blends into the massive red-rock formations right behind it. “Not far at all.”

“This is the place?”

“This is the place.”

I hadn’t expected to make an event out of it, but Cloudy jumps out, so I kill the engine and join her on the sidewalk.

“It’s like a Spanish mini-fortress,” she says. “I know I keep saying this, but I really can’t believe you used to live here.”

In a weird way, it’s almost as unbelievable to me as it is to her.

I wouldn’t say I took Sedona for granted when I was growing up, but I truly didn’t see it most of the time. When I’d visit my family in Oregon during the summers, I’d come home and Sedona would seem so much more vivid and interesting than it had been before I’d left. But it would be only a day or so before I stopped taking it in and everything here became the norm again.

Now, after nearly two years away, the haze has lifted. The house my dad had custom built probably isn’t as impressive as Cloudy makes it sound, but there’s nothing in Bend with Moroccan-style touches like the rounded brick archways over the windows and doors, and the stained glass window that makes the main stairway inside glow pink, orange, and yellow.

My chest kind of aches; the house I lived in since before I was old enough to have other memories is so unfamiliar in some ways.

“Do you think anyone’s home?” Cloudy’s smile is mischievous. “Or do we have to sneak around like ninjas?”

“My dad still owns it and rents it out as a vacation house. I heard him saying the next tenants won’t be here until March, so we should be all right.”

“Okay, good. Being ninjas would have been more fun, though.”

I crouch low and creep up the driveway. When I glance back, she’s smiling big and doing the same. I pause until she catches up, and then we tiptoe under the shadow of pine trees.

The back of the house is made up of huge windows and glass doors. All the curtains are open, revealing most of the rooms on the ground floor, including my old bedroom. Cloudy peers inside and makes her way slowly down the length of the house. “It’s so different from where you live now. Has it always been this fancy?”

It takes a second to remember when and why she’s been inside my house in Bend. (Last winter a couple of times. To watch movies with Ashlyn, Matty, and me.) “It’s always been exactly like this. This is our stuff. All of it.”

Nothing has changed. None of the people who stayed here have repositioned one single thing. (Or if they did, the housekeeper changed it back.) When Dad and I moved out, we left behind the artwork, the electronics, every piece of furniture, even the dishes and silverware. Pretty much the only things we took were our clothes and a few boxes of keepsakes and books.

“In Bend you have such a guy house,” Cloudy says. “Next to the river. In the woods. But it fits. Your dad seems like”—she puts on a Southern accent—“a fishin’, skiin’, boatin’ kinda guy.”

I imitate her fake accent. “An’ he turns inta a Texan when he’s doin’ them thangs?”

She laughs. “I’m just saying this house doesn’t fit either of you. It’s like—”

“A yoga studio?” I suggest.

“A temple. I’d never have pictured you two with candles and tapestries and”—she leans closer to the glass door by the living room—“statues! There are actual statues inside.”

“There’s a meditation room, too.”

“Shut up!” she says, grinning.

“It’s true. Now, don’t get your hopes up, but I might be able to show it to you.”

“Oooh. Breaking and entering?”

“Just entering.”

I motion for her to follow me down a trail away from the house. For the last ten feet, it’s all tangled brush on one side and knee-high cacti on the other, so we walk single file. When we reach the stone wall and archway at the edge of the property, Cloudy bends to peek inside the outdoor fireplace. “Don’t tell me this igloo thing has an underground passage to the meditation room.”

“Not that I know of.” I go around to the other side of the wall and run my fingers inside cracks between two of the rocks. “A spare house key might still be hidden here somewhere. I’ll feel around for it.”

Cloudy talks to me from the other side of the wall where I can’t see her. “Matty once told me about some natural water-slides in Sedona. Are they close to here?”

“That’s Slide Rock. It’s, like, ten miles away.”

“And we’re going today, right?”

“If you want to, sure. The water’s too cold for sliding right now, though.”

“We’ll see about that.” Cloudy’s smiling face pokes through a hole in the wall. “I’m still confused. Did your dad go through a major personality change when he moved back to Bend or what?”

“Nah. This was never him. He had this house built for my mother. She was one of those people who came to Sedona for New Agey reasons.”

“They met in Sedona, then?”

I nod.

“Was that before or after he’d moved here?”

“Before,” I say. “It’s a convoluted story. You don’t want to hear it.”

More, I’m not sure I want to tell it. My entire family pretends I never had a mother, and I like to do the same. It’s easier than trying to understand how a woman who, at times, made me feel very wanted and cared for could also walk away so callously.

“Now you’re taunting me with this mystery.” Cloudy skips around to my side of the wall. “Convoluted stories are the best kind. Come on. Spill it.”

“All right. So, almost eighteen years ago, my dad was thirty-four.” I continue feeling for the key. “He’d finished dental school and had a practice with his brother in Bend, but he was depressed. A patient told him the vortexes in Sedona changed her life—”

“Oh, yes. The energy vortexes. Zoë demanded that I have you tell me all about them.”

“Of course she did. So vortexes one oh one. What do you want to know?”

“Not now. Go on about your dad.”

“Fine. So after talking to his patient, he came here on vacation. First thing, he meets this waitress named Shannon, who offers to bring him to her favorite spot for spiritual clarity. He thinks she’s probably too young for him, but she’s pretty with long red hair, so he takes her up on it, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

Cloudy is smiling like it’s all so romantic. Maybe I’d feel the same way if I didn’t know my parents’ last words to each other were “Grow up, Shannon” and “Fuck off, Ryan.”

I continue. “As it happened, the vortex didn’t have much effect on him. But Shannon did. They figured out the first day that they had the same birthday and were exactly twelve years apart, which meant they had the same astrological sign and the same sign in Chinese astrology.”

“That’s a huge coincidence.”

“Oh, not to Shannon it wasn’t. She believed in everything there is to believe in except for coincidences. Not long after his trip was over, she told him she was pregnant with me. He moved to Arizona and married her. Just like that. Wife. Baby. He set up a solo dental practice and started a whole new life. And that’s the story of how my kind of boring, nonspiritual dad ended up living in a house in the desert with a statue and a meditation room.”

Cloudy bites her lip as if she’s now remembering there isn’t a happy ending.

“Ashlyn told you about Shannon leaving, right?” I ask.

“She said your parents got a divorce. That’s all I know.”

I’m not surprised Ashlyn didn’t say more. She’d already been my girlfriend for a couple of months before I was willing to answer questions about why Shannon wasn’t around. I’d worried that if she knew my own mother didn’t think I was worth calling or visiting (much less sticking around for), she’d view me differently—as something less than before. Instead, Ashlyn had fiercely taken the same stance as my family: my absent mother wasn’t worth talking about.

What I wasn’t able to explain to Ashlyn (or to anyone) is that when Shannon lived with us, life was better. She laughed all the time, she didn’t care what people thought of her, and she made everything an adventure. Maybe Dad would disagree, but I always felt that when we had her, we were the best versions of ourselves. Without her, we’re always going to be something less.

“Shannon’s been gone since I was ten,” I say to Cloudy. “She could be dead for all I know.”

Her eyes go wide.

“I mean, I don’t think she’s dead. I’m just saying, she might be. I have no idea. And no way to ever find out.” I focus on my search instead of Cloudy’s concerned gaze. “Shannon disappeared a lot. It’s what she does. She ran away from home when she was fifteen and never went back. Never contacted her family again. I don’t even know who they are. When she was twenty-two, she married my dad, but she still kept running. She couldn’t stop. Or she didn’t want to. She left him the first time when I was a year old. Then she came back, like, six months later and said she wanted to work things out. So he bought the land and had this house built. She stayed with us until I was five, and then she was gone again. She’d visit maybe twice a year. For their birthday and mine, usually. When I was nine, she was ready to come home. For good this time, she said. But ‘for good’ turned out to be a few months. We haven’t seen or heard from her since the day she walked out seven years ago.”

“So they’re still married?”

“No. When I started high school, my dad went through a special spousal-abandonment process to get a divorce; he could never find her.”

My fingertips brush a jagged metal edge between two rocks. I’ve located the key. I’m about to pull it out to show Cloudy, but her eyes are so sad that I let my hand fall to my side without it.

“Kyle, I’m sorry.” Her voice is gentler than I’ve ever heard it. “It must be hard for you, not knowing where she is.”

I want to say it isn’t hard at all, but I tell the truth instead: “I like to believe I don’t care what she’s doing, but I know I’m fooling myself.” Cloudy waits, so I explain. “If I were indifferent, thinking about her would make me feel nothing. I don’t feel nothing. And my dad. He really is a good dad, but we’re too much alike. After Ashlyn’s accident, he was giving me all this space, but maybe it wasn’t what I needed? As pathetic as it sounds, I kind of started missing Shannon again.”

“That’s not pathetic,” Cloudy says. “Of course you’d be thinking about her more when something like that happens. She’s your mom.”

People say I look like my dad when he was my age, and that’s true, with my height, build, and coloring. But I went through pictures of Shannon when Dad and I were packing up to move and realized that my forehead, nose, mouth, and chin are all like hers. Biologically, she is my mother. I can’t deny it. She isn’t my mom, though. She’s chosen not to be.

I sigh. “I pretty much avoid talking about Shannon, and then I get you out here and it’s like . . . word vomit. Sorry about that.”

“You’re allowed. And I was asking. As long as it’s words and not the other kind, you can vomit around me any time, okay?”

“Thanks.” I touch Cloudy’s arm. “Seriously.”

She smiles. “Of course.”

I no longer have the urge to go inside the house where Dad and I spent years surrounded by reminders of someone who didn’t want to be with us. Reaching between the rocks again, I push the key until it wedges back so far I can’t feel it anymore. “My entering idea’s a bust,” I tell Cloudy. “What should we do now?”

“SO THE PLAN,” Cloudy says, pulling her hair into a ponytail, “is to jump, swim, slide. Right?”

I stare over the edge of a twenty-foot cliff and into the gurgling greenish water of Oak Creek, which I know from experience is achingly cold. (Especially now, since there are still scattered patches of snow on the property.) “We don’t have to jump. We can climb back down and wade to the slides.”

“No way. We’d get in ankle deep and change our minds like we did at the ocean. And that cannot happen.”

After Cloudy and I left my old house earlier, we wandered Uptown Sedona and bought a necklace for Hannah’s birthday, as well as cactus-print beach towels and clearance swimsuits from a sidewalk sale. Now we’re at Slide Rock State Park because Cloudy insists she can’t miss the natural waterslides Matty talked up.

The red-rock formations at Slide Rock follow the length of the creek on both sides. During spring through fall, they’re covered with picnickers and people wanting to cool off, but it’s only us here now. I spotted tourists heading through trees to the hiking trails when we arrived, but absolutely no one is in the water like we’re about to be.

“Matty’s only come here when it was, like, ninety degrees outside,” I say. “Not sixty-five. Even then, he said this water was—”

She lifts her shirt over her head and drops it onto one of our towels, which she’s spread over a level section of rock. Then, turning her back to me, she slides off her jeans. She’s wearing her new two-piece swimsuit underneath the clothes, but still. Watching her undress herself has stunned me to silence.

As she faces me again, I look away quickly and focus on the water rippling below.

“Matty said this water was what?” she prompts.

If she has any idea I was checking her out, she isn’t letting on. “Um. He said it’s ‘so fricken icy, you won’t find your nuts for a week.’”

“That sounds like a potential problem for you, not me. Admit it, Kyle. You’re chickening out. I’ll be swimming to the waterslides while you’re still up here.”

“Please. I’ve been jumping in this creek since before you were born.”

It isn’t true, since she’s about three months older than me, but it makes us both laugh anyway.

She lowers herself to sit on a towel. Her knees, thighs, and upper arms have bruises of every color like Ashlyn always had from doing cheer. “Immersing yourself in cold water is good for your body. It produces endorphins.”

“And frostbite,” I say.

“You’re so paranoid. I swear, I’m going to push you in, if it comes to it.”

“You can try.”

While she unfastens her earrings, I strip down to my swim trunks and then sit on my own towel about two feet from hers, keeping my eyes on my clothes as I fold them.

Cloudy’s phone goes off. “Oh, Zoë,” she murmurs, glancing at it. “Do we honestly need a real-time play by play of each other’s days?”

“Your sister does text you a ton. Is she lonely with you and your parents gone?”

“She’d be like this even if she weren’t home alone. Ever since she started high school, she’s been so needy. She snapped up the team manager position when Misty moved to Alabama, and she’s my constant shadow.”

“Did she at least pass along some Slide Rock fun facts to ponder?”

“If I’d told her we were coming here, she would have.” She tips the screen toward me and cups her hand around it, blocking the sun’s glare so I can read Zoë’s message. Matty seems to think I’m your dog. He stopped by with Danielle and asked if I wanted to take a walk. I convinced them to take me to lunch instead.

Cloudy tucks her phone into her bag without sending a response. “You knew about those two, right?”

“Matty and Danielle? I kind of walked in on them last week. Inside an empty church.”

“You went to church?”

“Let’s just say I was having an off day and leave it at that.”

Cloudy grins. “Interest fully piqued now.”

So I tell her about last Thursday (leaving out most of the details that make me sound super-depressed). As I describe Danielle’s head appearing from the front row followed by Matty’s, Cloudy’s grin gets bigger. “He has no shame. I mean, in a church?”

“Actually, he told me it was Danielle’s idea. He didn’t have a clue she liked him until, surprise! She’s kissing him in front of a wooden cross.”

“Ha. Now he knows what it’s like!”

I side-eye her. “Do I want to hear this?”

She bursts out laughing.

“What?” I can’t help laughing with her. “Why is that funny?”

“Your face! And the way you said it.” She forces composure as she puts on a frown and speaks in an extra-deep voice. “‘Do I want to hear this?’” She switches back to her regular voice. “What I was referring to is the important lesson I learned last year: when Matty Ocie catches your eye in the middle of an assembly, points at himself and then at you, returning his nod might set you up for something unexpected. Like, surprise! You’ve just agreed to be his date for Winter Formal.”

I’d watched the whole thing and I interpreted Cloudy’s nod the same way Matty had. “Why didn’t you say something if you didn’t want to go with him?”

“I didn’t not want to go with him. Like I said, it was a surprise.” She peeks down at her chest and tugs the triangles more toward the center. “But you think he really likes Danielle?”

I search her face. She seems more curious than anything, but I get a stab of jealousy at the idea that she might be jealous. “We didn’t have a conversation about that part. She’s the first girlfriend he’s had in a while, though.”

The first since he was with Cloudy in the fall, actually.

“Remember the Redmond High girl he was with last summer?” Cloudy asks. “She came to his first football game wearing cutoffs and that blue bikini top? Big support for Ocie number twenty-one! Except she painted the numbers on her cleavage in the mirror so they turned out as a one and a backward two instead of twenty-one.”

“Breanna. Ashlyn couldn’t stand her, for some reason.”

“I thought Breanna was sweet in a puppyish way. But Ashlyn thought she was standing in the way of Matty and me. She refused to accept that we were never going to happen.”

“Didn’t stop you guys from trying, though. Twice.”

I was in such a fog after Ashlyn’s death that I don’t know when, how, or why Matty and Cloudy got back together. I only found out it had happened at all because he showed up at my house in mid-October at two in the morning to tell me he’d just broken things off with Cloudy; he said he’d figured out they were better as friends.

“What can I say?” Cloudy snickers. “Matty’s a magnet. Or, better yet, a rip current. He makes it easy to get pulled in and I was constantly losing my balance. I could never be still or get my feet on the ground.”

“Ah, but isn’t that how love’s supposed to be?”

“I think that’s vertigo,” she says, tapping her chin. “The worst part was that I was such a disappointment to my best friend. I wasn’t doing my part to make her big dream come true that our children would be second cousins.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. “O-kay. That’s quite a dream to have.”

“Very specific.” Cloudy rolls her eyes, grinning. “She came up with this whole plan. To start with, the four people who could make it happen needed to go to college together. Then we’d get these unbelievably great careers and settle down in the same amazing city. And obviously, you and Ashlyn would have kids, and Matty and I would have kids. They’d be second cousins and best friends and our lives would be perfect forever and ever. If only Matty and I could have stepped up for the sake of Ashlyn’s dream. And for the hypothetical second cousins, of course.”

Our lives would be perfect forever and ever.

“Yeah.” My voice comes out in a croak. I clear my throat. “Anything for those rascals.”

My attempt at keeping the joke going fails and both of our smiles disappear.

Every single day that Ashlyn was my girlfriend, I was in love with her. I never once thought about what would happen beyond high school. I never considered that we might get married, or break up, or (especially) that I could lose her in a sudden accident.

Cloudy traces her fingertips over her towel’s cactus design. “I shouldn’t have told you she said that. She’d be mortified.”

I hate that talking about Ashlyn caused this heaviness to press down on us. Because she was funny. She loved being dramatic and saying off-the-wall things to get a laugh out of people. She also loved traditions and being surrounded by her friends. So whether she was teasing with this “dream” about the second cousins, or if it was her genuine wish that her favorite people would always be part of one another’s lives, it’s still a compliment.

“I don’t think she’d be upset about you telling me. And it’s cool that this perfect future she said she was imagining had me in it.” I give Cloudy’s leg a little jolt with my bare foot, causing her to glance at me. “That it had both of us in it.”

“Don’t forget your cousin,” she says.

“As if I ever could.”

Cloudy hops to her feet. “Come on. Let’s do this now. Jump, swim, slide. Like you promised.”

She reaches for my hand and I let her pull me up. Even after I’m standing, she doesn’t let go. We walk to the cliff’s edge. We look past our toes at the rolling creek beneath us. We count to three.

And together, we jump.

“HERE WE ARE at the cafeteria,” I say, with a dramatic swoop of my arm.

Cloudy and I are wandering around my old school after having already stopped at the baseball field so I could say hi to the coaches and players I knew when I went here. (Sedona’s season starts a month earlier than Bend’s.) Now we’re waiting for practice to end, so we can drive with Will for eighty miles to go to Hannah’s birthday party.

Most people over the age of nine don’t get too excited about a place like Bedrock City, but Cloudy was right about the endorphins; I’ve been on a high ever since we jumped into the creek two hours ago. I can hardly wait to show her the rides-less Flintstones park. I’m also excited about taking her to the Oatman donkeys tomorrow, and about us attending the wedding of Ashlyn’s heart recipient, Sonia, the day after that. The only thing I’m not looking forward to is going home. I like getting to spend my days with Cloudy.

We slow our walking so she can look through the window. “I love it. This is the cutest school ever.”

“Probably not what the architect was going for,” I say.

“You don’t know that. All these little buildings remind me of a college campus. Except scaled down to adorable proportions. And with these great views, who wouldn’t want to go to school here?”

“You’re right,” I say as we continue the tour. “Every day of freshman year I was like, ‘Three-sixty views? Heck yeah, I want to sit in these classrooms for seven hours.’ I even tried coming in on weekends, but, you know. Locked doors.”

Cloudy grins. “Your lack of breaking-and-entering skills is starting to become a problem. But speaking of skills, I thought for sure shit was going to go down when your friends saw you wearing a Lava Bears shirt in the ‘Home of the Scorpions.’”

“Why would you think that?”

“You were one of their best players, right?” Cloudy asks. “And now you’re wearing other colors. That has to sting. Scorpion pun not intended.”

“Not intended?” I give her elbow a nudge. “Yeah, right. You’ve been waiting to say that since you saw it on the sign. Admit it.”

“I admit to nothing,” she says, elbowing me back. “You must have been Mr. Popular when you were here, being such a good ball player.”

“Oh, yeah. Everyone knew me.” I chuckle. “By the way, there are only five hundred kids in the whole school, so everyone knows everyone. And it was just like Bend with baseball. It isn’t the big-deal sport. There aren’t cheerleaders at the games. Some of the guys’ parents or girlfriends come, but nobody else. If people bother to think about ball players at all, it’s that we’re these dorky milk-drinkin’, pledge-of-allegiance-sayin’ good ol’ boys.”

Cloudy giggles. “And they put on South’un accents when talkin’ ’bout ball playin’?”

“Ye-eah, they do.”

We approach the outdoor commons, which is made up of budding trees, red sand, and a dozen or so backless benches arranged in a circle. She drops onto a bench and I sit beside her.

“Why did you even bother with it?” she asks. “I mean, everyone knows football and basketball are more exciting.”

“That’s a bold statement.”

She crosses her arms over her chest. “Am I wrong? Why do people care about baseball? Give me reasons.”

Cloudy knows exactly what it’s like when people dismiss her sport, so I never would have thought she’d do the same to mine. “Because . . . it is exciting. Take the scheduling for the pro season. It’s intense. Football fans can tune in to their favorite team once a week, right? And each basketball team plays two or three times a week. But a pro baseball team has games virtually every day. For over half the year, baseball is happening, and the more you follow it, the more you get addicted. And with the complexity of the rules and scoring, it turns into a puzzle. Plus, there’s so much history. People grow up with it and teach their kids and grandkids to play. It’s been trickling down like that for over a hundred and fifty years.”

“Did you start playing because of family tradition?”

“Actually, no. My dad doesn’t do sports. I got into it because Will’s dad coached Little League. From when I was a kid, he said I was a natural. A true utility player.”

“So you liked it because it was easy?”

I’m not sure where she’s going with this, but the fact that she’s smiling makes a tiny bit of my defensiveness fade. “At first. And there was the fun stuff. Getting a new glove and breaking it in, going to pizza parties, having my dad come to my games. There’s also satisfaction in getting to hit this little round ball with a heavy bat. With solid contact and a sweet, long swing, you feel it through your whole body.”

Cloudy nods: Go on.

“When I got older and playing became more competitive, that’s when I really got hooked. I worked my way around the infield: first base, then third, then second. But shortstop was it for me. Because when you’re in that position, the ball is constantly coming at you. You watch it leave the pitcher’s hand, it hits the bat, you make the grab, you throw. It happens so fast. All these pops, like a string of firecrackers. When you’re quick enough, when your body’s positioned right, your weight’s distributed, you have a good grip on the ball, your team gets the out, and there’s nothing like it. You want to do it again and again. It feels so fluid and so right to be able to create perfection in this series of split-second catches and throws.”

“I see.”

“You’re still thinking ‘Why baseball?’ Because every sport is about making those moments happen, right?”

“No, K.O. I’m thinking, I totally get why you don’t want to be on the team this year. Clearly, trying to make more of those perfect six-four-three double plays than last year would mean nothing to a non-perfection-seeker like you.”

She’s watching me closely, like she wanted to catch the exact millisecond when I processed that she dropped position numbers into our conversation. “Six-four-three, huh?”

“Did I not mention my grandparents are big-time into baseball? And my mom went to college on a softball scholarship? And our family sometimes caravans for two and a half hours for the Eugene Emeralds on weekends?” She shrugs like she’s trying to be casual, but a huge grin spreads across her face. “It trickles down like that sometimes, you know?”

“You were messing with me.” I try to sound stern, but I’m grinning now, too.

She holds her finger and thumb a couple of inches apart. “Little bit.”

“It wasn’t nice.”

“I’m a mean, mean girl. You took it well, though. Only three veins popped out of your neck. And one more. Right. Here.”

She leans close and playfully pokes at my temple. I try to catch her hand, but she’s too quick. She hops up and takes off running, and I go after her.

I’m within five feet of catching Cloudy when someone calls my name. At the edge of the nearly empty student parking lot ahead, Hannah is easy to spot—she’s the one dressed like she belongs in the same era as the ancient Volkswagen bus she’s standing near. Cloudy and I end our game of chase and Hannah’s patchwork skirt brushes the concrete with every step she takes toward us. “Look at you, Kyle! You’ve gotten so tall. And buff. And cute.”

“Um.”

Hannah smiles. “But still shy, I see.”

“Uh. Happy birthday.” I bend to give her a hug, and she holds on tightly for maybe four seconds too many. As I’m pulling away, she plants a kiss on my cheek.

Hannah and I were never kissing-on-the-cheek friends (I’ve never had a friend like that, ever), but this must be part of her “earthy phase” Will mentioned. Friendly cheek-kissing goes along with the braided band circling her head and the incense that’s saturated her clothes and curly brown hair, I suppose.

“I can’t begin to describe how excited I am that you’re here for my actual birthday.” Hannah rests her forehead against my upper arm. “Of all the days in the year when you could have come, you showed up today. It feels so, like, fate.”

We showed up yesterday, but I don’t point that out.

Cloudy and I follow Hannah to join the others who are gathered between the van and the nearest parked car. They seem like an odd mix, but maybe being inclusive is another facet of Hannah’s new personality.

Devynne and Natalie each give me a hug, and then I kind of nod at the rest of the group. “Hey, everyone. This is Cloudy.”

I’m about to introduce them to her one by one, but Hannah interrupts with “Cloudy! Is that your real name?”

“It’s actually Claudia,” she says.

“Then why would you go by Cloudy?”

“My grandma was born in Italy. So she has an accent and—”

“William!” Hannah yells, cutting Cloudy off. “It’s about time you finally got your bottom out here!”

Will meanders over. He never lets Hannah’s impatience get to him. “I left practice as soon as I could. I told you to go on without me. I’m riding with Kyle and Cloudy.”

“Well, we didn’t go without you. Yamka took three people with her and so did Mason.” Hannah does a quick head count. “There’s still ten here now, so we can fit perfectly in two cars. Natalie, you have room for one more?”

“Yup,” Natalie says. “Backseat only. Sergio called shotgun.”

Hannah nods. “Kyle and William, you’ll ride in my bus with Garrett, John, and me. Claudia, you can go with Natalie.”

Cloudy says, “Sounds good.”

She gives me a quick wave and starts toward the car before I’ve fully processed what’s happening.

“No, wait!” I say. “I’ll drive. We can take three cars. Then no one has to squish in, and Cloudy can come with me.”

“But she gets to see you all the tiiiiiime.” Hannah tugs on the hem of my sweatshirt. “We’ll be there in two hours or less. William and I really want to hang out with you.”

Hannah pushing Cloudy off onto strangers cancels out her friendliness toward me. “Then you two should ride with us.”

Cloudy raises her hand. “Kyle, it’s fine. Hannah’s plan makes sense. You go with your friends.” She puts on a big smile. “I’m sure you’re dying for a break from me, anyway.”

Hannah tosses her keys to Will. “Let’s go, then.”

While two engines start up and doors begin slamming, I stop at the Xterra and grab Cloudy’s coat and Hannah’s gift. As I’m setting the stuff inside the bus, I glance at Cloudy in Natalie’s backseat. “Hang on a sec,” I tell Hannah.

I hurry over and tap on Cloudy’s window.

Lowering it as far as it will go (about halfway), she pulls her eyebrows together. “What’s up?”

“To be clear,” I say, resting my hand on top of the glass, “I don’t actually want a break from you.”

“Awww,” Natalie and Devynne say in unison.

Cloudy doesn’t acknowledge hearing them, but my face heats up anyway. “That’s the Stockholm syndrome talking,” she says.

I lean in closer so I can see her face better. So she can see mine. “It’s nothing like that. Not for me.”

“Come on, Kyle!” Hannah yells from her open side door.

“You’re holding up the caravan.” Cloudy uncurls my fingers from around her window, one at a time, looking into my eyes the whole time. “Go. I’ll see you in two hours, okay?”

“Or less.”

She smiles. “Or less.”





Cloudy

“Sorry Hannah is so bossy,” Natalie tells me from the driver’s seat. “I’m sure you’d rather be with Kyle.”

I’m watching the bus, half expecting Kyle to climb out and come over again. Half disappointed when he doesn’t. My chest is warm from whatever’s just happened. It felt dangerously nice to have Kyle look at me like he did, as if he didn’t want to leave. “We’ve been apart for longer than this.”

“Still.” Natalie shrugs. She puts the Toyota in drive and follows the bus out of the parking lot. “Not that we mind having you. This is Sergio”—she jabs a thumb at the brown-haired guy in front of me in the passenger seat, then over her shoulder—“and that’s Devynne and Charlie.”

Beside me, Devynne and Charlie wave in unison.

“Thanks for letting me squeeze in.” I turn, microscopically, to Charlie, whose bony arm is pressed up against mine. “I can sit in the middle if you’re uncomfortable.”

“Don’t bother,” Devynne says, shaking her head. “He always volunteers for the middle.”

“It’s the safest seat in the car.” Charlie’s voice is somehow equally gruff and squeaky. “If we get T-boned, I’m golden.”

Sergio snorts. “Your scrawny ass would hit the roof if we rolled over a quarter.”

“And we are not getting T-boned,” Natalie says, giving me a swift, panicked look. “We’re not getting T-boned.”

Charlie plants a foot on either side of the hump dividing the footwell. “Repeat it all you want, that doesn’t make it true.”

“Well,” Sergio grumbles, “I’d rather get T-boned than be going to Bedrock City right now.”

Devynne puts a hand up. “Can we stop saying ‘T-boned’?”

“Sergio, what are you talking about?” Natalie lowers the radio, keeping one hand on the wheel. “Bedrock City is a quirky pit-stop classic. It’s retro Americana.” She says it like Hannah would, with a fake sincerity that makes Devynne snicker.

But Sergio grumbles again. “It’s yabba dabba dorky.”

Devynne leans around Charlie, straining against her seat belt, to smile at me. “So are you and Kyle here for a few days?”

“Just today, really,” I say, but I don’t want it to be true. The closer we get to Sonia’s wedding, the farther away I want to be. “I’d like to stay longer, though. It’s so beautiful here.”

Natalie bites her thumbnail. “You get used to it.”

Charlie, who’s been tapping on his knee for the past minute, whips his head around to Devynne. “Didn’t you make out with Kyle at Bedrock City?”

Up front, Natalie groans and Sergio laughs.

“No!” Devynne yelps. “No. Oh my God, no. We were, like, thirteen. And it wasn’t even at Bedrock City, Charlie.” She punctuates her sentence by smacking his bicep.

The car has gone silent. Maybe they’re all waiting for me to go full-on wildcat and tear Devynne’s hair out because she kissed Kyle years before he was ever my not-boyfriend. It’s tempting. She’s all heart-shaped face and batty eyelashes and hazel eyes. Of course Kyle would want to kiss her.

But that’s not her fault.

I feel myself smiling. “Then where did you make out with Kyle?”

Devynne has this delicate prettiness to her, a little like Ashlyn, where the points of her nose and chin seem like they could chip if she sneezed too hard. All this time I’ve never thought of Kyle as having a Type, but I guess I didn’t have other girls to compare to.

“It wasn’t even making out.” Devynne sighs like she’d rather not go there, then covers her eyes. “I kissed him on the bus during a school trip to Tombstone.”

“With tongue?”

“CHARLIE!” Natalie’s glare practically melts the rearview mirror.

Devynne palms Charlie’s face and presses his head into the back of the seat. “Anyway, you and Kyle are so cute together.”

She’s changing the subject with a compliment. There was totally tongue.

“Oh,” I say, “we’re not—”

“Eh,” Charlie says, tilting his head to look at me. “I don’t know. You’re both blond.”

I level a look at him.

“It’s a little freakish,” he continues. “Not creepy, like two redheads dating. But it’s unsettling. Like Children of the Corn.”

Sergio finally moves. He turns in his seat to punch Charlie on the leg. “You’re unsettling.”

They all laugh, like Isn’t it hilarious how unhinged Charlie is, but that’s Charlie; what can you do? The easy way they tease one another pinballs in my gut. It makes me miss home more than I thought I would.

Outside, road signs direct us to Slide Rock State Park. I realize we’re doubling back on 89A, the same route Kyle and I took only a few hours ago. The familiar scenery passes by as I finger-comb my hair. It’s finally dry after I jumped into the frigid water with Kyle.

My body buzzes, and it’s definitely not frostbite. It’s everything that happened before the jump. I don’t know why I told Kyle about Ashlyn’s family-planning fantasy. One minute we’re discussing Matty, and the next, I’m remembering the dreamy expression on Ashlyn’s face whenever she talked about our combined futures. The story came tumbling from my lips before I realized. And even though I’d swat at Ashlyn whenever she brought it up—Ashlyn with a goal and a plan, as usual—the reality of it not being possible anymore is outrageously cruel.

Two hours and zero T-bonings later, Natalie steers us off the highway and under a welcome sign that reads Flintstone Prehistoric Park. The sun has already dropped, and I feel a pang of regret that we’re here, pulling into a narrow parking lot, instead of on top of a mountain.

The rest of the group is waiting for us, assembled by their cars. They’re nearer to the entrance—a squat, green building with a Wilma Flintstone plywood cutout at the front door. That’s where Hannah is, chatting with a tall guy in an apron.

As soon as I step out, my gaze swings over to the bus, parked on the other side of a dirty black sedan. Kyle straightens when our eyes meet, and he looks at me, like he’s taking inventory of my face to make sure each part is where it should be. Was he that worried about being separated?

I give him a thumbs-up as I walk over, and Kyle returns the gesture with a small smile. Natalie and Devynne pass, awwwww-ing and giggling.

I come to a stop in front of him. “You know,” I say, smirking, “being in a car without a black kitten in it? Overrated.”

“So the ride was okay?”

“Charlie thinks we’re hell spawn.”

“Huh.”

Over his shoulder, I see Hannah trailing her taupe-colored sandals along the dusty ground. She’s playing with a square pendant hanging from her neck; it’s the birth-flower necklace Kyle and I bought for her. “I guess Hannah liked our gift.”

“We barely made it out of the school lot before she opened it—and everything else. And she made Will drive while I sat in back with her.”

I laugh. “So much for all three of you spending time together.”

“I’m not sure she knew the two of us were spending time together. All she did was talk about herself. But”—Kyle lifts his hand; in his palm sit two dark cookies bundled up in plastic wrap—“I did get snacks.”

“I thought we were eating here.”

“We are. But we”—he waggles a finger between us—“haven’t eaten since this morning. I thought you might want one. Garrett and John brought them, and Hannah has a cooler full of stuff for later.”

Garrett and John have perma-sleepy eyes and walk like they’re trapped in Jell-O.

Grabbing a cookie, I turn it over in my hands, examining it in the egg-yolk-y glow of the streetlights. Then I sniff it through the plastic. I have no idea what pot cookies smell like, aside from pot, which these don’t. “Minty.”

A grin stretches across his face. “Chocolate minty.”

“You are so predictable,” I tell him, then place the cookie back into his palm. “Keep mine for later?”

“GUYS!” Hannah shouts, and we flinch. She comes up behind Kyle and gives him a quick cuddle. “It’s time for my birthday dinner.”

BIRTHDAY DINNER IS at Fred’s Diner, a restaurant attached to the gift shop. The three-person staff—including Hannah’s tall guy in the apron—has already cooked up a bunch of burgers, fries, and other selections from the menu. Technically, Bedrock City closed thirty minutes ago, but Tall Apron Guy is doing Hannah a Birthday Favor. The tiger-print chairs and dinner specials like Betty’s Bowl of Chili should be a mismatch for Hannah’s Mother Earth–like sensibilities, but she doesn’t seem bothered.

“I think Hannah’s drunk on Birthday Power,” I whisper to Kyle while we’re eating, and he laughs with his mouth closed because it’s full of a Bamm-Bamm Burrito. His expression pins me to my seat.

This is why I like you.

It snakes its way through my mind, in and out before I can trap it. I didn’t say it at Slide Rock, but Kyle is a magnet, too. He’s more careful about drawing people in, but he does, whether he knows it or not. And he doesn’t throw me off center, not in the bad ways. With him I’m stable, unshakeable, like everything is real but colored-in more vibrantly.

Nothing has uncoiled Kyle like being in Arizona. It’s been happening a little more every day since we’ve been on this trip, and now he’s so slack. Content. I’m better here, too—different from my murky jumble of emotions in California. And what if being here is how to keep us that way? What if seeing Sonia is just like seeing Freddie? Or makes me feel how I did that night after Ethan? What if it’s frustrating and discouraging and all the things Ashlyn would hate being associated with?

Tonight would be the perfect time to ask him to stay. We could forget the wedding and spend the rest of midwinter break in Sedona.

Minutes later, Hannah stands up in her seat, waving her arms. “The next part of the night is about to start, and you don’t want to miss it. Let’s go, friends!”

She hops down, then slips past our table, tugging at Kyle’s shoulder. As she pulls him away, he grins at me. Our consensus is it’s better to humor Hannah than defy whatever Birthday Gods might be on her side today.

Outside, I finally get my first real view of Bedrock City. It’s . . . certainly quirky. Natalie was right about that. On the way back down the Sugarloaf trail last night, Will and Kyle explained that the place was built in the early seventies as a roadside attraction between Phoenix and the Grand Canyon. There isn’t much upkeep within the grounds, but people still stop here for its offbeat charm. Now I can see why. It is sort of like walking into a whacked-out version of the Stone Age. On my right is a clearing of dirt and patchy grass, surrounded by trolley tracks and overlooked by an incredibly fake volcano—but at least the pterodactyl attached to the top looks securely bolted on. Some squat buildings, designed to resemble the ones out front, are to the left. Even with the few strategically placed spotlights, it’s too dark to catch the details from here, but I can tell they’re evenly spaced. Farther in the distance, I make out a large brontosaurus-shaped silhouette.

The group is following Hannah’s lead into the clearing. Once we reach the middle, I notice paper lanterns strewn on the ground. Someone’s already arranged them neatly in two rows. They’re pretty much like the kind people string up festively for parties and barbecues, except these are all cream-colored and more lightbulb-shaped than round.

As everyone gathers near Hannah, I sidle up to Kyle, who’s standing off to the side.

“I want to thank everyone for coming tonight,” Hannah begins. “I invited you all because birthdays are about celebrating the things that make your life special.” Her hands are clasped together, perfectly displaying the multiple rings stacked on her fingers. “Every year, the Taiwanese hold a festival where people wish on lanterns and release them into the sky. I was so deeply inspired by that, and I thought, what better way to spend this magical day than by giving something back to you? So I’m sharing my birthday wishes.” She hops up and down, adding, “And I brought a wish lantern for everyone. Come and get yours!”

Slowly, people begin shuffling forward. Before one girl bends to pick up a lantern, she looks skeptically at her friend. “The Taiwanese?”

The friend smooths her dark hair. “Please. She for sure got this from watching Tangled.”

Out of nowhere, Hannah plants herself directly in front of Kyle and me. “I have some bummer info: I only brought one lantern for each guest I was expecting, and since you guys were last-minute additions, there aren’t enough. But here’s the lucky news! I packed two for me—one wish for now, one to grow on, naturally. And I’m more than happy to give my second lantern to Kyle.” She turns to me and pouts. “Unfortunately, there still won’t be one for you.”

Kyle shrugs with one shoulder. “That’s fine. Cloudy can have mine.”

“No. Kyle,” Hannah whines—Ky-uuuhhll. “You’re an old friend, and it’s important to me that you’re part of this. Claudia understands. She gets why I want this moment for those dearest to me. And she doesn’t have to feel totally left out. There are countless other ways for her to offer up a wish to the universe.”

She looks to me for confirmation, and I say, “I’ll rip out an eyelash.”

Hannah is satisfied with this, and although he’s reluctant to go, I nudge Kyle away to grab his inherited lantern. I stay behind and watch as everyone picks their own, putting lighters to the small squares at the base. The flames catch easily, puffing air into the lanterns’ empty spaces, filling them up and out.

“You can take mine.”

It’s Will, holding out his unlit lantern. When I refuse it, he says, “You can’t just stand here; it’s not fair.”

“I’m not much of a wisher lately.”

His mouth bunches up to one side. “All the more reason for you to have it, don’t you think?”

I consider that. “Let’s share it, then?”

Will helps me straighten the lantern out and ignite the base, and once it’s inflated, it’s almost half my size. Finally, everyone is grasping one, the glow illuminating our faces and turning the darkened clearing to a flickering gold. Candlelit and ethereal.

Hannah steps forward again, raising hers up high. “Now, meditate on what you want the most. By releasing our lanterns up into the air, we’re sending our wishes out, where they can come true.”

“Or confuse the hell out of some birds,” I hear Charlie mumble behind me.

“So,” Hannah continues, “make it a good one! And when you feel the time is right, let go.”

Kyle and I share a look across the field. These are your friends is what I’m telegraphing, and whether or not he gets it, he smiles at me. Hannah returns to him, redirecting his attention, and he says something that makes her laugh. They close their eyes—meditating on their wish, like Hannah instructed. Seeing them together, even though they’re not together-together, sends a seasick current through me. Sometime, maybe even soon, Kyle will be ready to date again. He’ll want to be in love with another girl. And that girl won’t be Ashlyn, so I won’t be able to cork shut everything I feel for him, and I won’t be able to ignore it without hurting him all over again. It’ll be more pain for me to wade through.

I’ve had enough wading. I don’t want my stomach to churn at the thought of Kyle with a new girl. He deserves to move on, and I want to be good enough to let him. I want us to stay friends, just like this. And I want to move on, too.

So I press my eyes shut. I make all of that my wish.

“Ready?” Will asks.

When my eyelids flit open, Bedrock City is shimmering. Will and I are the last ones holding on to our lantern—the others have already been released, and they’re rising from the earth at different heights, fireflies taking flight. They gleam against a night sky that’s silky black, and make this space look bewitched. Like our wishes might really come true, despite how fairy-tale it all might be.

Will counts to three, and we both let go.

It hovers for a moment before leisurely lifting up and above us, higher and higher, to present my wishes to the universe. I find myself hoping with everything I have that it’s strong enough to carry them all the way.

I KEEP WATCH of the lantern, tracking it among all the others, until someone drops down beside me on the sparse grass. I’m the only one left by the faux volcano. Kyle was, once again, steered away by Hannah, and everyone else has scattered. Everyone except Will, it turns out.

“Kind of protective of that lantern,” he says. It’s too dim to see very much of him, but there’s lightness in his voice. “You must really want your wish.”

“I do,” I say. “Don’t you want yours?”

“Do I want a contained fire to take out my mom’s doll room? Of course.”

Laughing, I pull my knees up to my chest. “Is this how you celebrate your birthdays, too, William?” I’m joking, but even after only a day of knowing him, using Will’s full name is strangely stiff and pretentious. How does Hannah stand it?

“To be honest, Claudia,” he jokes back, “I prefer more solemn affairs.”

“Then lots of chanting? Ceremonial robes?”

“It varies year to year. I bet you’re a birthday bash person, though.”

“No question. I am all about the bash. A solid gold dance floor. Maybe shooting someone out of a cannon.”

“Please don’t share any of that with Hannah,” he chuckles. “So you and Kyle are still leaving for Oatman tomorrow?”

“Uh-huh.” It’s one more way to put off going to Vegas, and a slightly better plan than slashing Kyle’s tires in the middle of the night.

Will swipes at his thigh once, then again. “When he mentioned it at Sugarloaf, I’d thought about saying something, but I didn’t want to mess with his first day back. Especially not after bringing up Ashlyn.” His voice is low, and the softness of it jangles me. “But if you guys really are going . . .”

I sit up taller. “What is it?”

“Kyle’s mom is there. In Oatman. She works at some souvenir shop that has ‘ass’ or ‘jackass’ in the name. Nice, right? My mom saw her there a couple months ago when she brought some relatives to visit.”

Will’s strained reaction when Oatman came up yesterday is suddenly fresh. “You’re kidding.”

“Shannon’s let him down so many times. And obviously, he and his dad are better off without her.” He scratches his chin. “But I keep thinking about it, and if she was my mom, and she’d been gone for years . . . I’d want to know. Then at least it would be up to me whether I find her or not.”

An image of Kyle standing in his old backyard flashes through my mind. It tore me up when he’d talked about his own mother that way—so unsure of her and where she was. She’d abandoned him, and he still missed her. Maybe even needed her.

If he knew she was this close, he might decide to go to her. If anything, Shannon should see him, see what a strong and good-hearted person he is now.

“So you’re telling him?” I ask Will.

He clears his throat, nervous, and with all the worry for Kyle clogging the air, I could just as easily be sitting next to Matty.

I wonder if Kyle realizes how lucky he is to have both of them, Will and Matty; two people in two very different places who care for him in the same big way.

“Actually,” Will says, “I thought he’d want to hear it from you.”

“Me?”

“He trusts you, Cloudy. I know by the way you guys are together.” When I start to protest, he adds, “I’m serious. Look at my face. I have an undeniably serious face.”

Now that the lanterns are elsewhere in the stratosphere, the only light near us is coming from the spotlights and the tiki torches set up near the gas station. “Your face is a little hard to make out.”

He pitches forward, grabbing my phone where it’s perched on my knee. Holding it up to his jaw, he presses the on button. The backlight brightens his face, barely, and even the lit-up spots make him appear ghostly. “Check it out. I exude serious.”

“Serious and undead.”

He clicks another button and the area goes nearly dark again. “It’s okay if you feel awkward about it. I can tell him instead. But I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I didn’t think it’s what Kyle would want.”

A lazy warmth goes through me like syrup. Believing Will—believing that Kyle would want me, of all people, to be there for him—is a comfort. More encouragement that Kyle’s and my relationship is becoming something better.

“I’ll do it,” I say.

“You will?” He sounds relieved.

“I think he should know where his mom is.”

Will’s head bobs once in agreement, and we sit together until one of his friends calls him away. “You want something from the cooler?” he asks. As he stands, my phone begins a rapid-fire chiming, and he tosses it back to me.

“No, thanks,” I mutter, waving good-bye without taking my eyes off the screen. The sound of multiple texts coming in is insistent and scary, but before I can visualize all kinds of nightmare scenarios happening back home, I notice they’re from Kyle.

Meet me at the bronto slide in 5 seconds or your cookie bites it.

I mean I’LL bite IT.

You get what I’m saying.

Okay. Countdown. 5 . . .

4 . . .

3 . . .

I scramble to my feet and squint across the field. The brontosaurus slide is straight ahead, and in front of it, a tall figure brandishes his cell phone in the air. I don’t care about the cookie, weirdo, I write to him. Have it.

Kyle brings the phone down and pauses for longer than it should take to read my text. Then, as I look on, he writes back: You’d be the worst hostage negotiator. Please meet me anyway.

My heart squeezes.

I break into a jog, my feet crunching into the gravelly dirt as I bound over the trolley tracks—still no sign of a trolley, by the way—and past an oversized yellow cement snake with its mouth opened wide enough to crawl into. And from the echoing shouts coming from inside it, it sounds like someone has. By the time I reach Kyle, both cookies are already gone, and he’s shoving the balled-up plastic wrap into his pocket.

His face is as easy and unguarded as I’ve ever seen it. And I decide I’ll tell him about his mother tomorrow, not now. Tonight he should stay like this.

Kyle’s arms fling out at his sides. “I want to show you Bedrock.”

There’s a couple trying to climb the volcano, but everyone else is gathered by the coolers near the general store. There are thick, round tables set into the ground there, and Hannah has hooked up her phone to some portable speakers—some song about a white-winged dove has played about fourteen times. Beyond the lights placed there, it’s hard to spot much else. “It’s probably too dark to see anything, though.”

His sigh is exaggerated. “Cloudy, it’s nighttime in the Stone Age. It’s supposed to be dark. Where’s your sense of authenticity?”

I examine his gleeful face one more time. “I think the desert air is making you goofy.”

We start with the brontosaurus slide. It’s exactly what it sounds like, except sliding down the back of an actual brontosaurus might involve fewer safety violations.

After we clang up the metal staircase lodged inside the green dinosaur’s belly, Kyle motions for me to go first. So I sit at the top of the tail, and he squats behind me as his hands come down on my shoulders. “Do you want to practice?”

“Hell no,” I say. As it turns out, some attractions at Bedrock City come with instructions. And this one is the most important—and geekiest—of them all.

“Scream it,” he reminds me, patting my back. “It’s tradition. You have to.”

I give him a quick glare. Then, gulping some air, I push off and yell, “YABBA DABBA DOOOOO!” The cool metal stings through my jeans, and my arms go vertical, and I feel like an ass the whole way down. But I’m also cracking up too much to care. When I reach the bottom, Kyle laughs and claps for me. A second later, he follows, and meets me on the grass.

We pick through the grounds and tour the buildings. There’s a post office and grocery store, even a beauty parlor, and they’re all tricked out with Bedrock amenities. Using the light from our cell phones, we find huge dinosaur eggs and watermelon slices on the store shelves, and stone benches and animal-print bedspreads at Fred and Wilma’s house. When we pass a squat statue of Barney Rubble, Kyle snaps a photo of me kissing Barney’s nose. It’s only fair when I get one of him with his arm around Barney’s wife, Betty. By the time we’re done, we’re both blinking hard from the too-bright camera flashes.

We’re about to head into the barbershop when we spot it—some kind of prehistoric vehicle, the kind Fred Flintstone has to pedal with his feet. We take off for it.

“What do you think? New wheels for Vegas?” Kyle says, sliding behind the cement steering wheel. “Probably not as smooth a ride as the Xterra.”

I point to the backseat. “But there’s room for Arm.”

“Nowhere for us to play our music, though.”

I flatten my palm to my chest. “No more songs about people who hate fun.”

“And no more songs that repeat the same three words over and over. And over.”

We smile at each other, and this could be it. I could ask him now.

“I’m really glad we decided to come to Sedona,” I tell him. “Aren’t you?”

He looks mellow, but his eyebrows come together in a question. So I keep talking. “I’ve never been anywhere like it before. And I loved going to your old house, and meeting your friends—most of them.” I run a finger along the stone dashboard. “I was wondering if we could stay.”

“Forever?” He’s still smiling, and I thwack him.

“For a few more days. Until we go back to Bend. You can spend more time with Will and Vivian, and I can learn to harness my chi. We can spray paint Lava Bears Rule on your old baseball field.”

Kyle presses his lips together. “What about Sonia’s wedding? We’d miss it.”

I shrug even though my heart is beating hard enough to hurt. “We don’t have to go. We saw Ethan and Freddie, right? And that was worth the trip. Maybe that’s why we came to Sedona, because we’re supposed to end it here. Maybe we’ve done enough.”

Rubbing his neck, he says, “Vegas was always where we were headed, though. Plus, Matty already set up the time-share for us, and I’ve never been to a wedding. I don’t think we can stop now. Unless you want to?”

He sounds disappointed that I might. It’s really all the answer I need.

“I didn’t want to rush the visit if you’re not ready to go. But I am if you are.” And I drop the subject or else he’ll know something’s up.

“Oh, hey,” he says a moment later, our previous conversation forgotten. “There’s something else I want to show you.”

The building where he leads me has a pretend pay phone mounted to the facade. Bedrock City Jail is what the sign out front says. Inside, the right half is set up as a common space with rough cement tables and chairs. Along the left wall, there are two jail cells. Kyle directs me farther into the rectangular room until I step up to the second cell.

“What exactly am I seeing here?”

Kyle tips his head forward. “His name’s Wally.”

The grizzled mannequin is life-sized, and crumpled on a bench inside the cell. He looks about as old as the Stone Age. His hair and beard are a dull white and matted, and inexplicably, someone’s dressed him in a fisherman’s slicker. “Wally?”

“I named him when I was a kid,” Kyle says, slipping inside. “He didn’t have the Hulk gloves back then. That would have changed everything.”

There’s a small window near the ceiling, and some ambient light from the parking lot trickles in. It lets me take in Wally’s large green superhero fists. “What’s he in for?”

“Illegal fishing, obviously.” Kyle gestures at the ratty fishnet hanging above the poor guy; the decor in here is punishment enough, never mind the solitary confinement. “Possibly Hulk-smashing.”

“So much for parole.”

Kyle takes a seat beside Wally on the bench. He angles toward the mannequin as if straining to hear something, glancing at me slyly before nodding. I watch through the cell bars as Kyle takes the Hulk hand, pats Wally’s chest with it, then extends the same floppy arm toward me. Bending it back, Kyle pats at the soft chest again.

A surprised laugh shakes my shoulders as my head falls back. “Oh, no.”

Kyle smiles playfully. “Bet you didn’t know that move’s been around for three million years.”

I move into the small cell, my arms crossed. “Just so we’re clear, Wally, I am not going to any future school dances with you.”

“Sorry, dude,” Kyle says to him, frowning. “I thought she’d be into the bad boy thing.”

This pulls me up short. “What?”

“Sure. I can see it.” He scoots over, leaving a space for me between him and Wally, and waves his phone at me; it’s our newly invented sign for requesting a photo together, more evidence that this friendship is getting solid. Friends use secret signs.

After we squish together and Kyle takes the picture, I say, “I must put off twisted signals. Boys don’t really get me.”

“We don’t?”

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “The boys that I do like think I only want to be friends, and the boys who I only like as friends think I want more than that.”

Kyle fiddles with the strings on his hoodie. He loops one tightly around his finger. “So what does it mean when boys think you can’t stand them?”

“Depends.” I smile. “If you mean Jacob Tamsin, I’d say my signals are working perfectly.”

He lets the string fall loose. “And if I mean me? For the past year?”

One time at practice, Violet Porter accidentally elbowed me in the diaphragm after I lost my footing doing a Scorpion. That’s what this feels like. When Kyle brought this up our first hour into the trip, I wriggled out of it like I always do. I can’t do that again.

“I never hated you,” I tell him, leaning back against the wall and staring through the cell bars. “You know that, right?”

“I do now,” he says, his voice deep and quiet.

“I was just—”

What?

I was just trying to keep a secret. That I was just a little in love with you when I wasn’t supposed to be. When any good thought I had about you was also a betrayal. So I hated myself and punished you for it, too. But I’m better now, you see? I wished on a paper lantern.

I don’t say that.

I do say, “I’m just . . .”

Kyle’s glance is razor sharp, curious. “You’re just a vampire? And the smell of my blood consumes you with bloodlust, but you made a vow to your coven that you wouldn’t drink from humans anymore?”

My groan is guttural and pathetic.

He keeps going. “You’re just a time traveler sent from the future to assassinate me, but I was such a good lab partner, you haven’t been able to make yourself do it?”

I jiggle my legs up and down before looking at him. “I humiliated myself at WinterFest, and then I made it worse by being a dick when you came over. It was stupid, but avoiding you was simpler.”

“No, I get it.” He moves back so our shoulders touch. “It sucked, though. I missed talking to you.”

“Come on,” I laugh, but his face is serious.

“I know our conversations weren’t, like, deeply philosophical or anything. But they were fun. I liked being with you.”

Everything about the way he says it and the kindness in his eyes makes me believe it.

Then he swivels, knocking his knees into mine. “And I am happy we came here, by the way,” he says. “I was worried it would be too different, or that I’d be too different. But it’s like nothing’s changed. In a good way, I mean.”

“Except,” I tell him, channeling Hannah from earlier today, “you’ve gotten so tall. And buff. And cute.”

His eyes spark. I’m paying for that.

I sense the movement a half second before he lunges, and I slide away, but I’m too late. My elbow bumps into Wally so hard his decrepit head rolls off his body and into my lap. I yelp and punch it to the ground.

Kyle’s laughter tickles my ear, and he’s shaking from it—I only know that because his fingers are curled into the sides of my coat. His laugh fills up the tiny cell like warm water, the opposite of the frigid, paralyzing stream at Slide Rock. His laugh is something I want to spend time in.

He’s so close, I can see the spaces between his eyelashes. We’re passing the same breath back and forth between us, and I’m smiling so big, my lips might crack apart. And then, somehow, impossibly, his lips are there against mine, and every other part of me might crack apart instead.

Our mouths press together gently; we’re almost not kissing at all. But we are, and I can tell we are because this isn’t our first. Our first was a mistake—my biggest mistake, muddled with alcohol and resentment. Even in the moment, it wasn’t like this. Pure and certain and what real first kisses should be like.

Kyle pulls back slightly, and my stomach roils as I wait for him to politely shrug me off. Instead he watches me, his eyes dark, his hands still making fists in my coat. My wish lantern is floating somewhere above us now, and didn’t I pack my feelings with it, sending them far from here? Some must have jumped overboard before the universe got to them. Or maybe the truth is I was kidding myself. You can’t wish away what you want to keep. I reach up and put my fingertips to Kyle’s brow like I’ve always wanted to, smoothing out the questions.

Our next kiss is not gentle. My lips part as he angles his mouth over mine. I hook my arms around him because it’s all I can think to do: bring him nearer. My brain sizzles with the need to have more of him against more of me. Without breaking the kiss, Kyle pulls me up so his chest is against mine, and I crawl into his lap, facing him.

My coat makes swishy noises as Kyle runs his palms flat down my back. When I tilt away to shrug the thing off, he moves with me and I grin against his mouth. With my hands free, we both pull at his hoodie. He helps me lift it up, but I’m too impatient; without waiting for it to clear his nose, I go straight for his lips. His arms are wrapped in the sleeves, and he’s grinning as I help him break loose.

“Sorry,” I say. My voice is thick and very not-sorry, especially when his fingertips dip under the hem of my shirt.

He smiles a swollen-lipped, dopey smile. My heart lurches, expands, makes even more room in it for Kyle Ocie.

I arch back as he presses his mouth to my neck, making our hips meet. His fingers flex on my waist, and we’re kissing and breathing and moving together, holding each other tighter. The ends of my hair could singe from how strong his hands are, or the chocolate-minty taste on his tongue, or what his skin feels like through thin cotton.

I want Kyle to know. I want to rewind to earlier—how long has it been?—when I should have been honest about how I’ve always felt about him, because I can’t lie to him anymore. For the first time, I can tell him.

For the first time, it might mean something to him, too.





Kyle

Of everything that’s happened during the past week, Cloudy Marlowe and me making out in the dark next to a decapitated mannequin is, by far, the most unexpected.

I mean, I did this. I kissed her first. But I couldn’t have predicted that she’d kiss me back so intently, she’d sit straddling me on this bench, or that, just like that, I’d become addicted to inhaling her coconut scent and feeling her body pressing against mine.

My hands are on her hips, holding her steady, pulling her closer, always closer. I have no idea how many minutes have passed since we started this (five? ten?), but our lips haven’t taken a break for more than a second.

I’ve constantly been sneaking glances at her. I want to see her. I need to. And I’m hoping, just once, she’ll open her eyes again and see me, too.

The Bedrock City Jail has holes cut out for windows and doors, so some of the talking and laughter outside is coming through, but as Cloudy rakes her fingers through my hair, the sudden CRUNCH! CRUNCH! CRUNCH! of shoes on gravel directly outside startles us both. We detach our mouths and sit frozen in place, listening. I keep my eyes on the doorway, but when no one comes inside after several seconds, I exhale and refocus on Cloudy.

She’s finally looking at me, and I don’t have to guess whether she’s as glad as I am about what’s happening here with us: her dreamy expression says it all.

As our lips touch this time, I don’t close my eyes and neither does she. She cups her palms around my face while I slide my hands underneath her shirt and all the way up her back. We’re looking into each other’s eyes and touching each other’s skin and kissing and shivering, and it’s so intense that a tiny part of me is relieved when crunching gravel interrupts again.

Unfortunately, it’s then followed by Devynne’s voice getting closer. “Well, it’s ridiculous, is what it is. We’re all here to celebrate her birthday, and of course, she has to go and— Oh!”

One phone flashlight shines directly at my eyes, and is joined by two more. It’s so bright I can’t see the faces of the people holding them. Instead, it’s three gleaming white circles cutting into blackness over three headless torsos.

As I’m blinking and squinting, Cloudy covers her eyes and hops off my lap, landing awkwardly on the bench between me and the other headless body in this jail. “That’s kind of blinding,” she says.

Devynne again. “Sorry!”

The lights jump to new spots in the jail cell: one shines on the fake bones and net hanging above us, another lights up Wally’s body, and the last illuminates Wally’s head lying beside the heap, which happens to be Cloudy’s coat and my sweatshirt. My vision adjusts in time for Devynne and Sergio to exchange amused glances. Charlie is taking in the whole scene with his mouth hanging open.

Devynne steps back. “Um, maybe we should—”

“Yes,” Sergio says. “We definitely should.”

The three of them scramble to the doorway, leaving Cloudy and me sitting in darkness once again.

“It would be better,” I whisper, putting my arm around her, “if buildings from the Stone Age had doors.”

Cloudy giggles. “Those won’t be invented for at least a million years.”

Outside, Charlie announces, “That was utterly macabre.”

Sergio and Devynne burst out laughing.

“Hey!” From a distance, Will’s voice cuts in. “Have you guys seen Kyle or Cloudy?”

“Both,” Sergio yells back.

Devynne chimes in. “They’re kind of . . . busy in the jail right now.”

“You mean, getting busy in jail,” Charlie says. “And now we do know someone who’s made out with Kyle at Bedrock City. Next to a severed head!”

“Next to a what?” Will is much closer now.

Cloudy sighs, and then calls out, “Will, what’s up?”

He answers from somewhere near the doorway. “We’re getting ready to leave. In maybe ten minutes? I’ll be driving Hannah’s van back.”

“Thank God,” says Sergio. “For the leaving and the you-driving concepts.”

Soon their voices grow faint as they migrate elsewhere.

Leaning in close, I kiss Cloudy’s lips one more time. “To be continued?”

Nodding, she smiles back at me.

AFTER CLOUDY AND I have set Wally’s head onto his neck where it belongs and slipped our discarded clothing items back on, we step out of the jail together, holding hands. I don’t care what Hannah has to say about it; I’m riding back to Sedona in whichever vehicle Cloudy and I can be in together.

I’m about to tell that to Cloudy as we’re making our way past a Stone Age police trike, but the ground shifts, pitching me forward. I catch myself, somehow managing not to fall.

She grips my hand tighter. “Are you okay?”

“Was that an earthquake?”

“If it was, I missed it.”

I can’t keep upright, so I sit on the gravel, bring my knees up, and hold on to my legs with my eyes closed.

“Did you get up too fast and make yourself dizzy?” Cloudy asks.

She doesn’t feel it. How can she not feel that we’re dice in a Yahtzee cup? That everything is too hot and too bright and too swirly?

“Kyle?”

I hesitate until the world rights itself. “I’m fine now. Sorry.”

“It’s all right. You kind of freaked me out.” She takes both of my hands to help me up, but I can’t do it yet. I let myself fall backward and she falls with me. On me. We both laugh and it’s loud in my ears. I wrap my arms around her and shift our bodies until I’m flat on my back with her lying on top of me. Better. This is better.

Strands of her hair hang over my face, and I peek through them at the sky. Overhead, it’s a black sheet with thousands of pinpricks of white light bleeding through. Her hair is making fine lines in front of it.

“So,” Cloudy says softly by my ear, “what exactly are we doing on the ground?”

I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m doing. All I can think at this moment is: I need you so much closer.

It’s the truth. I don’t know why it became the truth, but it is now. I hold on tighter. “I don’t want to go back.”

She lifts herself up and kisses my cheek. “Now you want to stay forever?”

What I meant is, I don’t want us to go back to how we used to be. I don’t correct her, though.

As she settles down again and rests her face against my neck, the sky—it winks at me. It goes entirely black, then flashes bright white. Too bright. The stars become . . . superstars. Bigger than the sun. All of them. All at once. Then they contract so they’re sparkling flecks, as small as dust.

They turn big again.

Then medium-sized.

Huge.

Tiny.

Then all the sizes, all at once.

“The stars are weird tonight,” I say.

“How so?”

“I don’t know. They’re . . . shiny.”

She laughs. “Okayyyy.”

“Sorry if I’m not making sense. I’m a little”—I don’t know. There’s a word for it. For what I am right now. I’m pretty sure there is. I can’t remember it, though. I’m trying. The word. The word is—I’m . . .—“tired,” I finish.

“We’ve had a busy week.”

I’ve felt like this before. Silly like this. I was twelve and my dad took me to Las Vegas for the weekend—

“When you were twelve?” Cloudy asks.

I hadn’t realized I was speaking aloud. “We did kid stuff. Riding roller coasters. Buying candy and T-shirts at the M&M store. A magic show. Have you ever been to Vegas?”

“No.”

“Well, on the Vegas Strip, everything seems so close. But once you start walking, you realize it isn’t. It’s like a—like that thing in the desert when people think they see water, but it isn’t water?”

“A mirage?”

“Yes. A mirage.” I pause. It’s so hard to remember words. “Except it’s like, you keep heading toward a place and it stays the same distance away no matter how many steps you take. So my dad and I were walking back to our hotel late. I don’t know why he didn’t get a cab, but he didn’t and I was exhausted. There was this picture I saw later. My dad had taken a picture of me in front of a statue. This winged horse. So I’m in the picture. I’m standing there. But I could swear I’ve never seen this Pegasus statue in my life. I don’t remember posing. And it was like. It was crazy.”

I wait for Cloudy to say something. I wait a long time. Finally, she does. “Is there more?”

“More what?”

“You were saying the Vegas Strip is like a mirage.”

“Yes.”

“And then . . . did something specific happen?”

I blink a few times. I already told her. I told her the whole story. “The winged horse picture!”

“The what?”

Did I not say that part aloud? Did I not say anything? What the hell is wrong with me? “I’ll show you when we get there. You’re going to like it.”

“Okay.”

She strokes my cheek. This is so confusing. Why did I tell her she’ll like a statue that I don’t know how to find? I should stop talking. And thinking. Just stop.

S-T-O-P spells stop.

Stop. Spot. Tops. Opts. Pots. Post.

Four letters. Six words.

S-T-O-P.

S-P-O-T.

T-O-P-S.

O-P-T-S.

P-O-T-S.

P-O-S-T.

S-P-O-T.

S-T-O-P.

It’s Sesame Street in my brain. I’m Elmo. Or Melmo. That’s how I said the puppet’s name as a kid. My parents thought it was hilarious.

Melmo!

I stifle a laugh and keep watching the sky. Every single one of those stars is about to fall. Fall onto my fingers running through Cloudy’s hair. Fall onto my face. It’s going to happen and all I can do is watch and wait for it.

Wait for it.

Wait.

What am I waiting for?

I’m waiting for . . . something.

My thoughts are slipping, slipping, slipping, slipping thoughts. Thipping sloughts.

Thipping sloughts?

Cloudy whispers, “It’s always been you.”

It has?

What has?

Is this her answer to my question? Did I ask a question?

She’s still saying words, but I catch only the last four: “And I love you.”

That isn’t what I asked. I would never even think to ask her something like that.

“Cloudy—”

“You don’t have to say anything.” She props herself up so her chest, her warmth, is no longer pressed against me. I miss it. I miss her. “I thought you should know the truth.”

“That you . . . love me?”

She nods.

Her face. Is mesmerizing. Her mouth is so. Pretty. And her nose. Her cheekbones. They’re so—

Today she held my hand. I kissed her. I wanted to kiss her, so I kissed her. We kissed each other. We kissed a whole bunch of times.

And now. We love each other?

Maybe.

It makes sense.

I think it does.

Her lips are so perfect. And her eyes. They’re so . . . big. I place my hands on either side of her face. It’s the regular size, I think. I mean, it feels normal in my hands. But it looks—it looks like— “How are you doing that?”

She smiles down at me. With her huge mouth. So. Huge. “Doing what?”

“Your face. Your whole face. It’s so— It’s like— Expanding. How? How can you make it that big?”

“What?”

Her screeching voice makes me laugh. And laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh—

“For real, Kyle.” She climbs off me and plops onto the rocks. “Are you drunk?”

—and laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh—

“Kyle!”

“Sprite!” I explain, forcing my laugh to be small. To be tiny. Tiny giggles piled on top of tinier giggles. Like soda bubbles. I try to sit up like she is. I fall back again. “I only drank Sprite. I ate a burrito. Remember? And a cookie. No. My cookie. Your cookie. Two cookies.” My tiny giggles turn into big ones. They clog my throat. I can hardly breathe. “I’m not Melmo. I’m Cookie Monster.”

“Oh. My. God,” Cloudy says. “It’s the cookies.”





Cloudy

No no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no.

The cookies.

THE COOKIES.

I drop my head in my hands. I’m hollowed out and overflowing at the same time. Empty and bursting. Every emotion courses through me at once, ribbons that are too tangled to separate and pick apart.

Gutted. Charged. Lost. Hopeful. Terrified. In love. Alone.

And angry. That one stands out in the balled-up mess of my insides, prominent and familiar, easiest to grab on to. A flush spreads through me, burning so hot that I’m sure I’ll leave a scorched imprint on the ground.

Rolling forward onto my knees, I bend over Kyle. He’s outstretched on the dirt, still laughing and beaming up at the sky. “Kyle, there was pot in those cookies.” My voice quakes, so I hold my breath to steady it.

“Ohhhh.”

“That’s why you’re . . . like this.” I can’t be mad at him; I shouldn’t be. But why couldn’t he have forgotten he had the cookies?

Why did he kiss me?

Kyle’s dazed stare meets mine, and he reaches up to softly tug at my hair, coiling it clumsily around his fingers before letting his hand slip away. “Your eyes, they’re so dark. But blue. Like that,” he says, pointing up. “But without the stars. Your eyes don’t have stars.”

“Kyle, we’re leaving. Can you stand up?”

He doesn’t answer, just keeps blinking at the stars.

“You can sleep it off at Will’s, okay? But we need to get out of here.”

Blink, blink. Blink.

“Kyle,” I repeat, pleading, a sob in my throat. “Please.”

He grins wide, so wide that his eyes stretch into a squint. Those are the only parts of him that move.

My teeth clamp together to smother a scream. There’s no chance of getting him up and to the parking lot by myself. I pat his pockets for his phone so I can call Will, and he cackles and twists away like I’m tickling him. But even when I find it, I can’t think straight enough to tap in a security code that makes any sense. Numbers flash briefly in my brain but don’t stick around to make an impression.

Panic swarms and, for a split second, I’m sure we’ve taken too long. Everyone’s left us here and we’ll have to spend the night and what do I do? I can’t take care of Kyle like this; I can’t make things better when all I want to do is curl up somewhere, be small enough to disappear.

But then I spot a shadowy movement between the beauty parlor and post office, thirty feet away, and I do the opposite. I stand on trembling legs, jumping and waving my arms, making myself bigger so whoever that is will notice me. The figure gets closer and its—Will’s—jog falters when he sees Kyle sprawled out. Then he speeds up into a sprint until he’s right in front us. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Will, Will, Will,” Kyle mumbles. He’s calming down some, but his fingers flex and claw at the dirt underneath him.

I start pacing. “He’s high or something. He ate some cookies that Hannah’s friends gave him.”

Will’s eyes go round as he squats down near Kyle’s head. “How many?”

“Two.” A pain twists around my stomach. If Kyle had been aware of what those cookies were, he never would have eaten them—never would have offered one to me. I’d suspected and didn’t say anything. No one said anything. The thought snaps at me like a rubber band. “Did you know?”

Will’s hand is flat against Kyle’s forehead. “That he ate some?” Will says. “No. Garrett mentioned bringing them, but I didn’t realize Kyle had any.”

“You rode over here with him.” A cold sweat beads on the back of my neck as something that’s close to hysteria builds inside of me. “Are you saying you didn’t see anything?”

“I was driving,” he tells me, his tone clipped. “I couldn’t pay attention to everything that happened, Cloudy.”

I swallow a deep breath. An hour ago, I believed Will was a good guy—a good friend. I know this doesn’t change anything. You can’t watch over your friends all the time. I know that, too.

I shake my head, feeling even worse now for barking at him. “Can you help me get him to the parking lot?”

Without a word, Will props up a boneless Kyle. “We’re taking you back home, buddy,” he murmurs.

I’m certain Kyle is too out of it to process this, let alone respond, but as I stoop to help lift him, I hear his lilting whisper. “Not home. Here. Forever.”

It goes through me like a lightning bolt, and it aches all the more because he doesn’t know what he’s saying. It means nothing to him, like repeating a word in a foreign language. Everything he said after eating those cookies means nothing.

Will takes on most of Kyle’s weight, but I shoulder what I can. We totter past buildings and character cutouts, Kyle’s toes dragging through the gravel between us. I don’t notice the parts of Bedrock City we were so eager to discover earlier—all I want is to get to the car, so we can get out of here. I focus on leaving instead of having Kyle pressed against me once again. This time, it’s like a parody, and totally unfamiliar to how being close to him felt only minutes ago.

Finally, we make it through the gift shop and into the brightly lit parking lot. The other cars are gone except for Natalie’s Toyota and the bus, which has all of its doors splayed open. My eyes fix on Hannah, listless, draped over the van’s front seat. My spine stiffens at the sight of her.

Will walks Kyle over to the bus, guiding him inside the large cargo area, and I take off like a torpedo—rapid-fire, roaring, unstoppable. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Hannah must be stoned, because she chooses to smile at me. “Clauuuudiaaaa. Sooooo serioussss—”

“How could you let Kyle take those cookies without telling him what they were?”

She looks at me with a dreamy fuzziness. “He didn’t know about the pot?”

The height of the bus forces me to glare up at her—it makes my blood rage past boiling. “Do you think he would’ve eaten them if he did?”

Her head bobs around as she puzzles this out. “I thought he was up for some fun. Despite his choice in dates.”

Snickers skitter out from behind me, and that’s when I notice Garrett and John huddled together on the ground near the front bumper, holding each other up, but not really.

Turning to Hannah, I raise my chin. “I’m riding back to Sedona with Kyle. So don’t bother assigning seats again.”

She attempts a sympathetic, sulky noise, but it bubbles into a giggle. “There’s not enough room, remember?”

“You’ll make room.”

“Oh, Claudia, you need to unclench and give Kyle some space.” Hannah’s know-it-all teacher tone sounds sloppy. “Will told me what happened to his ex. And, like, it’s sad and stuff, but pretty lucky for you. No ex-girlfriend for you to worry about.”

I’ve been dropped into a black hole. I’m turned inside out. Maybe my senses have stopped functioning. But all I need is for my hands to work to slam Hannah’s wasted, condescending face against the bus.

“Hannah!” The world refocuses and it’s Devynne, rushing up before I can make a move. “Why don’t you ride back with us?”

“You should,” Natalie says, somewhere to my right. She, Charlie, and Sergio, they’re all out of the car; our audience. “We can switch you with Cloudy.”

“Yeah,” Sergio monotones.

“Noooooooo,” Charlie whisper-yells.

Hannah grimaces with whatever muscle control she has left. “Why?”

Devynne clenches her jaw. “Because it’s a good idea.”

“. . . What about my bus?”

“First,” Devynne says, gesturing at Natalie and the others, “we’ll drop everyone off at the school. Then Will can follow Natalie back to your house, and she’ll drive him back to his car.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Will adds, clapping his hands once. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Perfect,” Devynne says.

Once Hannah is safely—if a little wobbly—on her feet, Devynne reaches behind her to squeeze my elbow. She gives me a reassuring smile, and instantly, my eyes well up, ready to spill over. Maybe this was all for Kyle’s benefit, but I am so, so, so grateful.

Devynne tows Hannah away, and their doors slam shut before I can say that.

The Toyota pulls out of the lot, and I climb into the bus before collapsing onto the floor. My shoulders fall against the backseat, near Kyle’s head as he dozes. The middle bench has been ripped out, so the bus has a large, empty space between the front and back. That’s where Garrett has crashed, on a mattress and pile of blankets that serve as cushioning. John is up front with Will, who’s already gunning the engine.

“I’msosorry.”

It’s the slightest of moans, but it’s clear.

“Kyle,” I say. “Just try to sleep.”

He’s lying on his side, eyes slitted. “I screwed up.”

“You didn’t.”

“I’m such an idiot.”

“Shhhh.” I lift my hand to stroke his hair, but he grabs it with his own first. “You’re okay. You’ll be better soon.”

“You’re staying with me?”

“Yeah,” I say on a breath. “I’m here.”

With a tired grunt, Kyle tips over so he’s on his back. He takes my hand with him, holding it to his chest. His strained eyes flutter shut and I want to nestle in beside him, wrap my arms around his waist, and gather him together.

Immediately, I force the image from my mind. Kyle might want me here as support, but that’s all he wants—a familiar face to cling to while he’s miserable. To him, what happened in the jailhouse will be some foggy drug-induced hallucination. It’ll sit hazy at the edge of his memory, never real or meaningful enough to remember.

Or maybe not—maybe he will remember, that I kissed him back with everything I have, that I said the word “love” to him, that I meant each touch when all of his were false, orchestrated by something outside of himself, like those puppets with the strings. And this time, maybe he’ll be the one who asks me to forget.

But won’t I want that, too?

Hannah’s words play on repeat: No ex-girlfriend for you to worry about.

As if it’s a relief.

I am disloyal and deceitful and, worst of all, guilty. Because not only did I let Kyle kiss me tonight, I wanted to kiss him, despite all I wished for in that clearing. I couldn’t let him go, not even for her. No matter what happens tomorrow, whether Kyle remembers our kisses or doesn’t, there will always be that. I will always know that I betrayed my best friend while on a trip meant to celebrate her. A trip meant to keep her alive.

Once in a while, the orange light from a streetlamp streaks by the half windows that run around the bus, and the only sound inside is Garrett’s faint snoring, and the classic rock radio Will is listening to. Half an hour out of Bedrock City, we hit a bump that rattles the undercarriage, and Kyle whooshes out a cough. I pat his chest to reassure him, but his lungs heave under my palm.

“Hey,” I say, bending over him. Even in the dim light, it’s obvious how washed out he is. “Do you need something? Water?”

Weakly, he pushes himself up onto his elbows. “Air.”

“Will!” I call out. From behind, I see Will tense. “Pull over!”

He doesn’t waste any time. Though I can’t tell where we are, Will guides us to the right side of the road with a sharp jerk of the steering wheel. As soon as the bus brakes, he hops out of the driver’s seat, and he’s gone until the side door rumbles open. Before Will can step inside, Kyle shoots past us, stumbling into the darkness.

I scurry out and use the light from my phone to find him on all fours, crumpled on the shoulder of whatever highway this is. Kyle is shaky and whimpering—and then suddenly, he goes rigid. A second later, he retches in the dirt. I dig inside my coat pocket for a tissue, and he apologizes to me over and over, again and again, as a tear drips from the corner of his eye, down his nose. I click my phone off. Aside from the bus’s headlights and the occasional car passing, there’s not much to see by.

Stooping beside him, I rub his back in lazy circles. I turn away from him. Not because he’s sick, but because I can’t stand how it’s written all over his face, how today has turned out, with us crouched and broken under stars not worth wishing on.

But there’s tomorrow—there’s Oatman and his mom to tell him about. I can do something for Kyle, something that Ashlyn would be proud of. The idea of it ignites a light inside of me brighter than headlights, brighter than stars and lanterns saddled with wishes.





Kyle

A door slams not far from my head.

The Xterra is stopped, the engine is off, and Cloudy’s shoes are shuffling farther and farther away. Without opening my eyes, I know it’s too soon for us to be in Las Vegas. She must have needed a rest stop.

I was supposed to do all the driving to Nevada, but instead I’ve spent the past fifteen hours as this blob of groggy, dehydrated, embarrassed uselessness. We left Sedona after lunch and ever since, Cloudy’s been driving and I’ve been lying across my backseat with seat belts twisted around me in an uncomfortable configuration with her pink cloud-print pillow under my head as I sleep, jolt awake, sleep, jolt awake.

I’m drifting off again when, somewhere up front, comes insistent rustling and . . . hissing? I open my eyes in time for Arm to launch herself over me from the front center console, land at the top of the backseat, and then disappear into the cargo area behind.

“What the hell?” Untangling myself from the seat belts, I wriggle to sit up.

A donkey has forced its head in and is nuzzling a large, open bag of pretzels on the front passenger seat.

“Hey! Get out!”

I lean over the console to pull the bag away. The donkey grabs on using its teeth, and pretzels rain down as it hurries to slip its head back out the window. It runs about ten paces, glances back, sees I’m not chasing it, adjusts the half-empty bag in its mouth against the ground, and then traipses off with what used to be Cloudy’s snack.

“So that just happened,” I announce to Arm.

I can’t see her, of course. What I can see is that the dirt and gravel where my car sits isn’t a rest stop or gas station on Highway 93. Instead, I’m near a white-and-red-painted sign, which reads: Parking Lot.

I swivel my body. In the distance, clusters of donkeys and humans wander the street, which is lined on both sides with Wild West–style buildings.

Cloudy’s brought us to Oatman. After the Drugged-Cookies Incident, I’d assumed we’d take the shortest route to Vegas, but now that we’re here (an hour out of our way, with at least a couple more hours of traveling to go), I am glad to have one less thing to feel crappy over; my mistake last night didn’t end up causing her to miss this detour she’s been excited about.

I’m not feeling 100 percent, but I put the windows up, grab the keys from the ignition, and head back to make sure Arm is okay after her donkey scare. Once I lift the hatch, it takes a moment to spot the black kitten in the corner; whenever she’s on dark-colored objects or in shadows, she tends to blend in.

“You okay?” I put out my hand, which, after several seconds, lures her over.

Her green eyes are open wide and the fur on her back is spiking up, but she’s uninjured. She gives a growly meow, which I’ve figured out is her way of saying, “Pet me now!”

“You want to come with me?”

Breathing in the farmlike smell of donkey poop and dust being kicked up by passing cars, I chug a water bottle and then lift the bottom of my sweatshirt. With my help, Arm climbs up so she’s nestled against my T-shirt underneath. I’m not sure it’s the best idea to walk around with a cat hidden in my clothes, but if I keep one hand cradled underneath her and steer clear of her enemy the donkey, we should be fine.

After locking up, I follow the wooden sidewalk, stopping at the first shop. Most of what they sell is shirts and hats, which (like everything in this town) feature mining, donkeys, or ghosts. Cloudy isn’t inside. I move on—popping into each store I approach, scanning, and then heading out. Finding her would definitely be easier if her phone wasn’t still in the car, hooked up to the car charger. Did she leave it behind for this very reason? She has seemed concerned over my health and comfort today, but she’s also avoided most conversation and all eye contact with me.

At the center of town, I finally spot Cloudy’s rusty-blond hair across the street as she’s about to walk into a gift store.

“Hey, Cloudy!”

She waves and waits for me to cross. While I’m approaching, she wrings her hands and steals a glance at the store window. I understand her nervousness because my first thought when I woke up was: I kissed Cloudy.

It was immediately followed by: I kissed someone other than Ashlyn.

I will always be Ashlyn’s last kiss, but she isn’t mine anymore. On some level, I’ve known since she died that this would happen eventually. It still didn’t prepare me for the thunderbolt of guilt or my pinwheeling emotions this morning after it had become a reality.

I have no regrets about Cloudy and me, though.

Well, not about what happened between us inside the jail cell, I should say. Once we got back outside and the effect of the drugs hit me all at once, everything became so confusing. I remember lying on the ground with her on top of me. I remember the stars and telling her about the Pegasus statue in Vegas. I remember her saying she loved me, but that doesn’t make sense. It must have been me. I was rambling about nonsense. I told her I loved her. I told her that her head was expanding.

What a dumbass.

“You’re awake,” Cloudy says. “Feeling better?”

“A little hazy still, but yeah, much better.” She’s become transfixed by my feet, so I quickly add, “I know I ruined everything at Bedrock. I feel like—”

“No. None of that was your fault. They tricked you, and I should have realized it sooner.”

I’m not sure how she could have; by my recollection, she figured out the cookies were the problem right away. But my memories aren’t reliable. At some point last night, I stopped being able to comprehend words. Then there was relentless shouting in my head. And the nightmares—so many terrifying dreams, for so many hours. I truly believed I was dying, and I’m still shaken up by it.

“I don’t think those guys were trying to trick me,” I say. “Garrett said the cookies were ‘an extra-strong batch.’ I thought he was talking about the overpowering mint flavoring. I then ate two of them for a double extra-strong dose.”

“You’d never heard of edibles?”

That’s the same question my dad asked when I called him. The way he said “Oh, Kyle” after I explained that I’d puked and spent the night hallucinating was worse than if he’d yelled at me. Then he told me marijuana usually has an antinausea effect, which is why some chemo patients use it. That made me feel extra worthless, like I can’t even react to drugs properly.

“I’d heard of hash brownies and space cakes,” I tell Cloudy. “Not pot cookies, though. In other words, I was an idiot.”

“Naïve, maybe, but not an idiot.”

Those two words sound identical to me. I give her a small smile. “Then will you please forgive me for the multitude of naïve things I did and said last night? And for throwing up in front of you. Talk about humiliating.”

“You’ve done nothing that needs forgiving. We never have to talk about this again, okay? But misunderstanding or not, it still wasn’t your fault. If a friend gives you something with drugs in it, that friend should say, ‘This has drugs in it!’ They didn’t and that sucks.”

I nod because Cloudy’s right. Of course she’s right. My tension is easing, too, because whatever else she might be thinking right now, at least she isn’t pissed at me. “Jackass Gifts.” I gesture at the sign on the door. “Oatman sure knows how to name their stores.”

“No kidding. I saw an antique shop called Glory Hole. How can they allow children into this town?”

Keeping a straight face, I scratch at my cheek. “Glory Hole. That’s a mining term, right? I wonder what kind of souvenirs a person might find there.”

She squints, like she’s trying to work out if I’m aware of the double meaning. “You know what I’m wondering? Why you’re holding your stomach like a pregnant woman.”

“Oh, this? This is because of a thieving donkey, a bag of pretzels you’ll no longer be eating, and a certain black cat who wanted to be comforted as a result.”

She laughs, and I want to believe we’ll bounce back from this, that we didn’t finally fix our friendship after a year only to have it fall apart because I chose the wrong dessert. But I can tell by the way she’s fidgeting that she’s still uncomfortable. I’m not sure what more I can say, so I go for a Matty-style approach: cheerful distraction.

I push open the door of Jackass Gifts with a flourish and step inside, where racks upon racks of items with names printed on them are spread out before me. “We’ve arrived,” I say, my voice mock reverent. “Personalized trinket heaven.”

Cloudy yanks me back outside and slams the door behind us.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “I thought you wanted to go in there.”

“There’s something we have to talk about first. It’s really important.”

I’m suddenly getting the feeling she’s about to give me another “I shouldn’t have kissed you, so let’s pretend it never happened” speech. It’s the opposite of what I want to hear, but I shrug as if I’m unbothered. “All right.”

She loosens her grip, but still holds on to my arm as she leads me down the sidewalk and past the old Oatman Hotel. We stop at a bench mounted to the building, and sit beneath flyers advertising Oatman’s staged gunfights. To calm myself, I peek down my shirt at Arm’s eyes glowing up at me.

“There’s something I was planning to tell you earlier,” she says. “But you were out of it, so I decided to wait.”

And here it comes.

I lift my face and meet her gaze. “Okay?”

“Last night, Will and I were talking. And he told me Vivian recently saw . . . your mother.”

My body snaps to attention, but my brain can’t catch up. “Wait. She saw her? Where?”

“Here. In Oatman.”

Real words escape me, and what comes out instead is: “Whuh?!”

“Your mom was working as a cashier,” Cloudy says in a rush. “Will wasn’t sure at which gift shop, though, so I was asking around while you slept. Someone told me there’s a redhead named Shannon who works at Jackass Gifts.”

I’ve become hot and cold at the same time, and it’s entirely possible that I’m going to be sick again. “You’re telling me Shannon’s inside the store you just pulled me out of?”

Cloudy puts up her hands and lowers them again, like she can calm me with a simple gesture. “I’m not sure. But I can go in and check, if you want—”

“No! Why would I want that?” Six people on the street crowded together to feed three donkeys all glare at me, so I lower my voice. “Why would you bring me here?”

“I agreed with Will that you should know the truth. And because you said you might miss her.” Her eyes are filled with concern and worry. “I decided to scope things out to make this as easy for you as possible. I was never going to tell her you’re here, though. Seeing her or not is your decision, obviously.”

Still holding Arm gently, I close my eyes and lean back until my head is pressed hard to the building. I have to suppress the urge to bang it against the wood.

When I was a kid, I had theories for why Shannon kept leaving us. She was a spy sent on dangerous missions. She was in witness protection for putting away a crime lord. But I had to let the fantasies go. Since then, I haven’t imagined what it would be like to see Shannon because I’ve had no intention of looking for her.

Now there’s a chance she’s a mere thirty feet from where I’m sitting. In the years to come, will I regret not going back in? Will I regret it more if I do?

“We can get in the car and leave right now,” Cloudy says. “If that’s what you want. But maybe it could be therapeutic for you. You can show her exactly how well you’ve been doing without her.”

I choke out a laugh. “Today, of all days, isn’t the best proof of that.” Pretty much none of the days during the past almost six months have been. “I don’t know what I would say.”

“Something will come to you. Or you can see what she has to say and go from there.”

Cloudy thinks I should do this, but I can easily come up with fifty reasons why I shouldn’t. Yet there’s that regret thing. I might not get this chance again. “Can you check for me? If she’s there, I’ll have to decide what to do. If not, there’s no decision to make.”

“Okay. You want me to go now?”

I nod.

Cloudy squeezes my shoulder before starting back toward Jackass Gifts.

As she walks away, there’s no relief for me that she’s taking care of it; I’m acting like a little boy who’s scared to find his own mother. I’m not a little boy anymore. I can handle this.

Pushing myself off the bench, I sprint to catch up with her. “Never mind. I’ll go in.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” We reach the door, and I smile at her. “This is becoming a bad habit of yours, you know. Taking me to people without telling me first.”

“I know.” Cloudy chews her lip. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“Of course. Do I look all right?” I ask, skimming my free hand over my hair.

“Of course,” she echoes. “Even if you do have a kitten-sized growth at your midsection.”

THERE ARE NINE people inside Jackass Gifts: Cloudy, me, a middle-aged couple in matching Grand Canyon T-shirts; a very short man wearing a very large cowboy hat; a young woman with a baby in her arms, along with her little boy, who keeps asking, “Mama, can I have this? Can I have this, Mama?” And the cashier, a woman with a silver Afro.

The tension inside me eases. “Looks like she had a premonition I was coming and skipped town.”

“Let’s ask the woman at the register. It might be her day off or her lunch break.”

I forced myself to walk into this shop, but now that I know Shannon isn’t here, I’m not in the biggest hurry to ask questions. I motion at the display in front of me. “Don’t you want to find an Arizona key chain with your name first?”

“Unfortunately, there’s no such thing as a ‘Cloudy’ key chain. Here’s ‘Kyle,’ though.”

Arm’s tail curls out from under my shirt in a way that’s kind of obscene; I tuck it away in a hurry.

Cloudy giggles. “You should have brought her in my bag.”

I sneak another peek at the cashier as she leaves the register to tidy up a display. “What about ‘Claudia’? Would they have that on a key chain?”

“I’ve never come across it. But there was one Christmas when my dad got each of us coffee cups with our own names on them. They say, ‘I heart Zoë.’ ‘I heart Nina.’ ‘I heart Claudia.’ I was like, ‘Dad, what kind of narcissists do you think we are?’ So on any given morning, Mom and Zoë and I might be using one of those mugs, but never the one with our own name.”

“Well, since your dad has proven that such a thing exists, somewhere in this store filled with personalized souvenirs, there’s has to be another ‘Claudia.’ I’m going to find it and buy it for you.”

And that’s when I’ll talk to the cashier about my mother’s whereabouts.

I start the hunt, checking through the Cs at each display. It calms me, focusing on something other than what I ought to say to this woman who might or might not know Shannon. I spend ten minutes poring over stickers, door signs, bracelets, barrettes, necklaces, toothbrushes, combs, jewelry boxes, back scratchers, pocket knives, mini flashlights, and more, but I turn up nothing.

Until . . .

“Aha!” Beneath my sweatshirt, Arm startles at my outburst. I grab a five-sided silver star. “CLAUDIA” is in the center, encircled with the words “SHERIFF—OATMAN AZ.” I hold it up for Cloudy. “Found it! This is what you’ve been missing out on your whole life.”

“Yes. A ‘Claudia’ sheriff’s badge. It might not be functional, but it’s certainly fashionable.” Cloudy turns the display and taps her finger on a “Kyle” badge. “Here’s yours.”

“Sweet.” Snatching it from the rack, I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then, carrying a badge with each of our names, I head up to the register with Cloudy beside me. We glance around as I set my purchases on the counter. Now that I’m ready to casually interrogate her, the cashier seems to have disappeared into the back room.

“I can never wear this in front of my parents if I don’t want them wondering how I got it,” Cloudy says.

“What? How can we be the best sheriffs if we don’t have our badges on at all times?”

I’m not doing it on purpose, but my voice is coming out extra loud, like, I’m a happy person who loves corny gifts!

“We can’t both be sheriff, anyway,” Cloudy says. “Someone has to be deputy.”

Arm wiggles. I adjust her positioning, but she doesn’t like it. “Is that how things work? Fine. You can be my deputy.”

“No, you can be mine.” The movement under my shirt grows frantic, and there’s more than a hint of I-told-you-so in Cloudy’s smile. “Uh-oh.”

Arm catches her tiny claws into my T-shirt, climbs up my chest, and pops her head out the top of my sweatshirt. I burst out laughing, and Cloudy moves in close enough that I could kiss her forehead. (I don’t.) She’s laughing, too, as she slides her hand up the front of my shirt to help with the flailing kitten. Arm has no interest in leaving through the bottom, though; she kicks her feet as Cloudy tries to get ahold of her.

“It’s okay. I’ve got her,” I say, still chuckling.

I free Arm’s squirmy body through my sweatshirt’s neck hole, somehow managing to avoid getting scratched. Cloudy takes her from me, stroking and calming her while I straighten out my clothes.

At the sound of a woman’s voice, my body turns ice cold and my heart beats so hard, my veins might explode. The new cashier who’s just stepped behind the counter is saying, “After what I read in my horoscope, a black cat crossing my path is the last thing I need today. It’s all good, though.”

Involuntarily, my head jerks up and my eyes take in her face, her hair, the name on her copper necklace: Shannon.

Of course it’s Shannon.

Seeing my mother shouldn’t be such a violent shock to my system, but it is. I do a double take, a triple take, a quadruple take. I came into this store for her, but she wasn’t here. That was better. She shouldn’t be here now. Not now, not here, not in Arizona.

And yet, she is. And a part of me knew it in an instant. Even though my conscious mind still can’t comprehend this, my adrenaline was already pumping from the first syllable she spoke.

“She’s a gorgeous cat.” Shannon scans the bar code on each of the badges. “And her green eyes match her aura.”

She still has red hair; it’s chin length now instead of down her back. She still wears embroidered sundresses and beaded earrings. She’s still taller than most women. Poised and graceful. She still has a dandelion-seed-head tattoo on her wrist with “Wish” below it in cursive. She still has a forehead, nose, mouth, and chin similar to what I see in the mirror every day.

Now she’s looking back at me. Right into my eyes. Impossibly, my already off-the-charts heart rate ramps up even higher. My mother smiles, and I can hardly breathe as she opens her mouth to speak.

And then she tells me my total.

I keep watching, waiting for something to spark for her.

Nothing happens.

With my eyes, I beg her to not just look at me, but to see me standing right here.

She turns away, saying something now about Cloudy’s aura.

I open my wallet. Drop it to the floor. Pick it up. I fumble through the bills with shaking hands. I pass her what I’m hoping is the one she needs.

It’s as if my chest is being kicked over and over again while she works the register, turns to me again, and gives me change along with a small bag containing souvenirs, including one with my first name engraved in it.

She aims a smile at Cloudy, at Arm, at me. “Have a blessed day, you three.”

“Uh, sure,” I say.

I head out the door of Jackass Gifts, increasing my speed until I’m full-on running.

Putting one foot in front of the other, all I can think is that my mother has told me she’s an empath, she can channel nature spirits, she harnesses mystical energy. Now she’s claiming she can read my kitten’s aura.

And yet, somehow, she looked her own son in the face and she didn’t fucking recognize me.





NEVADA







Dear Paige,

Ever since I received your letter, I have been so anxious to contact you. I am so sorry for your unfathomable loss. Nothing I say can possibly alleviate your grief, I’m sure, but please know that Ashlyn is always in my thoughts. I feel so much closer to her after reading the wonderful things you’ve written about her. She sounds like an incredibly spirited and special girl, and she must be deeply missed.

Is there any way to adequately express my gratitude? I am alive today when two months ago, I never believed I’d make it to my twenty-ninth birthday. In the days before my transplant, my condition, hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, left me confined to a bed, sometimes too dizzy to stand up on my own. I wasn’t sure that I’d ever leave the hospital. I did, though. I’m writing this from the kitchen table in my tiny apartment, my dog Flynn sitting at my feet. (I hope Ashlyn liked Samoyeds.) And in a few weeks, I’m leaving for a short trip to the lake with my boyfriend.

I suppose I’m answering my own question here, but I’m going with no. I won’t ever be able to articulate how much this means to me. Maybe the only way I can is by living the joyful, meaningful life you wrote about.

Ashlyn is my miracle, and I promise to do her heart justice.

With all my love,

Sonia





Cloudy

The lobby of the Ocies’ time-share matches up with everything I’ve seen of Las Vegas so far: it’s gigantic.

“Whoa. No wonder what happens here, stays here,” I say to Kyle, gaping at the vaulted ceilings and skylights. “It can’t fit anywhere else.”

The joke falls flat, just like my other attempts at conversation since we left Oatman. Kyle’s face is blank as we make our way to the front desk, and he remains silent while the concierge taps on her keyboard and hands each of us our own room key—thankfully, it’s a smoother check-in than our attempt in Sacramento. He’s a zombie while we move through the lobby, past overstuffed armchairs and potted palms, into the breezeway that’ll lead us to the suite on the second floor.

I want to say the magic phrase that’ll shazam! today better, but my tongue is too clumsy from worry, and nothing is coming out right. And anyway, there are no words right enough for what went down with Shannon. On what planet does a parent not remember what her own son looks like? It’s animal instinct or genetic or something that happens at a soul level. Shannon should have carved permanent room in her heart for her kid, and it should be forever, no matter what.

Kyle spent the two-hour trip to Vegas just as distant, flopped on the backseat of the Xterra, and nodding in and out of sleep with Arm snuggled to his side. As the sun set, I crafted apologies for him in my head while drumming my anxious fingers on the steering wheel. It kept me from checking the odometer and the clock. Every mile and every minute brought us closer to Sonia’s wedding. At eleven tomorrow morning, she’ll be walking down the aisle in a chapel at the Bellagio Hotel. Kyle and I will be there somewhere, hoping to go unnoticed, but angling for a clear view of the bride.

My nerves rattled like maracas as soon as the car crossed over onto the Strip, as if there were some invisible force field at the boundary.

Not that the scenery didn’t offer any distractions.

It’s as glitzy as the movies promised. Hotels and casinos and shops rise up on either side of Las Vegas Boulevard, enormous and spectacular—emphasis on the spectacle. Electronic billboards flash from everywhere, relentlessly teasing shows and restaurants. There’s a castle with blue, red, and gold turrets capping the white building, and on the next street over, every New York City landmark—the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building—is crammed onto one corner. Farther up, a glowing replica of the Eiffel Tower points to the night sky. It was like we’d been dropped onto an oversized, interactive game board. After this long, longer, longest day, driving up the Strip felt like riding on the city’s pulse—even though traffic was moving at a crawl.

Kyle finally sat up when we were stopped at a red light on East Harmon Avenue. I wanted to point out the hotel that’s shaped like an Egyptian-style pyramid, but one look at his face and my mouth stayed shut.

Bedrock City seems like ages ago, and that all doesn’t matter, anyway. What I need to do is make sure he’s okay after seeing his mom. He shouldn’t carry any of it; it’s Shannon who deserves to be depressed, because she’s the one who’s losing out.

We swing through the back doors, into the breezeway. The entire complex is sprawling, surrounded by multiple open-air parking lots and framed by black metal gates. It’s made up of two buildings, both five floors high, that interconnect with the main lobby. The lazy river pool sits in the middle, ringed with lounge chairs and fire pits. When I checked the Xterra’s dashboard earlier, the temperature had already dipped into the forties—similar to our past couple of nights in Sedona. But despite the chill, there are people bobbing along the heated water.

Kyle reaches the bottom of the staircase before I’m halfway there. I have this vision of him drifting up and disappearing, never making it to the room. If he gets away from me now, I won’t be able to pull him back. When he lifts his foot to take the first step, there’s a panicked flurry in my chest.

“Hey, wait!” I rush to him and blurt, “How are you feeling?”

His fingers clench around the strap of Arm’s duffel. He’s carrying her by the smaller handles, not the longer one that loops over his shoulder. “I’m tired,” he tells me, and he sounds it. Drained.

“I bet. But how are you? Really? About everything that—”

“I can’t do this right now,” he says, tromping up the stairs.

“Okay,” I call after him. “It’s okay.”

He doesn’t wait for me at the landing, or hesitate before turning down the hallway. He moves as if he knows where he’s going, or doesn’t care where he ends up. I race up, my heart pounding, and I hustle until I’m at his side again. “Listen, Kyle. I’m so sorry about Shannon. If I’d had any idea—”

“That she couldn’t tell me apart from any other random teenager?”

“You know there’s something majorly wrong with her, right?” I stumble over my feet and realize I can’t catch my breath. “That is not normal.”

“I said I’m not in the mood to do this right now.”

“Whenever you are, though, you can talk to me.” I scuttle ahead to face him, so he can be sure that I mean it. “You can tell me anything.”

His footsteps remain steady. “Yeah, thanks.”

“I feel so awful,” I say. “Like it’s my fault.”

“It is your fault!” It explodes out of him, an eruption of pent-up noise that blasts through the quiet hallway, rocking me to a shaky stop. He’s breathing through his nose, and while his next words are more hushed, they’re no less seething. “Why did you have to tell me she was there?”

My instincts are clamoring like an alarm, compelling me to get out of there. I don’t need to explain myself. But now that he’s actually looking at me, I glimpse something beyond anger in his eyes, something like desperation. It hits harder than the sight of him running away from Jackass Gifts, and it tugs the words from my lips. “You said you missed her. I couldn’t keep it from you when I knew that.”

“Will shouldn’t have gotten you involved in the first place.”

“He wanted you to have the choice.”

“What kind of choice did I have, Cloudy?” he snaps. “Did you really think I wouldn’t go see my mother after you practically walked me up to her?”

“I didn’t know it would end up that way. I was only trying to help.”

Kyle inhales a hiss. “Help? It seems a lot like control. Everything you do is on your terms. The rest of us just follow along.”

My mouth is full of battery acid. “That’s not true,” I say.

He’s entirely still. Maybe it’s so he won’t jostle Arm in her duffel or maybe he’s that angry at me. “You decided to stop talking to me last year. You decided not to tell me about the organ recipients until we were already in Sacramento. And you decided to bring me to Oatman with no explanation. By the time I’m allowed to have an opinion, it’s too late for it to matter. It makes me feel useless, like I have no say in my own life.”

Everything inside and out of me becomes solid and heavy, and all I can do is stare wide-eyed at Kyle. Taking him to Oatman was supposed to be a favor—to him and to Ashlyn. A way to make up for last night and prove that I’m a good friend. That I’m not selfish. Instead, I led him straight there without asking, waiting to tell him the whole story until it was absolutely necessary. It’s exactly how I got him on this trip.

But I don’t need him to remind me.

I don’t need him throwing it in my face. Not when I did it all for the right reasons.

Backing away, I say, “Maybe if you stood up for yourself, I wouldn’t have to make decisions for you. You don’t know me. You don’t know what I’m thinking, and you don’t know why I do anything.” Then I storm off in the opposite direction.

“I knew you were going to do that,” he says, his voice a low growl. “I knew you’d walk away first.”

It’s an arrow right to my back.

Bull’s-eye.





Kyle

Solitary confinement is the one torture method I always thought I’d survive with ease, but only two hours alone at this condo is making me rethink that assumption.

Despite the exhaustion and emptiness that set in after Cloudy left me in the hallway, I somehow managed autopilot. First, I found our room and dropped off Arm. Then I went back to my car and grabbed the rest of our stuff. I called for pizza delivery from a place off the Strip. I set up Arm’s food and water dishes in the kitchen, her litter box in the bathroom, her panda pillow in the living room. I washed my face. I sat on a wrought-iron chair under the dim lighting on our second-floor balcony. I answered a knock, signed a receipt, and brought a hot cardboard box inside. Lastly, I turned on the TV and put it on the Las Vegas visitor’s channel, where some old guy wearing a flashy suit and fake-looking hair enthusiastically talked up the Very Best Shows in Vegas while I ate pizza on the couch.

By myself.

I never wanted to ruin, in an instant, everything good that’s been building between Cloudy and me. If I could have handled it differently, we’d be hanging out on the Strip together right now. Then we’d have come back and had this whole condo to ourselves.

And the thing is, Cloudy didn’t deserve to have me go off on her the way I did. I know that. But she’d witnessed the entire humiliating encounter with my mother, and she pitied me for it. It was all over her face. Worst of all, she wouldn’t stop pushing me to talk—even when I kept telling her I didn’t want to. So I needed for her to leave. Because now, more than five hours after I ran away from Jackass Gifts, I’m still not sure how I can get through this day without breaking the promise I made to myself on my fourteenth birthday to never cry over Shannon again.

Shannon used to tell me she and Dad were lucky because, according to one of her astrology books, the certain period when their shared birthday falls (Pisces, Week I) matches up with mine (Aquarius, Week II) to make for the best possible parent-child relationship they could have hoped for. After she left when I was ten, I got it in my head that since birthdays had always been a big deal to her, she’d be back again on February fifth for mine.

When I turned eleven, twelve, and thirteen, I hoped and I waited and I used my birthday-candle wishes on her. She always failed to show up.

Finally, on my fourteenth birthday, the day dragged on with no sign of Shannon (just like every other day of my life) so I used my wish on myself: that I’d get to play shortstop for my last season in middle school. (Tryouts were two days later, and it turned out to be my first birthday wish to ever come true.) That night, after I’d eaten my grasshopper pie from Vivian and taken my gifts to my room, I sobbed in bed at the realization that I’d been born during the one week of the year that should have made me the perfect son for Shannon, but she still didn’t care about me.

That’s when I decided I was done. I’d never get my hopes up that she’d come back. I’d never think of her, talk about her, or cry over her. I’ve slipped up on the thinking and talking, but the last part—I’m not going to let it happen. My face is aching from my efforts and my head might split open at any second, but I will not shed a single tear over that woman. I refuse.

Flashy-Suit/Fake-Hair Guy on the television is now raving about the Very Best Buffets in Vegas. I can’t stand his grin for another second, so I press the power button on the remote. The screen goes black. I close my eyes and the whole room disappears.

Something Cloudy said keeps nagging at me—about how Shannon not recognizing me “is not normal.”

There are logical reasons for it. Like the fact that the changes in me from age ten to seventeen are more extreme than in Shannon from age thirty-two to thirty-nine. There’s also the fact that Shannon had no warning I was in town, while I’d had a heads-up she might be.

Both of those excuses fall apart, though, because 1) she didn’t have to recognize me; she only had to notice her own features (combined with a couple of her ex-husband’s) on my face. And 2), even if I hadn’t been warned, encountering a random red-haired woman in her late thirties wearing a “Shannon” necklace would have grabbed my attention no matter what. The reverse clearly wasn’t true. She didn’t read my name on the sheriff’s badge, look at me, and think: My son’s name is Kyle, and this kid seems like he’s the same age, and wow! He looks like Ryan and me. Is it possible—?

Shannon works in a gift shop where she’s constantly surrounded by dozens of items with my dad’s and my names on them. When she’s ringing up purchases or restocking the racks, does she come across “Ryan” and “Kyle” and just never think about us?

And what is she doing in Arizona? Has she been in Oatman all these years? Or did she find out we’d moved to Oregon and decide she could go back? Either way, it isn’t all right with me. I can handle the thought of her in Morocco or Zimbabwe or some other faraway place, but not in the state where my dad moved to be with her, the state where she left us both behind. If she couldn’t stand to be in Arizona with me, if she couldn’t even visit me there, she shouldn’t get to live there at all.

My breathing is becoming quick again and my eyes are stinging. I kind of want to call my dad, but I’m not capable of telling him about Shannon right now.

What I need to do is get out of here. I need to do something to get her off my mind.

I push myself up from the couch. One of the French doors leading to the balcony is open about five inches. I peek to make sure Arm didn’t sneak out there, and am relieved that she didn’t . . . until it dawns on me that I haven’t seen her since I was sitting down with my pizza.

My first thought: She’s exploring the condo.

I search every inch of every room. She’s nowhere to be found. A new thought takes hold: Arm fell or jumped from that balcony.

There’s no other explanation.

With my heart battering my chest, I step outside one more time, staring down the twelve-plus-foot drop. I see nothing below. I hear nothing.

I run from the unit and down the stairs. I throw open a gate. The sky is black, but there’s a soft glow from the swimming pools, as well as from lights hidden in the landscaping. I hurry over and poke through the shrubbery beneath our balcony.

She isn’t here.

With my phone’s flashlight switched on, I go through every cluster of plants near where she would have come down.

I dash to each of the pools, peering into them in case she slipped somehow.

I jog to the first parking lot, then the second, checking every car.

I sprint down the halls of all five floors at both buildings.

I trample the property’s perimeter, call out her name, and question every person I encounter. And I do all of this without stopping, until I’m sweating and on the verge of delirium.

The minutes have turned to hours. Panting, I make my way back near the pools and check beneath the balcony once again—just in case I missed her the last five times I was here.

That’s when my flashlight winks out.

Stumbling to a lounge chair, I collapse onto it.

My battery is dead. I don’t know where my cat is. I don’t know how to find her. I don’t know if she’s okay. I don’t know anything—except I am not okay.

I’ve been trying so hard to keep from crying for the past two hours. The past four hours. The past nine hours. The past six months. The past three years, seven years, twelve years. Because Shannon left. Because Ashlyn left. Because Cloudy left. Because Arm left.

I don’t want these tears to fall from my eyes. I don’t want my shoulders to shake uncontrollably. I don’t want to curl up on this uncomfortable chair and hold my stomach and sob and sob and sob.

It’s happening, though, and I can’t stop it.

Because I am completely alone.





Cloudy

I stare at Kyle’s name on my phone’s screen. It’s the second time that he’s tried me, and the second time I’ve ignored him.

If I felt like talking, I’d still be at the suite instead of roaming the Paris Las Vegas at ten a.m. But Kyle wants me to go to Sonia’s wedding. We were texting only minutes ago—him asking if I needed a ride to the Bellagio; me saying that I was very much not going.

I don’t know why he’s suddenly okay with us being on speaking terms. Whatever his reason is, I’m not feeling the same. I’m finished getting into Kyle Ocie’s business.

After stomping off last night, I took the time-share’s free shuttle to the Wynn, then hopped another to the Venetian, then jogged across the street to see a fake volcano erupt at the Mirage. I window-shopped at high-end stores I could never afford, ate Tater Tots topped with melted brie, and watched nightclub bouncers turn people away at their doors. I did whatever I could to distract myself, so I wouldn’t obsess over Kyle and Shannon and Sonia. And I did it until my eyes drowsed shut and my feet went numb. Sometime in the middle of that, I’d decided to skip the wedding—I didn’t want to go, and I absolutely did not want to be there with someone who didn’t want me with him. By the time I slunk back into the suite, Kyle was holed up in his room. I set my alarm for early enough this morning so I could leave without running into him.

I hadn’t counted on him trying to track me down hours after I left.

And he’s texted me again: I think we need to talk. I can meet you outside the chapel.

I tap out a reply and send it: We’ll talk later. I meant what I said about not going, but have fun.

I’m not sure I do mean it—the talking to him later part. Maybe the having fun part, too.

That over with, I wander slowly down Le Boulevard, the Paris’s indoor shopping area designed like a quaint French town. Even the ceiling is painted a bright blue to make it seem like we’re all walking under a real sky. I’m peeking into a store called Les Eléments when my phone goes off.

Again.

The vibration zings through my bones. Kyle can blow up at me, but now that he’s ready to be buddies, I should be—what? Available? Grateful? Not after what he said to me. I know that he was hurting, but so was I. Why are his feelings more important than mine?

My eyes graze the screen, and it isn’t Kyle’s name that’s popped up.

“Zoë,” I say into the receiver.

“Cloudy!” She’s hyper, like she had a bowl of caramel for breakfast. “Are you at the Bellagio yet?”

Shit. I was so relieved the call wasn’t from Kyle, I forgot Zoë’s been waiting for this day all week.

“Yeah, I’m—I’m here.” The lie is the first thing that comes out of my mouth, but telling her that I won’t be seeing Sonia feels bigger than disappointing Zoë on the information front. Admitting I won’t be following through on the wedding would be admitting total failure. Kyle and Jade already believe I’m screwing up. I can’t let Zoë think the same.

“Awesome!” she says. “I was worried you’d be late.”

“There’s still forty-five minutes to go.” That’s the truth. Despite how hard I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to stop myself from checking the time.

“So where are you?”

“What?” I plug my other ear with a finger, straining to hear her. Les acoustics in le corridor make it difficult. “Why?”

“I’m looking at a map of the Bellagio online. If you tell me where you are right now, it’ll really give me a visual.”

“Seriously?” I rub my neck, weaving between groups of shoppers, rushing to get nowhere. “I’m not really sure, Zo. This place is pretty big.”

“No kidding,” she says. “You can land a plane in the pool area.”

“I know. It’s wacky.” I break away from the crowd, next to a small fountain set into one of the buildings, and wipe sweaty fingers on my jeans. “I should probably figure out where I’m going before I actually am late.”

“The South Chapel.”

“Right, thanks,” I tell her, a breathy laugh. The location was in Sonia’s email, and I’m not surprised Zoë would have it burned in her memory. “Anyway, I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Wait, hold on, isn’t Kyle—”

I click off, then sandwich my phone between my palms, as if squeezing it will prevent another call from coming through. I wait five seconds, and another ten . . .

Nothing.

I’ll have to make up some satisfying details for Zoë, but at least she’s convinced at the moment. My shoulders are loose, but I feel like there’s an avocado pit in my throat.

Old-fashioned signposts direct me to an information kiosk in the middle of the pathway. There’s a middle-aged woman sitting behind it, flirting with a guy in a black fedora. Instead of interrupting, I study the brochures that are hanging around her booth. I grab one for Mandalay Bay and Planet Hollywood, and I read up on this place called the Downtown Container Park. While I’m reaching for a flyer for the Neon Boneyard—where classic Las Vegas signs go to die—I spot a pamphlet from the Mob Museum. All that crime and punishment under one roof sounds satisfying at the moment, so I pluck it from its plastic holder.

I stroll away from the booth, flipping through the first few pages. There’s a quote scrawled up top that halts my steps.

“I never lie to any man because I don’t fear anyone. The only time you lie is when you are afraid.”

John Gotti said that. According to this, he was the head of this insanely powerful New York crime family back in the 1980s. And he was convicted of a shit-ton of awful things, but his bold words make my blood pump furiously.

My chest aches, and my skin is searing hot. It’s like being exposed, like someone poked through my dresser drawers and found the things I’d folded away in secret.

All the lies I’ve told. Today. Yesterday. Last week. Last year.

But that doesn’t mean I fear anyone.

I’m not afraid of anything.

Any lie has been to protect other people, or help them—not myself.

Does that make me a liar? Lying to make someone else’s life easier?

I glare at the paper in my hands. I’m not a liar. I’m not afraid.

And with my pulse still surging in my ears, it’s time for me to prove it.

THE BELLAGIO’S MAIN lobby glows warm and hospitable, thanks to dozens of lamps and recessed lighting. I walked here from the Paris, six minutes up Las Vegas Boulevard, and maybe it’s my mood, but the glamour of Vegas after dark seems dulled during the daytime. Everything that glittered last night is so ordinary in the sun. Bizarrely, the Bellagio’s extravagance soothes me momentarily, as if it’s restored the balance.

I stalk past the low counters that line the left side of the room, following the vines that are painted in a crisscross pattern on the floor tiles. There’s a group of guests there, probably waiting to check out, but I only notice each of them long enough so I can brush by without crashing into someone. The rest of the room is a full spectrum of blended colors as my ankle boots tap-clack against marble.

I’m not thinking of what I’ll do when I see Sonia or Kyle, but it’s going to be fine. I’ll sit in the back row, watch two strangers get married, make small talk with a boy who now hates me, and leave before lunchtime.

When I zip to the lobby’s other side, I concentrate on a large butter-yellow sign without breaking my stride. It hangs from an archway, arrows pointing out directions to possibly everything in this zip code—even something called a Spa Tower—but not the chapels. It doesn’t matter. If I keep moving, I’ll find the South Chapel eventually. So I continue forward, passing thick pillars into a sunny courtyard, and that’s where I skid to a stop. The whole area is filled with all kinds of flowers and plants, orange mums and red snapdragons, citrus trees and bright pink bromeliads. Above the room, the high domed skylight completes the greenhouse illusion, and I drink in the familiar aroma, let it fill me up.

“Cloudy?”

A chill trickles down my spine.

But I’m imagining it. It’s completely and utterly, wholly and entirely impossible that my sister is calling out to me in a Las Vegas hotel. Not when she’s in Oregon, locked securely in our house, and responsibly watering the plants.

“Cloudy!” The person who is not Zoë is still talking. “Over here!”

Behind me, I hear the thumping of feet. “A week away and she’s already forgotten us.”

That second voice—the one with the grin in it—makes me spin so fast my hair whacks against my cheek. The two of them, Zoë and Matty, standing only steps away from me in between the large flowery displays, can’t be real. Am I hallucinating from all the pollen?

“Surprise,” Matty—definitely Matty—sings. He’s wearing a light gray suit that’s tailored perfectly to his body, and the straps of a backpack are slung over his shoulders. He gives me the once-over. “Is that what you’re wearing to the wedding?”

His smirk flattens when he sees my expression.

I absorb the sight of Zoë in a chiffon dress, the one she bought for our grandparents’ anniversary party. She’s holding an old-fashioned, boxy piece of luggage by its handle. Mom brought it home from a yard sale as decoration, but Zoë’s been eyeing it for its intended use ever since. If blood wasn’t pooling in my brain, I’d laugh.

“Remember when we talked on the phone fifteen minutes ago?” I say to her, keeping my voice low. “Did I black out during the part when you told me we’re in the same city?”

Zoë throws Matty a stunned look. Perhaps she was expecting a group hug instead of a crazed girl ready to breathe fire. “We wanted to surprise you,” Zoë tells me.

I glance between her and Matty. “We?”

“Technically, it was my uncle’s idea,” Matty says. “He even persuaded my parents—the guy is shockingly charming for a dentist. And when I checked in on Zoë yesterday, I told her about it, and she jumped on board. Long story short: we got here a couple hours ago.”

Two women slip between us to ogle a tall arrangement of feng shui coins mounted on bamboo stalks and cinched together like a bouquet.

“How?” I ask him. “You don’t have your car back yet.”

He clears his throat. “We rode the bus.”

When I glance at Zoë, she stops fidgeting with the small silver digital camera in her hands and gives me a perky nod. “It was so fun, Cloudy. We drove through this big chunk of eastern Oregon, and then through Nevada, and maybe even some of Area Fifty-One. The driver wouldn’t tell us, though.”

Matty props his hands on his hips, so at ease wherever he is. “Zoë questioned him about it until, like, two in the morning, too. Persistence must be a family quality.”

“You took my little sister on an overnight bus ride to another state? I could have you arrested!”

He shrinks away from me. “She wanted to come!”

“I did,” Zoë tsks. “God, you’re acting like he kidnapped me.”

Moaning, I rub my temples. “You are so lucky I can’t tell Mom and Dad about this.”

Her glance swings over to Matty, and he raises his eyebrows at her, some kind of signal.

“There’s something else I should tell you,” Zoë says.

A ripple zigzags through my stomach. “What?”

She chews her lip, inhaling deeply. “I told Ashlyn’s mom about the trip. She knows you and Kyle have been seeing the recipients.”

I rock back as if the news is a physical force. “What?”

“The dishwasher started leaking all over the kitchen floor.” Zoë’s voice wobbles when she’s panicked, and it’s doing it now. “I was scared it would ruin the wood, and I didn’t know what to do. Mrs. Montiel was the only adult I could think to call.”

My mind is on overload. Thoughts are racing through it like a news ticker, and I can’t keep up, so I cover my face with my hands to force it still. But it’s already a fight for me to breathe. “So?”

“So when she came over, she asked me where you were.”

Heat slashes through me, and I let my arms fall. “You couldn’t come up with some excuse?”

“I couldn’t lie to her, Cloudy.” She shakes her head. “Not about this.”

Matty is nodding at her side. They’re teammates and I’m playing defense. “When did this happen?”

She watches the toes of her ballet flats on the shiny floor. “Sunday.”

“And after texting me a thousand times this week, you’re only telling me this now?”

“I was afraid you’d come straight back if you knew. And Mrs. Montiel’s not mad at you or anything.”

“How could she not be mad at me?”

“She wishes you’d been honest about it. She said it could’ve gotten her into a lot of trouble—not to mention you, too. But she was also kind of proud that you’re doing this. She didn’t think you seemed all that interested in the recipients last week. She didn’t think you’d go see them.”

My chest tightens. “Is she going to say anything to Mom and Dad?”

“Maybe. But she’d probably rather have us tell them.” Zoë pats me softly on the arm. “She does expect you to give her all the details once we’re back.”

I just want to be back now.

No. I just want it to be last week, when the biggest thing on my to-do list was putting together that stupid gift basket. Way before Mrs. Montiel ever told me about the recipients and those emails.

And she’s known about us since Sunday, when we were driving out of Sacramento and down to LA. She’s had five days to believe the worst of me. To imagine all the ways I’ve invaded her privacy and taken advantage of her kindness. I may have had a noble excuse for doing it, but it doesn’t change the fact that I went behind her back to get what I wanted.

I guess I’m doing that a lot.

“And now,” Zoë chirps, “I can also give her details! Of the wedding, anyway.”

Suddenly, the floral scent is too much. It makes my head soupy and my stomach queasy, so I focus on one thing: Zoë. Here. The suffocation presses at me from all sides.

“You have to stop.”

Zoë’s skin is a little pale. “Stop what?”

“You can’t be here,” I shoot back. “You have to leave.”

“Cloudy?” Matty says it like he’s not sure I really am Cloudy.

“And don’t text me anymore,” I tell her. I don’t know where that came from, some dark pit inside of me, but it feels sharp enough, so it feels right.

“What’s going on?” she asks.

“You keep texting me, and you expect me to be there all the time to give you attention. But you’re always there. You’re at home, and at school, you’re even on the cheer team. And now you’re here, too? You’re like one of those fruit flies that won’t get out of my face, and all I want is for you to leave me alone!”

We’re both too quiet. Then: “Screw you, Cloudy.”

“Zoë—”

“I’m only trying to be a part of your life. Being in your face is the only way you’ll pay attention to me—and that doesn’t even work. I’m the one who gave you the idea for this trip, and you didn’t ask if I wanted to come! But I’m doing the best I can. And maybe if you’d be honest with me for once, instead of pretending everything is perfect, I’d know what to do. I’m trying so hard, and you don’t care.”

I’ve started moving, doing the only thing that’s been keeping me from falling apart so far: getting away.

Behind me, Zoë calls out, “Where are you going?”

I follow along whatever wide hallway I find first, blowing by a salon, and a restaurant, and windows overlooking the enormous pool area. Air clatters around in my chest, and I press a hand to my stomach. When I blindly round another corner, what I see in front of me freezes my struggling lungs.

A young bride—not Sonia; I tell myself she’s not Sonia—and another girl are standing, huddled together, in front of a large, gilded mirror on the wall. The bride is in a floor-length, eggshell-white dress with lacy cap sleeves; her friend’s is navy blue, the hem hitting at midcalf. Instead of passing them, I scuttle backward, farther into a corner. The bride’s face tightens in worry while her friend fiddles with the neckline of her gown. When the friend leans away, brandishing a pair of cuticle scissors, they giggle.

“I guess you get what you pay for,” the bride says, smiling and shaking out her skirt.

Her friend dismisses that with a wave. “It was just a stray thread. Besides, you are so not self-centered enough to truly believe today would go a hundred percent smoothly.”

They both laugh again, working jointly to smooth out the delicate embellishments on the bride’s bodice. Their closeness is as tangible as anything else in this hallway. I feel it like bulky hands on my shoulders; I feel it until it wraps around my throat and squeezes.

I’ll never stand like that with Ashlyn on her wedding day.

I’ll never know what dress she’d wear. Satin, organza, lace, cream, ivory, blush—I’ll never be with her when she chooses one.

I’ll never room with her at college, or help her move into her first apartment, or sit next to her on a plane. I’ll never snip a thread from her clothes. I’ll never laugh with her again, or talk her down from a freak-out, or look in her eyes.

Or belong with anyone as much as I did with her.

And the rest of my life will be one never-ending reminder of that.

My brain is doing the news-ticker thing again, and no matter how many breaths I take, it won’t stop or slow down. I’m off-kilter and the ground is spongy under my feet and nothing is stable or right side up.

I double back the way I came, getting far from the two friends. My legs pump, and my strides get shorter and shorter as a bitter taste crawls up my esophagus and my eyes begin to burn. I make a right and find myself in a dead end—but then I spot the door to the ladies’ room. I burst inside and hurry by the row of sinks, straight into a stall. There’s a loud metallic clink as I slam the lock shut.

My spine presses against the door as I fan my face with my hands. But it’s too late. The tears are hot tracks running down my cheeks, singeing proof that I am weak. That I am a liar—not only because of the things I’ve said to other people, but the things I’ve told myself. Because I’m nothing but afraid.

I am. I’m terrified of this—of feeling all of this. I’m afraid of the things I walled away so I wouldn’t have to deal with them. I’m not sure if I can survive it, if I’ll come out the other end. So I’ve shoved it somewhere, cramped and neglected, until I didn’t miss Ashlyn anymore.

But I miss her. I miss her. No matter how much I force myself not to, I miss her.

The stall goes blurry and my lips part in a sob. My shoulders push back into the stall door once more; it makes a shaky noise but barely budges. After all the escaping I’ve done, I’ve managed to end up here. Trapped. And now there’s only me, alone, with nowhere else to run.





Kyle

Back when my dad brought me to Las Vegas, we watched fountain shows at the man-made lake outside the Bellagio but never came inside the hotel. Now, as I’m stepping into the Bellagio’s lobby with my nerves rattling, I’m hit with the scent of fresh flowers, and all I can think is that Cloudy would love it here.

Aunt Robin and Uncle Matthew’s time-share is nice. But this? This is so far beyond. It’s gold and cream and white and marble as far as I can see. It’s hundreds of blown-glass blossoms in every color of the rainbow mounted to the ceiling. It’s pillars and archways and extravagant floral arrangements and potted plants taller than I am.

This is the very definition of whoa and Cloudy has chosen to miss it.

When I woke up this morning, I’d wanted to explain why I lashed out about Oatman. I’d wanted to tell her that I know she took me on this trip and to Shannon only because she was trying to help me. I’d wanted for us to head outside, find Arm together, and bring her safely back to the condo. Basically, my intention was to try to reverse everything I did wrong yesterday before the wedding at eleven o’clock today.

None of it ended up happening. Cloudy left before I dragged myself downstairs for the breakfast buffet at eight a.m. (The only reason I know she slept in our suite at all is because the clothes she wore yesterday are in a pile and her bed’s unmade.) Cloudy has no clue Arm is lost; she never came back during the two hours of my (once-again failed) search during daylight hours, or while I was ironing my shirt and slacks and getting ready.

Obviously, she’s avoiding me and I deserve it. I wish I hadn’t shut her out. But for her to text that she’s not attending the wedding? To refuse to pick up when I call? Why would she be like that? We don’t know the soon-to-be-married couple, but truthfully, us coming here was more about Ashlyn than them anyway. And Cloudy not coming here shouldn’t be about her and me.

Even though it feels impossible, I have to accept that Cloudy made her own choice. I have to stop thinking about Shannon. I have to get through this alone.

Keeping in mind the directions to the chapel the Bellagio valet listed off when he took my car, I make my way across the lobby, spotting people wearing business suits, tank tops and shorts, and everything in between. The sign I’m supposed to keep an eye out for is “Convention Center.” (I’m guessing they don’t have a “Chapel” sign in the main lobby so fewer random weirdos will try to sneak into weddings.)

I’m not sure if there’s going to be a guest check-in for the ceremony, or if attendees will have to show invitations to be allowed in. No matter what happens, though, whether I’m able to witness the wedding or not, I just want to catch one glimpse of Sonia. I want to know without a doubt that she’s happy on this day, which was made possible with the help of her seventeen-year-old heart.

As I approach the far end of the lobby and walk past a fountain designed with cherubs on pillars, the fragrance in the air becomes even more noticeable, and strong incense now competes with the flowers. I slow my steps to stare ahead into the huge indoor garden spread before me. The theme is entirely Asian, with a gazebo, paper lanterns hanging everywhere, bamboo stalks shooting toward the domed-glass ceiling, and . . .

Two life-sized panda bears constructed from flowers and leaves!

I don’t believe in fate, but coming across plant sculptures of Ashlyn’s favorite animal at this time when she’s so very much on my mind makes me glad I’m here.

Stepping into the garden for a closer look, I breathe deeply and stand perfectly still, taking it all in.

Beside me, Matty says, “Ashlyn would have loved this.”

My words come without thought. “I know.”

Then I turn and gape at my cousin.

“It’s rad that they have the Chinese New Year decorations up.” There’s worry in Matty’s eyes, but his lips are upturned. “Except, I don’t know about you, but I’m fighting a serious urge to hug that baby panda. I don’t even care that it’s made of flowers.”

And just like that, I’m fighting a serious urge to hug him. “Matty. Holy crap!”

“I know, I know. I get that this is yours and Cloudy’s deal and you’re pissed that I’m—”

“No!” I shake my head. “I’m not pissed.”

He drops his hands. “You’re not? Because I have, like, a whole argument ready if necessary.”

“Not necessary.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Of all the places in the world that either of us could be right now, we both ended up in Bellagio Las Vegas. Somehow, he managed to show up when I needed someone. And now I’m not alone.

Matty breaks into a grin. “I’m tempted to check you for a fever, but I’ll just go with it instead.” He lightly punches my arm. “Hey, Zo! Look who I found.”

Ten feet away, Cloudy’s sister has on a red ruffled dress and is resting her elbows on a fence. She glances up and, spotting us together, grabs the very old suitcase at her feet. The way her shoulders are hunched gives me a clue that either it’s much heavier than it looks, or she’s not as enthused as Matty.

“This is such an amazing surprise,” I say as Zoë comes to stand beside us.

“Aaaand we’ve officially arrived in Backward Land.” Matty is still grinning as he bounces on the balls of his feet. “It’s a magical place where my cousin is happy to see us, and your sister wants to cut our hearts out with a spoon.”

Zoë gasps and looks around, as if Matty was shouting curse words in front of the three little kids running past. Her voice is hushed and urgent. “You shouldn’t say stuff like that where Sonia or her family might hear you.”

For a second, Matty falls silent, mulling it over. Then: “Oh, shit! I wasn’t even thinking about”—he lowers his voice—“the heart thing. I was quoting a movie.”

She lifts her eyebrows high over the top of her glasses.

“I swear!”

I want to grill Matty about when it was that he talked to Cloudy and what she told him, but he isn’t ready to let Zoë’s scolding go. “You’ve seen the Robin Hood movie that’s always on TV, right?” he asks us. “Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves? It takes place in England, but Robin Hood sounds American because Kevin Costner couldn’t get the accent right.”

Zoë shakes her head, but I nod.

“Well, there’s this one part. It’s classic. Professor Snape—as the evil Sheriff of Nottingham—gets slashed across the face with a knife by Robin Hood. So he yells, ‘I’m going to cut your you-know-what out with a spoon!’”

“‘You-know-what’?” Zoë asks. “That’s what he yells?”

Matty heaves a playful sigh. “No. It’s that one word, which starts with an h and rhymes with dart. Can you please try to keep up?”

She giggles, almost against her will, it seems. “I read somewhere that modern American accents are more similar to Old English than modern English accents. So it’s possible Kevin Costner was the actor in that movie who spoke most authentically.”

Matty’s jaw drops and he turns to me. “Wow. This is what this girl does. Turns a person’s whole world upside down. We were by the little pond around the corner and she told me ‘koi’ isn’t the Japanese word for goldfish. They’re two totally different kinds of fish. Who knew?”

I clear my throat, anxious to steer the conversation back to where it started. “So, you were saying you talked to Cloudy?”

Zoë deflates again, and Matty shoots me a look, like that’s the one question I shouldn’t have asked.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Cloudy isn’t the best at handling surprises. That’s all that’s going on,” Matty says, firmly. “It’s something we’ll need to keep in mind the next time we take a Greyhound bus adventure behind her back. I do have to give her credit for the dramatic exit, though. The flowers wilted in terror.”

“Are you saying you saw her? Here in the Bellagio?”

“Here in this very conservatory,” Zoë says. “Five minutes before you walked in.”

“Don’t you love being able to say we’re in the conservatory?” Matty asks. “It’s like the game of Clue, except it’s our lives. I accuse Miss Cloudy Marlowe of committing the crime. In the conservatory. With the spoon.”

Zoë rolls her eyes, but a hint of a smile has returned.

“And Cloudy’s coming to the wedding now?” I ask.

“What do you mean, ‘now’?” Matty rests his hand on Zoë’s shoulder. “Isn’t that the whole point? We’re all going.”

Behind them, a streak of white catches my eye. A woman in a long wedding dress is walking beside a man in a navy-blue tuxedo. While their wedding party (three women in matching navy-blue dresses and three men in tuxes) stays out of the way, a photographer directs the couple to pose in front of the bridge.

I nod in their direction. “Hey, you don’t think that could be them, do you?”

“It isn’t,” Zoë says, shaking her head. “Mrs. Montiel showed me a picture the other day, and Sonia has a darker complexion.”

Matty lifts his sleeve to peek at his watch. “About twenty-five minutes until the wedding. We should check out the seating situation at the chapel.”

“You guys go ahead.” Zoë gestures toward the outer perimeter of the garden. “The World’s Largest Chocolate Fountain is over there, and I want photos of it.”

“And you’ll come find us right after?” Matty asks.

Tracing a curlicue on the floor with one of her glossy black shoes, she shrugs.

“If you’re not there in fifteen minutes, I’m hunting you down. In fact”—he holds out his hand—“give me one of your dirty socks, so I’ll have it ready for the hounds.”

She snorts. “I’m not giving you a sock, you sicko. But I’ll be there.”

Then, swinging her suitcase, she walks away.

MATTY AND I set out together, and start down the long hallway I was preparing to take before I got distracted by the pandas in the conservatory.

About a minute into our stroll, Matty says, “I’ve only ever seen Cloudy go off on, like, soccer players and miscellaneous douchebags the way she was going off on poor Zoë. And she’s wearing jeans. To a wedding. What is up with her today?”

“Not sure. What was she saying to Zoë?”

“‘Go away!’ ‘Stop texting me!’ I had to avoid eye contact so she couldn’t turn me to stone.” He shakes his head like he’s undoing the memory. “Why did you guys come here separately?”

I want to explain everything, but since we’re going to be running into Cloudy at the chapel soon, this isn’t the time to get into it. “I actually haven’t seen her since last night. She needs space from me, I think. Anyway, how was your week? Why’d you take the bus instead of driving?”

Halting abruptly, he lets his head fall back so he’s staring at the elaborate light fixture above us. “Either because my parents love me, as they claim, or because they curse the day I was born. I’m leaning toward option two.”

“Meaning?”

He expels a half sigh, half groan and resumes walking. “Meaning, I got a ticket on the pass on Sunday for ‘driving too fast under the conditions.’ It was completely bogus and I’m going to fight it. In the meantime, my car’s in purgatory. Again. I’m sure Danielle’s going to get sick of driving me around.”

We continue following the signs, and turn down an even longer hallway where sections of marble flooring now border patterned burgundy carpeting. “Danielle didn’t mind you taking off with another girl for a few days?”

“Of course not,” he says. “I mean, I didn’t ask her permission, but everyone knows it would never be like that with Zo and me.”

“Because she’s Cloudy’s little sister?”

“Because she’s practically mine. But sure, there’s that, too.” Matty laughs. “Oh, man. Can you even imagine the many ways Cloudy would murder me if I ever did anything with Zoë?”

Maybe in as many ways as he’ll want to murder me when he finds out what I did with Cloudy?

After the accidental kiss at last year’s WinterFest, I would have been okay with telling Matty. I figured he’d understand that Cloudy had had way too much to drink and got confused. But the kisses with her the other night did mean something, which is a different situation. Even if Matty thinks they’re better as friends, that doesn’t mean he’d ever want me to be with her.

The Wedding Chapel sign is now in sight, as well as dozens and dozens of people all dressed up and chatting in small groups outside the closed doors.

“It’s our lucky day,” Matty says, rubbing his hands together. “Blending into this mess is going to be cake.”

I follow him to roughly the center of the action and scan the area for Cloudy. Then the doors push open from the inside. A woman wearing a pink dress and a name tag steps out and projects her voice to announce: “Welcome! The invited guests of Sonia Jimenez and Francisco ‘Paco’ Peña Rivera may now be seated in the South Chapel.”

Adrenaline floods through me, like the moment when Cloudy and I saw Ethan walking toward us after his play. This is real. Sonia is real. It’s all about to happen, but there’s no sign of Cloudy.

The crowd trickle through the entrance, so Matty and I shuffle along with them. Inside the first set of doors is a waiting room with glass tables and cushioned chairs arranged against the walls. In the center of the room sit two upholstered couch-type pieces, which remind me of four-leafed clovers. At the next set of doors, which leads to the actual chapel, three guys in black tuxes and coral bow ties are greeting each and every guest with handshakes, hugs, and conversation while harp music plays through the sound system.

Matty and I wander to a table at the corner of the waiting room. He slides off his backpack and we sit across from each other. Here, we have a good view of everyone coming in, but no one will pay attention to us. Or so I hope.

“Which one is marrying Sonia, do you think?” I ask.

“Hmm.” He studies the tuxedoed men. “I’m guessing the older guy must be his dad. Or her dad. The one on the left has to be the best man; no woman’s going to marry a dude with that mullet. So that leaves the nervous-looking one everyone keeps congratulating.” He pokes my arm. “Imagine how much more nervous he’d be if he knew you were here.”

“Me?”

“Come on. You’ve heard people say there’s a connection between a person’s heart and their soul, right?”

“So?”

“So, his fiancée’s heart was in love with you, Kyle.” He grins. “Maybe he’d be afraid it still is.”

“Oh, jeez. I doubt that.”

Matty clasps his hands together and sets them on the tabletop. “Are you going to tell me the truth about what happened with you and Cloudy?”

“What did she say happened?”

“You made out and now things are weird.”

My mouth falls open. “She told you that?”

“Nah. That was just my theory. Which you’ve now proven. Cloudy said nothing about you. It was as if she’s suddenly taking this trip by herself and you don’t exist. What’s that about? Why did she need space?”

I survey the room. A number of guests are milling around, and the presumed best man is helping an elderly woman into the chapel, but there’s still no Cloudy. “We had an argument last night,” I tell Matty.

“And?”

“And I don’t know. Everything’s messed up.” I try to make sense of the misshapen brown-circle pattern on the carpet. There’s no sense to be made from it. “Maybe this is too weird and you don’t want to hear about . . . stuff with Cloudy and me.”

“Sometimes it’s like you don’t know me at all,” Matty says. “Zoë and I were talking and she told me she’s suspected for a long time that Cloudy has feelings for you. And suddenly, a whole lot of things became a whole lot clearer.”

I flash back to Bedrock City, to me lying on the ground with Cloudy. I was saying strange things. I imagined she was saying even stranger things. Maybe I wasn’t imagining it? “Matty, I don’t think—”

“It’s okay. Whatever’s going on, I can handle it, all right? You talk and I’ll listen.”

So I do. I sum up Sacramento, Los Angeles, Santa Monica, and Palm Springs. I tell him about Cloudy and me in Sedona and Bedrock City. About kissing and cookies and hallucinations. The more I say, the wider his eyes get and the closer he leans in to listen.

When I get to the part after I woke up in Oatman and Cloudy confessed the reason she’d taken me there, he can’t keep quiet anymore. “Are you serious? Was Shannon really there?”

“She really was.”

“Holy. Fuck.” We both check that no one’s paying attention to us. “What did she say when she saw you?”

“She . . . didn’t recognize me. She had no clue. And I didn’t tell her. I just wanted out of that store and away from that town.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah.” I hurry to give him the details about my argument with Cloudy, and wrap up the story with, “And now I haven’t seen or heard from Cloudy since then—except for texts saying to have fun at the wedding without her.”

“Shit,” he says.

I set my elbows on the table and rub my temples. Telling him has sucked the life out of me.

“Does Uncle Ryan know about your mom yet?” he asks.

I shake my head. “It’s too humiliating. I should have seen it coming. I should have known Shannon wouldn’t know me. That she wouldn’t care. There’s something about me that makes people want to leave. I think karma is real and I have the bad kind. My mom. Ashlyn. Cloudy. Even my cat. Last night, she jumped off the fricken balcony and disappeared.”

Matty shifts so his back is very straight. His voice comes out quiet yet fierce. “Okay, I’m going to call bullshit right now. Ashlyn had no choice and Cloudy needed a break for a few hours. That leaves Shannon and your cat. There’s no nice way to say this part: your mom walked out on you. She did. She’s the worst.”

“Is she, though? I mean, she was perfectly polite to me. Friendly, even. Maybe she’s a good person.”

He lets his shoulders slouch again and softens his tone. “Maybe. Maybe she’s a great person. But she is neither good nor great as your parent. You know who is, though?”

I do know: my dad, who has never left me and who never will—not as long as he has the option.

Matty answers his own question. “You’re always going to have your dad, Kyle. And me. And the rest of our family. Cloudy, too, once you work things out. None of us are going anywhere. Got it?”

I nod, even though him throwing Cloudy into the mix might weaken his argument. Still, it’s comforting and I hope it’s true. “Thanks.”

“No problem. Plus, I’m totally the Cat Whisperer. Hercules jumped down our chimney once as a kitten and I managed to find him all on my own. So don’t worry about your cat. When the wedding’s over, we’ll head back and I’ll find her. Now, can I have your phone?”

“Why?”

“Because I want to check something. Unless you have a bunch of dick pics. In which case, never mind.”

I fish the phone from my pocket and hand it over.

After several seconds of tapping, he says, “Just as I suspected.” He turns the screen to reveal the picture he’s pulled up of Cloudy and me in Bedrock City Jail, laughing like dorks beside Wally the mannequin. “You’re happy here. You and Cloudy were having actual fun. Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I’ve seen either of you like that?”

I don’t respond, but we both know it was shortly before Ashlyn’s accident.

“What this past week helped me figure out,” Matty says, “is that me sending you links to life-coaching seminars and trying to force you to be happy doesn’t work. It’s never going to work. I want us to hang out and play on the team together, but me wanting it isn’t enough. You have to want it, too. And I get that you need time to do that.”

I look down at my hands on the table. “I haven’t been able to figure out how to get back to my normal self. But I want to. When you saw me at Danielle’s church, it was because I was looking for a sign that Ashlyn still exists in this world somehow. The kitten with black fur and green eyes sleeping on my car seemed like an answer from the universe.”

“Dude. Those might be the most un-Kyle-like words you’ve ever spoken.”

Hearing the smile in Matty’s voice, I lift my head. “I know. It’s bizarre.” I run my hand over my hair. “And now I’ve seen three of the people who have parts of Ashlyn living inside them. It’s really cool. I still wish she was with us, though.”

There’s a pause. “I know you’ve heard this before,” Matty says, “but Ashlyn is with us in a way. She’ll always be the girl who could beat me at Horse with tricky under-the-thigh shots. Who always ordered double cheeseburgers without the burger, which confused the crap out of the people working drive-through. She’ll always be the first girl you loved. Just because she isn’t here now doesn’t change the fact that she was.”

He’s right; I’ve heard it before. And like “She’s in a better place” and “She’s looking down from heaven,” it always pissed me off. It doesn’t today, though. Maybe I’m finally ready to accept that while memories aren’t everything, they aren’t nothing, either.

Matty murmurs, “Uh-oh.”

I turn to follow his stare.

Sonia’s fiancé’s eyes are locked right on us. And with a determined stride, he’s coming our way.





Cloudy

I forgot that crying for five minutes straight feels like getting beaned between the eyes by a volleyball. It’s been a while, I guess.

Tearing off some tissue from the roll, I blow my nose. A good, intense weep is supposed to be cathartic, but it just seems like that hole inside me—the one I’ve been stuffing with other things to dull the pain of losing Ashlyn—is now drained and dusty and hungry for more space.

Through the stall door, I hear the clacking of heels on the ceramic tiles and straighten up. Somehow, miraculously, the bathroom stayed empty while I was falling apart. As if Ashlyn arranged it that way. Like she was up there thinking Finally, and pulled some strings to give me privacy. The thought of her being anywhere other than with me makes my eyes fill again. I don’t bother wiping the fresh tears away.

But I do get to my feet and unlatch the lock and step out. I’m not sure anyone will come looking for me after how I acted in the greenhouse room, but I need to clean myself up. I walk past the other stalls to where the sinks stand parallel to each other on either side. The woman with the clacking heels is at one of the granite counters. She’s a bride. Another bride. Not the one I saw in the hallway, thankfully, but this place must be swarming with them. This bride is on her own, her white A-line dress skimming the floor as she carefully adjusts a headband made of crystal garland in her thick, dark hair.

When she spots me, she stiffens and blinks at me. She probably didn’t expect to find another person in here.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” I mumble, in case I’ve barged in on her pre-wedding ritual, moving to the row of sinks opposite her.

I glance into one of the oval mirrors, and it’s confirmed: I also look like I got beaned with a volleyball—maybe one that was set on fire first. The area around my eyes is swollen, and the rest of my face has the unmistakable blotchiness of someone post-meltdown. Fantastic.

On a sigh, I swipe my fingers under the faucet to activate the motion sensor, then cup my hands to gather the water gushing out. I bend over the basin, ready to splash my face.

“Wait!”

I startle as the bride rushes to my side. “If I’ve learned anything this past year, it’s how to freshen up without washing off your makeup.” She smiles and grabs a paper towel, folds it into a neat square, and places it under the running faucet for the briefest moment. Holding it up to me, she says, “Use this to dab at your skin. The cold water is supposed to constrict your blood vessels and stop the redness.”

Frowning, I do as she’s instructed, blotting the wet paper against my face. “No offense, but judging by your ensemble, I’m sure you have somewhere better to be right now.”

She laughs, her brown eyes crinkling at the corners. “I finally got to sneak away. The bridal dressing room was getting a little too crowded, and I needed a minute to myself.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“Hardly.” Her mouth curves up into another kind smile. “You’re Cloudy, aren’t you.”

It’s not a question.

I wobble on unsteady legs. “How—?”

“I’m Sonia,” she says.

Now I can’t move at all—my muscles are clamped tight, my knees don’t bend, my toes don’t even wriggle. I’m suctioned to the floor, paralyzed, and Sonia—Sonia—is still talking. “Paige Montiel sent me some photos of Ashlyn with her friends. And she told me that you might be here today.” She scrunches her nose. “Well, not here here, like the women’s bathroom. Here as in the Bellagio. Coming across you right now is just a coincidence.”

The room tilts, and nausea churns like storm clouds in my stomach. “We can leave,” I tell her, shaking my head. “We didn’t come to cause any trouble.”

“Oh, no.” Sonia’s hands come up in an appeasing gesture, and the jewels on her bracelet glint in the fluorescent lighting. “Please don’t go. I’m so happy you and Kyle could make it.”

I gear up to propel myself out the door, when Sonia shifts one hand to brush the collar of her dress. It comes flush up to the bottom of her throat, too high to see any scars—but I know they’re there, under the sparkling fabric of the bodice. Proof that Ashlyn’s heart is alive and pumping only inches from me. And that is hypnotic, pulling me closer, rooting me in place.

“How do you feel?” I blurt it out so I don’t lose the courage. “Since the operation, I mean.”

Sonia purses her glossy pink lips, thinking about it. “I’m good,” she says. “Some days are better than others. I still have these moments of total weakness—physical and emotional. I’ll get really tired out of nowhere, or I’ll have to force myself out of bed to get anything done. It’s like learning to live a whole new kind of life. But I’m so grateful for all of it. Every single second of it.”

I inhale a deep, shaky breath and turn back to the sink, tossing the now-crumpled wet paper towel onto the counter. I’m waiting for the same resentment I felt after Ethan and Freddie—the tightness in my jaw, the expected, comfortable anger—but nothing happens.

How can I resent Sonia—or any of the recipients? They’ve each had their own struggle. They’ve all been close to dying—and would be dead if not for the transplants. And maybe they’re alive because Ashlyn died, but they didn’t steal anything from her. She gave it to them. She gave them so much. They’re living these different lives, with different kinds of limitations, but they’re still lives full of possibilities.

“And talking to her helps a lot.”

“To Ashlyn?” I say.

Sonia nods at me in the mirror as she continues to adjust her headpiece. “I’ll be doing something like chopping an onion, and I’ll say, out loud, ‘I can’t believe I fell while doing the downward dog pose in yoga today’ or ‘I’m definitely getting that dress even though it’s not on sale.’ Whatever pops into my head . . . She’d probably hate that, huh?”

My throat is sore. “No. She wouldn’t.”

“I know she’s here”—Sonia brushes her chest so tenderly—“but talking to her makes her more real. It’s like we’re in this together.”

The guilt funnels through me before I can brace myself for it. Sonia wasn’t fortunate enough to have met Ashlyn, but she’s honored Ashlyn’s memory more than I have. All I’ve done is missed out on almost half a year with her. And yes, of course it’s because Ashlyn’s not here anymore. But I shut her out. I was so afraid of living without her, I chose to pretend that I didn’t need her—that everything hadn’t turned upside down without her. But I didn’t have to ignore Ashlyn in order to heal; I only had to let her in. Losing her doesn’t mean leaving her behind. It means finding new ways to keep her with me.

Sonia steps back from the counter, her arms thwacking against her skirt as they drop down. “This is as good as it gets, I think.”

“You look beautiful,” I say.

And she does. It’s not the shimmering dress, or the intricate hairstyle, or her makeup. It’s Sonia. What she must have been like before the transplant. What she’s like now. The better days and the difficult ones. No matter what she’s said, none of the words I’d use to describe Sonia is “weak.” She is radiant and resilient. She’s a fighter. And I’m electric with pride for Ashlyn that Sonia is so deserving of her.

“You look beautiful, too,” Sonia tells me, winking.

“Right,” I laugh, sniffing back more tears; I must resemble a ripe tomato by now.

Sonia’s eyes spark. “I’ll never be able to thank Ashlyn enough, but I damn sure do it every day. And I want you to know I won’t ever forget it.”

I can’t think of what to say, the proper words for what meeting her has meant. But that’s beside the point when Sonia’s arms come around my back, gingerly pulling me against her. I don’t hesitate—I rest my head on her shoulder as my eyes squeeze shut and my chest presses to hers.

I feel it instantaneously, as if this is what I’ve been waiting for all along. A steady thumping. A rhythm that is all Ashlyn’s. My best friend’s heart beating against mine. Again.





Kyle

By the time Sonia’s groom reaches the table where Matty and I are sitting, I’ve already come up with (and dismissed) five different explanations to give him for why we’re here.

Matty stands, so I hop to my feet as well. Are we going to bolt?

“Big day for you,” Matty says. “Congrats, man.”

Okay, then. He’s decided to fake like we already know this guy, so I don’t even have the option of pretending we’ve shown up to the wrong wedding.

Paco smiles. “Thank you. I’ve seen both of you in pictures, but I’m so bad at names.” He wags his finger and squints a little. “You’re . . . Ashlyn’s boyfriend. Kyle, right?”

I’m too shocked to speak; I just nod like a bobblehead doll.

Paco turns to Matty. “And that means you are . . . ?”

“Matt.” He puts out his hand, which Paco shakes. “I lived next door to Ashlyn. I’m also the cousin of her boyfriend.” He nods toward me. “And the ex-boyfriend of her best friend, but we’re only friends now.”

“Gotcha.” Paco exhales a laugh. “Very tangled relationships.”

“You have no idea,” Matty says, grinning.

Paco glances over his shoulder. “Her best friend is here, too? Stormy, is it?”

“Cloudy,” I say.

“That’s right! I knew it was something to do with the weather—”

“Excuse me.” The woman in the pink dress (whose name tag reads “Bernadette—Wedding Coordinator”) sets her hand on Paco’s arm. “Sonia is going to be coming through the main doors here any minute. We need to get you down the aisle before you and your bride accidentally bump into each other.”

“Sure, sure,” Paco says, smoothing down the front of his jacket. “But I thought she was hidden away somewhere.”

“She was. Then she took a field trip. But we can work around it, no problem. Are you ready?”

“Very ready.” Paco nods at Matty and me. “Great to meet you both. See you in there.”

We wish him luck as he follows the wedding coordinator to the open chapel doors, where the minister, best man, assumed dad, and a bridesmaid in a flowing coral dress are already gathered.

“Should we get our seats now?” I ask Matty.

“Let’s wait a minute.” He grabs his backpack from the floor and pulls his phone from the front pocket. “I’ll find out where the Marlowe sisters are.”





Cloudy

I left Sonia by the sinks, giving her the alone time she’d come for, and told her I’d be waiting out in the hallway. And I am. I want to be. No more running away.

Hearing Ashlyn’s heartbeat was astonishing. It isn’t an instant fix, but pieces of me are mending together—starting to, anyway. So I’m hoping Zoë will answer my text, or meet me here like I asked her to. Her words are on repeat in my mind, and they’re a deeper stab on each replay. Zoë was only being Zoë, and instead of meeting her halfway, I faulted her for it. Her help wasn’t good enough for me.

I’m not sure I deserve it, but all I need is a chance to tell her that.

My phone beeps, sending a jolt through me, but it’s playing “I Touch Myself.” I jab the ignore button without checking the screen.

The dead-end corridor outside the ladies’ room is perpendicular to a larger hallway that connects ballrooms and conference rooms. I’m sitting on the cool floor, slumped back into the wall, watching a stream of people walk by. Some are in casual business attire, some in T-shirts like me, but it’s the ones in dressier clothing who put me on edge. Sonia is set to glide down the aisle in minutes and I don’t know what I’ll do if Zoë refuses to see me before that. She’s never been this pissed at me.

I tilt my face up to the ceiling, my palms rubbing nervously along my jeans. I shut my eyes so tightly that when I open them, I’m dizzy and my vision doubles.

Double Zoë.

I shoot up from the floor. “You came.”

She shrugs.

“Where’s your suitcase?”

“I checked it.”

This is painful. I don’t ever have to tiptoe around Zoë. “I’m sorry for what I said to you. I was horrible, and I didn’t mean any of it.”

“Cloudy.”

“Fine. I meant it when I said it, but I was wrong.” I bite my lip and cross my arms over my chest. Then uncross them. “I’ve been having a hard time since Ashlyn died. And I don’t think I knew it, but I was floundering a little—a lot, actually. That’s not an excuse,” I rush to add. “But it’s the truth. And I’m really, really sorry.”

Zoë toys with the thin chain of her gold necklace as she examines me. I’m sure my puffy, discolored face is one big confirmation of my breakdown. “It wasn’t fair of Matty and me to blindside you by coming. I should have mentioned it.”

“I shouldn’t have exploded like that.”

She fixes her glasses. “I didn’t realize I was, I don’t know, fruit-flying you.”

I exhale. “I felt like you were invading my space. I mean, you used to tease me about cheerleading, and then one day, you’re on the team—without even telling me first.”

Zoë’s hands fall to her sides. Then in one swift motion, she turns and drops to the floor, leaning into the wall where I’ve just been. When she hits the marble, she winces from the chill against her bare legs but tucks her dress underneath her.

When she yanks at my arm, I know I’m forgiven.

I settle in beside her, but it’s more of a full-body collapse.

“I only joined the team because it was a chance to be around you more,” she says. “You’ve been impossible to reach lately. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

The muffled sound of Matty’s ringtone comes from Zoë’s purse. She plucks out her phone and hits a button, cutting it off. “But I wasn’t trying to invade your space. I guess I hoped that if I was around a lot, you’d talk to me.”

I hug my knees to my chest. “Sometimes talking is the easy part. If I focus on when Ashlyn was alive, I can trick myself into believing everything’s fine. For a little while, anyway. But talking about her dying is like accepting it. I couldn’t admit that it really happened.”

“It did, though,” she says softly, kindly.

“It did.”

“I used to be jealous of her.”

I smother a surprised laugh. Zoë is so secure; I didn’t think she knew what jealousy felt like. “Of Ashlyn? Be serious.”

Zoë sniffs. “You two could spend, like, infinity together and you never got sick of her. You got sick of me all the time,” she says, throwing me a pointed look.

“That’s not true. Ashlyn and I fought sometimes; you know that.”

“Not like you and me. Once you didn’t speak to me for a week.”

Now I do laugh. I was twelve and I had this gorgeous pink-and-white scallop shell in my room. I hadn’t even found it on the beach—I’d bought it with my allowance at a shop on the Cannon Beach boardwalk—but I’d decided it was my favorite charm. Zoë had smashed it after reading that seashells in the house bring bad luck.

“We’re sisters,” I say. “Our relationship is different. We say shitty things to each other because we know we’ll get away with them.”

“So, what? Sisters can be jerks to each other because they’re related?”

“No. It means that no matter how much of a jerk I’m being, I still love you the same. And I still want you around. Even when I don’t want you near me.”

She presses her lips together, squashing a grin. “Okay.”

I make the tips of my fingers touch, thumb to pointer finger, thumb to middle finger, and so on. “Did you really want to come on this trip?”

Zoë opens and shuts the clasp of her bag. “I was glad you and Kyle were taking it. But it would’ve been nice if you’d asked. Ashlyn wasn’t my best friend, but I miss her, too.” She cuts me off by holding up her hand. “No more. You apologizing so much is kind of unnerving.”

God, how out of it had I been to disregard Zoë’s pain? She knew Ashlyn for as long as I did. They’d met when Zoë was only six years old.

“So how do you handle it?” I ask Zoë. “Missing her?”

“I let it be sucky.”

My head jerks up. “What?”

She carefully repositions her legs, crossing them at the ankle. “I let myself be sad and angry and confused. And then, before it’s too much, I swap it for happier thoughts of Ashlyn. That’s how I want to remember her.”

My body seizes at the idea of feeling all of that. Misery and rage and regret. Lightness and acceptance. Going through an obstacle course of emotions and making it through in one piece.

But I had, hadn’t I? I’d let the pain push me down and then, with Sonia’s help, I’d crawled my way out of it. Maybe the more it happened, the more I recognized the grief instead of stifling it, the less crawling it would take to get out.

“Eventually,” Zoë tells me, “the happier will come easier than the suckiness. It has to.”

I smile. “I’d like that.”

I don’t know when that’ll happen. But I know that right now, I’m sitting with my sister, on the cold floor in a hallway in Las Vegas, staring at the opposite wall’s white plaster molding. I know I had a best friend, who I love so much it’s stamped into my DNA. And I know that I can exist in a world where she doesn’t, because having her in my life gave me all the courage I need to go on. She wouldn’t expect any less from me.

A few feet away, a door swings open.

I grab Zoë’s wrist and squeeze. “You are never going to guess who I met in the bathroom.”





Kyle

According to the wedding coordinator, Bernadette, a wedding doesn’t truly begin until the bride is ready. By that measure, even though the benches are filled with guests, the sound system’s harp music was switched out with an energetic instrumental, and Paco has already made his way to the front along with his best man and the minister, this wedding has not yet started.

Beside me in the last row, Matty keeps bouncing his legs and alternating between staring at his silenced phone and the closed door. Cloudy and Zoë didn’t answer his calls. He was debating whether he should go looking for them when Bernadette coaxed us to please take our seats in the chapel.

So we did. And here we wait.

As the minutes pass, anxiousness is increasing for us both. He’s concerned over whether the Marlowe sisters will make it in time. I am, too, but I’m also wondering what it will be like to see Sonia, who will be walking through the doors at any moment. During this past week, I’d envisioned myself blending into the crowd without her ever knowing I’d come. That isn’t going to happen now, since Paco knew me on sight.

The double doors open. Everyone in the room rotates to stare. Holding my breath, I do the same.

But it isn’t a woman in a wedding dress who steps inside. Instead, it’s a blonde in jeans and a brunette wearing glasses and a ruffled red dress.

Matty lets out a loud, relieved sigh and waves to them. Zoë slips into our row beside him, and Cloudy follows, making eye contact with me over Matty’s and Zoë’s heads. I can spot even from here that her face is red and her eyes are puffy because she’s been crying, which makes the smile she’s aiming my way even more of a surprise.

Cloudy takes her seat and disappears from my view—blocked by my cousin and her sister, who are now whispering together. After thirty seconds or so, Matty turns away from Zoë and says in my ear, “They ran into Sonia a few minutes ago. Cloudy was able to hug her and feel Ashlyn’s heart beating.”

“Wow! Really?”

Bernadette opens the door again and everyone swivels with even more urgency than before. This time, Sonia’s bridesmaid walks through and slowly makes her way to the front. Cloudy leans across Zoë and mouths, “Coral!”

We grin at each other; Ashlyn’s hatred of the color didn’t stop Sonia from choosing it for her wedding.

The music changes again and the minister speaks. “Please stand for the bride.”

Now the wedding is officially beginning.

We hop up simultaneously. All eyes in the room are aimed down the center aisle at Sonia and her father. All except for mine, which are seeking out Cloudy.

Matty glances at me over his shoulder. “Will you just go sit with her? I know you want to.”

He steps back and stands extra straight to make room for me to walk in front of him. Zoë notices his movement and does the same. I hesitate, but then Matty gives my arm a yank. I ride the forced momentum and stumble past them both. As I come to a stop beside Cloudy, she looks up with a smile, and I become warm all over.

“Hi,” I whisper to her.

“Hey,” she whispers back.

“How are you?”

“I’ve been holding in so much. But I need to deal with it.”

I nod. That’s something I need to do, too. Deal.

Sonia’s father delivers her to her groom. We all take our seats and I’m hyperaware of Cloudy beside me. There’s so much I want to ask her and so much I want to say, but I have to wait.

The minister goes into his speech, which has a lot of flowery phrases about the gift of love and the sanctity of marriage. It reminds me of every wedding I’ve ever seen on TV. Maybe this is how all traditional weddings go.

When my parents got married, it wasn’t like this. Their ceremony was at sunrise near a Sedona vortex. It included eagle feather blessings and Native American drumming. (And technically, Matty and I were there, since Aunt Robin and Shannon were pregnant.) On that day, Shannon promised to be with my dad for the rest of her life. I assume she meant it at the time.

But whenever things got hard, she couldn’t deal with him. She couldn’t deal with either of us. She wanted to be out of our lives and now she is. That might change someday, but I doubt it. Regardless, I have other people who have always been there for me, and who always will be, in whatever way they can. My dad offered to see a counselor with me, and I think I’ll take him up on it. Maybe we can finally talk about what we lost when Shannon left us.

Beside me, Cloudy’s eyes are bright with tears. Sonia and Paco finish their vows and the minister recites a prayer. He prompts Paco to slide the ring onto his bride’s finger and to speak another set of poetic phrases.

It’s possible every wedding at this chapel includes these words, but they have a deeper meaning for Cloudy, Matty, Zoë, and me. These certain words make the four of us sit up straighter and exchange smiles. These certain words remind us of the girl we love, whose too-short life helped make it possible for this couple to say them to each other.

When it’s Sonia’s turn to repeat those same words to her groom, I take Cloudy’s hand and squeeze it. She squeezes back.

“With this ring, I give to you my heart. I have no greater gift to give. . . .”





Cloudy

“For wedding crashers, we’re very popular.”

I smile. Across the small ballroom, next to the bar, Sonia’s relatives are chatting up Zoë and Kyle. They’re crowded together in a tight group. Everyone wants to meet Ashlyn’s friends.

Matty and I are sitting together, the only ones left at Table Six. Our accommodating tablemates—who didn’t grumble once when the hotel staff had to squeeze in four extra seats—are back in the buffet line. I scour the room and find Sonia and Paco in the middle of the dark-wood dance floor, their arms wrapped around each other, even though the song coming from the speakers isn’t a slow one. She’s been so focused on making sure we’re comfortable, it’s nice to see her enjoying her own reception.

Maya, Sonia’s sister, rushes by us in a splash of coral satin, eagerly waving hello on her way.

Matty beams. “They love us!”

“Is that why you started the conga line?” I ask, scraping the last bit of mashed potato onto my fork.

“Hey, I’m just living my life to the fullest while I can. Before, you know—” He clanks his wrists together as if they’re handcuffed.

I roll my eyes. “I wasn’t serious about having you arrested.”

“Smoke came out of your ears, Cloudy. You meant it.”

A surge of laughter by the bar swallows my sigh. This guy in a checkered bow tie has his hand clamped on Kyle’s back, while Zoë hides a grin behind her glass of lemonade.

“Look,” I tell Matty, “I’m incredibly annoyed that you took my sister anywhere without telling me first. But I do appreciate you keeping an eye on her. And I’m really happy you guys are here for this.”

“Me too,” he says, slapping his palms against the tabletop to the beat of the music. It makes the tiny brown-and-orange boxes of chocolate that were next to each plate jump—especially Kyle’s, which is already empty. He traded his dark chocolate truffles for Sonia’s aunt’s chocolate mints. It’s a miracle that not even puking up those cookies could sour Kyle’s love for chocolate mint.

“Matty.” I stare at the centerpiece—a square vase filled with coral roses and hydrangea—and shore up my nerves for what I need to say next. But it’s about time. “I’m sorry for what happened after Ashlyn died. With us. I was so lost and you were—”

“Willing?” he says, his hands going still.

“You made me feel safe again. Everything was so shitty, and being with you helped me forget about her. I was using you to deal with stuff I had no idea how to handle. You were always good to me and I took advantage of it.”

He groans softly, bending his head back, his eyes on the brass chandelier above us. “It wasn’t only your fault. I should have known something was going on when you wanted to start hooking up again. But I guess it felt right, or comfortable, or something. So I didn’t want to ruin it. That’s on me just as much.”

“You did end it first,” I say.

“Well, I am the better person.”

“Clearly.”

“So,” he says, lifting one eyebrow, “are things back to normal with you and Kyle?”

“‘Normal’ is a thorny word.”

Matty nods, scratching the top of his head. “It’s cool if you’re into him.”

My skin flames, but I don’t deny it. Hiding has been exhausting, and I’m done pretending with him. “We don’t have to talk about this.”

“I think Ashlyn would be okay with it, too.”

I arch forward, curving over my plate. It’s rimmed with gold lines, and underneath, the tablecloth is the color of champagne. “I’m not so sure.”

“Let’s consider this.” His tone has me shifting to watch him. “The tables are turned, and you’re . . . on the Other Side. If Ashlyn wanted to go out with me—and, duh, of course she would—would you be mad?”

The image of Ashlyn ever thinking of Matty that way ignites a grin on my lips. “I’d muster all my paranormal mojo to spell out ‘Think it over’ in her Cheerios.”

He bops my forehead with his knuckles. “Come on, Cloudy. Aside from her family, you and Kyle are the people she loved most.”

“Doesn’t that make it worse?”

“The way I see it? I’d want my favorite people to be together.” He shrugs. “I’m not trying to speak for Ashlyn, but if I know anything, it’s that she’d want you to be happy. Like, out-of-your-mind happy. And if any of that happiness involves Kyle, she wouldn’t expect you to sacrifice it.”

I fold and refold the napkin in my lap to make it go away. “And that’s how you feel, too?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Marlowe,” he says, his expression all mock sympathy. “You’re not that hard to get over.”

I laugh, bumping his shoulder with mine.

“KEEP THEM SHUT.” I wriggle my fingers in front of Kyle’s face as a test.

He doesn’t flinch, but he must sense the movement because he smiles. “I won’t open them until you tell me to, I swear.”

Satisfied, I grip his elbow, leading him forward. “You’ll ruin the surprise if you look, and then you’ll only have yourself to blame.”

“As long as you promise not to walk me off a ledge.”

Even though he can’t tell, I smile back. “I promise.”

Kyle’s already caught a small glimpse of the Forum Shops at Caesars Palace, but the reason I wanted to bring him here, of all places, is still a secret. After Matty and Zoë dropped us off out front, Kyle followed me past a replica of the Trevi Fountain, inside the ornate, Ancient Rome–inspired entrance and up a curved marble staircase to the second floor. That’s when I ordered his eyes closed.

Shoppers part to give us space as I guide Kyle through the most lavish shopping mall I’ve ever been in. The stores are modern, but the setting is totally old-world imperial. Granite pillars are sculpted in the shapes of striking women, and the tall, rounded ceiling is painted like the one at Le Boulevard, a serene blue with filmy white clouds.

I’m a little sorry that Kyle can’t see any of it yet, but more sorry that Zoë and Matty might not see it at all.

Once we’d said our good-byes at the reception, finding Arm became top priority. I couldn’t believe it when Kyle told me she’d taken off. Arm had been totally obedient this entire trip, and she’d chosen last night to start a rebellious phase? The thought of her out there, tiny and on her own, sent bolts of anxiety through me. But Matty insisted that Kyle and I stay out of it while he and Zoë worked up a plan. He was confident that, between the two of them, they would have Arm back to us in no time. Considering what they’d pulled off this weekend, I couldn’t disagree.

I guide Kyle carefully, steering him into another section of stores.

His eyelids are still shut tight when he stops. “Cloudy, can we talk for a minute?”

Over his shoulder, the pathway opens up to a more expansive space. “We’re almost there.”

“There’s something I have to tell you.”

My pulse pounds as I tow him past a fancy jewelry store and into a corridor off the main hallway. Despite the matching glossy floor, it lacks the grandeur of the rest of this place, so at least it won’t him give any hints about where we are.

Positioning Kyle against a pale yellow wall, I say, “What’s up?”

His eyes blink open, refocusing in the light. “You brought me to a mall?”

“You interrupted the surprise.” I plant my hands on my hips. “So get on with it.”

He straightens up, his gaze locking on mine. “How I acted yesterday was so out of line.”

“You were upset about Shannon.”

“That’s no reason,” he says, shaking his head. “It was like I was gasping for air. I needed to get out of that moment, and it turned into me shouting at you. I suck.”

It would be easy to change the subject and minimize this, but avoidance has gotten me into too many messes. And Kyle’s already reached out to me on this trip—it’s my opportunity to return the favor. So I inhale deeply and go for it.

“I miss Ashlyn. Monumentally. Except it turns out I’ve been doing a pretty crappy job.” I twist my hands behind my back. “I guess what I’m saying is . . . I know what it’s like—doing stuff you don’t mean because it feels like the only way you’ll pull through.”

He nods. “We’ll get better at it, though. Right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I think so.”

With another nod, Kyle slams his eyes shut again and lifts his arm out. “I had to say that before you do another nice thing for me.”

I purse my lips. “I could be trading you in for cash to pay for an all-you-can-eat buffet.”

“I’ll take my chances,” he says, grinning.

He trusts me. The thrill of it flurries in my belly.

“You can keep them open,” I tell him, walking backward.

Together, we turn the corner, and only a few steps later—finally—we’re here. The Fountain of the Gods.

It stands, imposing, in the middle of a large courtyard, the focal point among more shops. Four separate, rounded archways circle the fountain, supported by pillars. Closest to us, a marble armored soldier holds a shield and a spear, and behind him, the god Neptune stands even taller. Streaming water flows noisily and bubbles around the whole thing. It’s Vegas in a nutshell, straddling the line between lavish and tacky, high-end and gaudy.

Kyle studies the area, searching for some clue as to why I’d bring him here. When his eyes latch on to something, I know it’s clicked.

“Pegasus,” he murmurs, his head tilting in every way to take in the whole structure. “And there’s more than one . . . Pegasi.”

Without another word, he takes off for one of the winged horses.

“I found it by accident,” I say, following him up to the fountain’s base. Pegasus looks ferocious—way different from the Disney version I grew up on. He’s rearing up on his hind legs, his mane wild and his wings outstretched. “When I was Googling things to do in Vegas last night, this popped up in one of my searches.”

He reaches out to stroke Pegasus’s granite muzzle. “And you wanted to bring me here.”

“You mentioned it in Bedrock City. You said—”

“I remember.”

My head pulls back. “You do?”

“It’s foggy,” he says, sitting below Pegasus on the lip of the fountain, “but yeah.”

“What else do you remember?”

The uplighting is dim and has turned the faux sky above us a dusky blue. Nevertheless, Kyle squints up at me. “More than you think, probably.”

I sit beside him so I won’t have to raise my voice over the fountain. “So you know that we . . . kissed.”

“Oh,” he says, his face blank. That’s it. Oh.

I’d panic if my body wasn’t flooding with adrenaline.

I drop my phone onto my lap, knotting my fingers together. “It must be something about illegal substances. One of us gets intoxicated and the other is suddenly irresistible.”

Kyle’s expression sharpens. “But I wasn’t intoxicated.”

I choke and cover it with a laugh. “What are you talking about? You couldn’t even stand up on your own.”

“The cookies didn’t kick in until after we left the jailhouse.” His lips part slightly. “Everything before that . . . I was sober. It was me, Cloudy.”

“Oh.”

Oh.

He smiles, bashfully, at a spot between his feet. “So you really were that irresistible.”

“I wasn’t exactly resisting, either.”

“I do also remember that.”

I blush fiercely.

We sit there, quietly staring straight ahead. A family with two small girls stops beside us. Turning their backs to the fountain, they each toss something over their shoulders, into the water. I swivel to peer inside and only then notice the glinting of hundreds of coins resting at the bottom.

When I spin around, Kyle is holding out two pennies. I grin and pick one, before closing my fingers into a fist around it. I guess I was mistaken about not being the wishing type.

And there’s so much to wish for.

But only one thing I want: the chance to get it right. To live without all the heaviness and guilt I’ve been carrying since Ashlyn died. To make sure her memory is a comfort I keep nearby, not something I hide from.

I press the coin into my palm, then fling it into the fountain.

A second later, Kyle does the same. “You know what I wished for at Bedrock City? When we set those lanterns loose?”

“No,” I say.

“That things won’t go back to what they used to be between us. That we’ll be more than ex–lab partners when we go home.” He ducks his head. “I still want that, whatever it means for us.”

He said as much to me on the ground outside of the jailhouse—or something close to it. I figured it was the pot twisting his brain, making him repeat what I’d said to him earlier that night. But I was wrong.

I have never, ever been so relieved to be so wrong.

“So do I,” I tell him. “But isn’t there a rule about wishes? If you tell someone about them, they won’t come true?”

Kyle’s hand slides a microscopic amount along the fountain’s base. As his pinkie wraps around mine, he says, “I think this one will.”

I TUCK MYSELF into a tighter ball so I’ll fit in the armchair, then go back to explaining why I kick ass at cheerleading.

Well, not exactly. So far, most of the preliminary questions for the Cheer Insider interview are basic: my GPA, my favorite stunts, any individual honors I’ve received, things like that. The tougher questions, the ones that ask for my favorite competition stories and how I started cheering, they all include Ashlyn. While I’m certain I’ll be able to face those, I assure myself not everything has to be done tonight.

Across the room, Zoë snuggles under the bedsheets, fast asleep. Unfortunately, she and Matty had no success finding Arm this afternoon, so all four of us kept at it until it got too dark outside. After hitting the buffet at the Cosmopolitan, Zoë passed out, but not before claiming she’ll implement Plan B in the morning. Whatever that is.

Folding my legs underneath me, I close out of my phone’s email app and tap on the text message icon. The Claudia Marlowe Apology Tour, as Matty so sympathetically called it, rolls on. But I have things to own up to, and I don’t want to waste a minute.

And Jade is at the top of my list.

You were right. I was pushing everyone away, including you, I type out to her. Let’s talk sometime?

A minute after hitting send, my phone buzzes. There’s an edgy tremble in my fingers as I read her reply.

Anytime. Whenever you want. xo.

Smiling, I answer back. And I remember something I thought about in Bedrock City. How fortunate Kyle is to have two people—Matty and Will—who live such separate lives, but care about him so much. I’m feeling pretty lucky tonight, too.

I pad over to the queen-sized bed and carefully slip under the covers. Zoë doesn’t stir as I sit up against the headboard. I reach over to dim the lamp, then pause. There is one more thing I want to do before today ends.

So I open the internet browser on my phone and pull up Cheer Insider’s website. After keying the correct information into a tiny search box, the result I’m looking for shows up first thing. I press my thumb to her name, wait the three seconds it takes to load, and hold my breath as Ashlyn’s essay appears on the screen.

It shouldn’t have taken me this long. But I’m ready now.

Mostly.

Her words are waiting patiently, as ever, for me. Right there in my hands.

It’s time to go through this.

My eyes sting as soon as I begin. Ashlyn starts by introducing herself, explaining where she lives and what team she cheers for. She describes moving to Bend when she was eight years old, and meeting me in school. That summer after, when we joined a cheerleading program at the Juniper Swim and Fitness Center.

The first time I stepped onto the mat, I was so nervous. I looked over at Cloudy, and her little face was determined and focused. She must have noticed how scared I was, because she nodded at me, as if saying, “You can do this.” And I did do it, kind of. I still tripped over the words in V-I-C-T-O-R-Y for that entire practice, but with Cloudy shooting goofy smiles at me, I knew I’d get better. Not to brag, but I did, and only because Cloudy was there with me the whole time. Now, whenever I’m edgy before a game or competition, I do the same thing. I look over at my best friend. With her at my side, I feel like I can do anything.

I guess that sounds dramatic, but I think that’s what cheering with your best friend is all about. You complement each other so perfectly outside of the gym that when you’re inside, you feel complete and invincible.

More than anything, though, I’ve learned that, just like in cheer, life is all about support. Being capable on your own is important, but big or small, having the right team makes all the difference. Cloudy’s my team. My support. My family. She gives everything one hundred percent; she never backs down from a challenge; and she’s always there to motivate me. Because of her, I’m strong enough to get through things on my own. But also because of her, I don’t have to.

Cloudy will always mean more to me than cheer. Our friendship is bigger than all of it. And she’s shown me that no matter what I do, I have to give it my all. Persistence and commitment will get me everywhere. And I definitely want to go everywhere, especially if my best friend is right there next to me.

I wipe at my cheeks.

Kyle was right. She could have been reciting the words in my ear, or sitting at the foot of the bed.

This is what it can be like now: I can make it through the day, even when it sucks. Especially when it sucks. Just like Sonia and the others, I’ll fight for this new kind of life. And I’ll face what’s up ahead because Ashlyn is on my team, too—my support. My best friend. Knowing her gave me everything I need. And wherever I do end up, I’ll take her with me. Love like that doesn’t get left behind. Maybe it’s not the future we imagined for ourselves, but it’s a plan. Something to hold on to and look forward to.

Before I read her essay again, I lower my phone onto my knee. I breathe in quietly. “So that Snow White play,” I whisper to Ashlyn. “It’s not as boring as I remembered.”





Kyle

“Don’t get your hopes up.” Zoë sets her phone on the table between us. “But we might have a lead.”

“We might?” I ask.

“Well, unlike all the other animal shelters we’ve called, this one can’t tell me they don’t have a shorthaired female black kitten with green eyes that’s arrived in the last two days. So we need to go see for ourselves.”

“Are there more places to call?” Cloudy asks.

Zoë shakes her head. “That was the last one.”

“We should do this, then,” Cloudy says, throwing her duffel over her shoulder.

Matty already took a couple of loads out earlier and sent a text five minutes ago that he officially checked us out with the front desk and is waiting at the car. I grab the shopping bags with my clothes and things stuffed inside while Zoë does one last walk-through to make sure no one’s forgotten anything.

Whatever we learn at the animal shelter, we have to leave Las Vegas today. The drive home will be over thirteen hours, and the plan is to do it with as few stops as possible so we’ll for sure beat Cloudy’s parents home. I’m trying to stay positive like my cousin is, but the thought that we might have to leave without Arm has my stomach in knots. (Although one thing my dad pointed out on the phone last night does help a tiny bit: Arm survived the coldest time of year in Bend on her own, so she could be all right in Nevada.)

As we’re about to walk out, Zoë’s phone (which she was ignoring while making calls) goes off once again.

“It never ends, does it?” Cloudy says with a laugh. “What’s the scoop today, Team Manager?”

“Let’s see. Jenna’s oversharing about what she did last night after WinterFest.” Zoë pauses to read more. “Also, Lita says Jacob was just talking trash about a couple of baseball players with the last name ‘Ocie,’ and she told him to shut his mouth. More importantly, she can’t decide how to style her hair for the Cheer Insider photo shoot next week, and she wants opinions.”

I chuckle. “Tell Lita thanks for having our backs. And I say, go for the ponytail. It’s classic.”

“Will do.” Zoë opens the front door and steps outside. “Cloudy, on a scale of one to ten, how much trouble do you think we’re going to be in when Mom and Dad get home?”

“For you? Probably a four.” Cloudy goes after her. “But for the irresponsible older sister? At least a nine. It was worth it, though.”

“Totally worth it,” Zoë agrees.

As the last one out, I pull the door shut behind me. I follow the girls through the breezeway and down the stairs to the parking lot. When we’re about twelve feet from my vehicle, Matty comes rushing over with his hands up, motioning for us to wait.

“Quick question, Kyle. You said yesterday you wanted to believe your cat was Ashlyn reincarnated, but deep down, you don’t. I’m wondering, though, do you think you’d be able to accept that she was an angel, sent to help you?”

I stare at him. “An angel?”

“Yeah. And maybe the reason she disappeared is because things are better, you’re ready for ball season, and her work with you was finished?”

Cloudy and Zoë are exchanging glances like Has Matty lost it?, which is exactly what I’m wondering.

“Um, no. I didn’t suddenly start believing in . . . cat angels.”

“Okay, just checking!” He sets my bags in the back of the Xterra, and then grabs ahold of my wrist. “Now, I need to show you something.”

I let him drag me away, shooting a confused glance at Cloudy as I’m pulled along the white line between my vehicle and the truck beside it. We reach the front, and he throws out his arm magician style. “Ta-da!”

There on my hood, the kitten I’ve been worrying about for the past thirty-six hours is curled up asleep on her panda Pillow Pet with half-empty dishes of food and water beside her.

“What did I tell you?” Matty’s grin is triumphant. “Cat Whisperer, right?”

“I can’t believe it!”

Zoë and Cloudy catch up. “Oh my God,” Cloudy says, putting her hand to her chest.

“You lured her out of hiding,” Zoë says. “Pretty smart.”

“Danielle told me she likes warm hoods,” Matty says. “So I ran the engine for a while this morning. Not sure if it was that or the food that got her to jump up here, but I’m guessing the comfy pillow is what made her stay. She must have been touring Vegas on her own in the meantime, or at least the courtyard.”

I reach out slowly, cautiously. As my fingertips touch her fur, her eyes open. “Hi, Arm. We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Are you okay?”

She responds by stretching and letting out a low, scratchy, “Mrowww.”

“Whoa,” Matty says. “That voice. So I think what she said is, ‘I’m fine, dickhead. But I’m not coming home with you unless you give me a new name.’”

While Matty and Zoë get us situated for the trip, I carefully scoop Arm up and take my seat in the front beside Cloudy, who’s volunteered to drive first.

I’m pretty sure I’ll never be a person who believes in reincarnation or heaven or mystical things. And that’s all right with me. Because, really, whether this cat is just a cat or not is beside the point. What matters is that she’s found the way back. Just like we’re all trying to do.

Cloudy starts the car, and as she turns onto Dean Martin Drive, Matty speaks from the backseat. “I’m serious about your cat’s name. If you want something to honor Ashlyn, why not call her ‘Ash’? Or ‘Lyn’? Or ‘Rose’? Or even ‘Montiel’? Those are actual names. Arm, leg, rib, ear. Those are body parts. See the difference?”

“This from someone who named his cat ‘Hercules,’” Cloudy says.

“That name is legit. And it isn’t an appendage.”

“‘Ashes’ is cute,” Zoë chimes in. “It would work better for a gray cat, though. Another option could be to name her after one of the places she visited. You could call her ‘Angeles’ for Los Angeles. Or ‘Monica’ for Santa Monica. Maybe ‘Vegas’?”

“I’ve got it!” Matty says. “‘Sedona.’ She spent a few days there, and it’s also where Kyle was born.” His tone is just daring one of us to challenge him. “‘Sedona’ is perfect.”

I force myself to keep a straight face. “I’d rather call her ‘Bend.’ Since that’s where she was born.”

Matty and Zoë groan in unison, but Cloudy laughs. She stops for a red light, and I ask, “What do you think her name should be?”

Tilting her head, Cloudy takes a moment to study the tiny black kitten on my lap. “I don’t know,” she says, aiming her smile my way. “She really just looks like an ‘Armadillo’ to me.”
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