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1

Avery

Today’s the day: I finally get to use the arm bike at physical therapy, and I’m going to celebrate the milestone by asking my crush to hang out this weekend.

This is assuming I survive the next hour with my physical therapist, Naila. She’s a merciless taskmaster who specializes in post-surgery physical therapy for people with joint disorders like I have. Naila is genuinely amused by tears. It’s right there in rule number seven on the poster over her table at the PT office: Don’t bother crying. It only encourages me.

I’m proud to say that when she took my arm sling off the day after my shoulder surgery last week, no salt water leaked out of my eyes—even though I hit an eight out of ten on the pain scale and made a sound like a stepped-on duck.

I take off my studio headphones and drape them around my neck. “Did you know PT stands for pain and torture?” I ask Tuney, who’s driving me to therapy today since Mom has an early work meeting. The truck windows are down to let in the warm May air.

“I hear it has to hurt if you want it to heal.” She pulls into a parking spot. “You’re fidgety as a chipmunk this morning. You get into Mom’s coffee?”

I tug at the three black hoops in my right ear. “Nope.” Maybe a little. “Just ready to get this over with.” I blorp gracelessly out of Tuney’s pickup truck onto the parking lot and covertly fix the wedgie situation. Yesterday, when I did my boring thirty minutes of at-home shoulder exercises, I skipped the half-pound weight Naila told me to use and went with a one-pound weight, just to make sure I’d be ready for the arm bike today.

Naila is going to be amazed at my progress. I might complain about her to my best friend, Mason, but really . . . it would feel great to impress her. I get the idea it takes a lot. And I’m pretty sure she would not be impressed if she found out that the real reason I needed shoulder surgery was because I wiped out on a dirt bike I wasn’t supposed to be riding, instead of because I fell off the monkey bars, which is what I told everyone except Mason. Mason is the only person who won’t judge me for doing a risky dirt-bike maneuver despite having developed a joint disorder that makes wipeouts a thousand times worse.

I pause at the heavy glass door, mentally gearing up. Then I grip the metal handle with my left hand and pull.

A hiss of pain leaks through my gritted teeth. Sidestep, I think at it. The word that’s gotten me through the carnival of “ow” my life has become in the past year, and especially the last eight days since my surgery. Sidestep.

The pain in my shoulder and sternum is a jagged bolt of lightning. But I am slippery as a seal, swimming around it. A snake using it as a pushing-off place to slither on by, away. Away.

I get the door open three inches. Four. I scoot my right foot forward, aaaand—

Phew. I’ve got my hot-pink Croc jammed between the door and the frame.

I take a moment to breathe, then shift my weight off my right knee and pull the door handle again, letting my anger at my ridiculously malfunctioning body fuel me. Right after my thirteenth birthday last summer, I was diagnosed with hEDS—Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, hypermobile type. Lifelong. No cure. I’ve always been rubber-band flexible, but when puberty hit, I went from super-bendy to breakable in the blink of an eye. After my third elbow dislocation in a three-week period, Mom took me to a specialist. I flunked the Beighton Score test, which measures how extra-bendy your joints are, plus I met a bunch of other criteria that seem totally random to me—like having bumps on my heels and stretchy skin and a weird shape to the roof of my mouth. All of it added up to this fabulous diagnosis.

The door suddenly opens wide and I’m thrown off balance.

“Oops!” Tuney catches my left elbow. “Sorry, squirt. Looked like you were struggling.”

I scowl and duck under her arm. I do not need help. I’m still perfectly capable of doing simple tasks on my own, like opening doors and putting on my shoes. Also picking up all the things I drop now because my right arm is strapped to my body and totally cussing useless. Thanks to hEDS, I didn’t just entirely dismantle my right shoulder in the dirt-bike wipeout. I also dislocated my right sternoclavicular joint, where the sternum and collarbone meet—which means using my left arm, the supposedly “good” one, for anything that takes more effort than awkwardly handling a pencil causes all sorts of pain-flames too.

If I were a different person, I’d find it ironically funny that my joints now misbehave as much as I do. But mostly it hurts too much to laugh at it.

The cool, lemon-scented air of the PT office washes over me. Naila glances up from her laptop at her torture table by the window. “Morning, Avery.” She raises an eyebrow at Tuney. “Mum busy this morning?”

“Yup. This is Tuney. Tuney, Naila.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Tuney says. “My darling daughter calls you her drill sergeant, but I’m sure you’re quite personable.”

I wait through Naila’s pause that means she’s putting it together that I have two moms. She gets it quicker than most people and smiles at Tuney. “You do have a squirrelly one on your hands,” she says in her clipped accent. I asked if she was from India when I first met her, because of her warm brown skin and silky black hair, and she said her parents are from England and Pakistan. I got the sense that she was kind of offended at my assumption and I felt bad for making it. But she moved right past it into dealing with my disaster of a shoulder. “I like my patients to have sass, though. It means more when they admit I’m right.” She gives me a smirk.

“I have never once admitted you were right,” I tell her.

“Oh, you will. Get checked in and then meet me here at the table.”

My functional shoulder slumps. “Not at the bike?”

Her attention is on her spreadsheet. “We need to see how the joint’s moving before you jump in.”

Of course we do.

Tuney gets me checked in, takes my headphones, and walks to the waiting area with her laptop. I breathe a sigh of relief. I’ve been here four times since the surgery, always with my fitness-buff mom, who’s “encouraged” me through every session. I’m stoked that my first go on the arm bike won’t be with her breathing down my neck, reminding me to do everything exactly as Naila has instructed.

Naila scoots over to another therapist’s table and they compare their screens. I use my heel to pull out the footstool under her table. When I step onto it, my right knee pops loudly and pain spikes through my thigh.

Shut up, I think at it. No one asked you. I get situated on the table and start undoing some of the Velcro straps holding my arm in its stinkier-by-the-day brace, unlovingly dubbed “Cthulhu” because it looks like a tentacled beast from the deep when it’s not on my body. Most people are out of the brace three weeks post-surgery. But thanks to hEDS, my recovery is progressing at the pace of a three-toed sloth. At my checkup yesterday, Dr. Chen said I might be in the brace four or five more weeks. By then this sucker’s gonna reek of fried onions rotting in a dumpster in August, and my armpit hair will be long enough to braid.

He really failed to warn me about all this. He was honest enough to say the first week of recovery would suck—I appreciate any grown-up who tells it like it is—but he left out a lot. Like about how pain meds cause difficulty going to the bathroom. And, well, other aspects of going to the bathroom when your dominant arm is fully out of commission. Multiplied by the bathroom problems hEDS causes.

Naila joins me. “How’s the shoulder feeling? Sleep okay on it?” She starts undoing the strap I can’t get to.

“Yep. The extra pillow you said to use under my elbow helped.” Until I woke up with the pillow on the floor and my shoulder on fire at four a.m. Can’t win ’em all, as Tuney says, but it was nice of Mom to get up when she heard me whimpering and help me get comfortable again. And even nicer that she didn’t bring up the argument we had before bed.

Naila gently pulls Cthulhu away from my body and helps me lie on my back. Being unable to move my right arm is the grossest, most vulnerably weird feeling. Doing stuff like lying down and sitting up on my own, or going to the bathroom, or tying my shoes and brushing my teeth and scooping Tank’s poop in the yard, requires a level of effort I only used to expend on stuff I liked doing. Like dirt biking and drumming and jumping on my trampoline with Mason. None of which I can do anymore.

Naila waits for me to stop hissing at the pain before she speaks again. “How did the at-home exercises go? Were you able to feel the movement of the supraspinatus muscle?”

Whatever that even is. “Yeah, I worked the heck out of that sucker. In fact, I moved up from a half-pound weight to a one-pound weight,” I say proudly.

Naila’s fingers prod a tender spot by my armpit that makes me arch my back and grit my teeth. “So I see. Remember how I told you not to go too heavy too soon?”

I unclench my jaw. “A pound is not heavy. I want to get better faster.” The half-pound weight seemed pointless. Like lifting a feather over and over. Bo-ring.

“Rushing past PT steps is not the path to make that happen. How many reps of the side lifts did you do before you switched?”

“I don’t know. Twelve?” Maybe four or five.

She makes the sound that means she’s suppressing a sigh. “The point is to do light weight, lots of repetition. Not jump ahead with weights that are too heavy. You’ll exhaust the muscle too quickly and lose the benefits of the exercise.”

Well. That explains why it started hurting like a cusser at rep seven with one pound.

“You’re going to set yourself back again,” Naila says.

I make my own sigh-suppressing sound. Four days after surgery, I was sick of wallowing in the metallic stink it seemed like the anesthesia had left stuck to me. I was desperate for a real shower instead of the baby-wipe baths Mom and Tuney had been giving me. So I struggled my way out of Cthulhu, leaving my useless half-bent arm dangling at my side while I awkwardly washed my hair left-handed, failing to sidestep the ridiculous amount of pain I was in. Ten minutes was apparently just enough time to pull at all the internal stitches holding my shoulder in its socket. Which meant I was in fiery muscle-spasm agony the entire night after Mom strapped me back into the brace and gave me a lecture about following Dr. Chen’s orders. I couldn’t sidestep the pain even with my arm stabilized and the pain meds making my head spin and my ears buzz. At PT the next day, Naila had to start me back at the day-two exercises.

Now, on day eight, I’ve made it back up to the day-four exercises. Great job, Aves. Really trucking along.

I know this whole mess is my own fault. But what even is life if you can’t fill it with dirt-bike rides and climbing trees and trampoline backflips? With pogo-sticking all the way around the block and drumming your butt off to punk covers and having belly-flop contests with your bestie at the pool?

hEDS is such a load of crap. Especially considering it’s literally affected my ability to crap. It’s the disease that never stops giving.

Thank god for meme-lord Mason. He digs into his trove whenever I bomb him with late-night texts about how scared I am that my future’s gonna suck. That everything will only get harder, like it does for everyone diagnosed with EDS. Hypermobile type isn’t the worst kind to have—there’s a kind of EDS that affects your veins that’s legit deadly—but it’s still no picnic. Some people can’t walk or lift their arms or even get out of bed. And it seems like every kid on the EDS Junior Zebras Message Board has digestive system problems, even though the link between hyperflexibility and gut issues is “not fully understood” by science.

Naila picks up her plastic thingy that measures how far a joint can move and holds it to my elbow with one hand while she slowly unbends my arm with her other hand. “Say when.”

Pain jets through my elbow and shoulder. It’s ridiculous how stiff the joints have become when they’ve always been so bendy I could lick my own elbow. I focus on my breath coming in my nose, going out my mouth, until the pain becomes too loud to sidestep. “When!”

“Avery, it’s not a competition.” Naila lays my arm over my stomach. “Remember how I explained it? You have to tell me when it gets uncomfortable, not wait until the point of pain.”

“Right.” I close my eyes, feeling as floppy and discombobulated as a newborn.

Naila starts the stretching routine and I check my phone with my other hand. Mason has sent a pic of Frodo Baggins making a lemon-sour face with the words Thought I’d made it to Mordor. Turns out it was just PT.

Accurate, I reply. The math class I’m missing the first half of to be here is my favorite class. I got switched out of advanced and into mainstream math in January because my grade was tanking after the whole diagnosed-with-an-incurable-disease thing. I couldn’t concentrate long enough to make it through problems that required more than three steps, and it seemed like every problem was a six-step mess. I’m still in gifted everything else, but somehow the joint pain made math kinda fall out of my brain.

Which worked to my advantage, because one, my new math class is now covering all the stuff my advanced class covered last year, so I already sort of know how to do it, and two, Mason is in my new math class, and three, so is Sarah. Also Mason’s crush, Helen Vargas, and also Jolene Winfrey, which sucks because Jolene’s been a jerk to both me and Mason since first grade. But whatever. I don’t focus on her.

I focus on Sarah. I really like to look at Sarah and daydream about . . . anything involving Sarah. I constantly imagine stuff we could do together—play Super Smash Bros. and go on Pokémon GO hunts and ride bikes.

Well, except not ride bikes, because I tried to ride one-handed after school yesterday to prove to myself I could. But I couldn’t steer and brake at the same time and I crashed into a bush, so oops, now my right knee keeps popping and twinging. I’m super lucky I didn’t tip onto my injured shoulder. They would’ve heard me screaming in Alaska.

Sarah and I could do other stuff that doesn’t involve moving around, though. Like watch a movie. She’s always drawing and writing in that sketchbook she carries everywhere, doing it like she breathes, like she does it to stay alive. And I saw some cute Totoros and soot sprites over her shoulder a few days ago. So I bet she’d be down for Castle in the Sky or Spirited Away or even Nausicaä, even though Mason says Nausicaä is white-people weirdness cranked up to eleven. Despite Nausicaä being genuine made-in-Japan anime.

But whatever. After these stretches, I’m going to use the arm bike, and then I’ll celebrate the milestone by asking Sarah to come over and hang out this Friday. The girl Sarah used to hang around with at school, the one with the long jet-black ponytail, moved away a couple of months ago. Sarah’s probably lonely now, so maybe my chances are good. And Tuney already said I could ask her over. I’ve had the note in my bag for two days, but I haven’t worked up the guts to fork it over. It’s straightforward: I saw the Totoros you drew on your math paper. Want to come over and watch a Miyazaki movie with me and Mason this weekend? I have them all. We could watch whichever one you want. If Mason’s there too, things will be less awkward. Mason is interested in lots of random stuff, which makes him a world-class question asker. He’ll have Sarah talking up a storm. If it was just me and her, I’d say something dumb or embarrassing right off the bat.

I’m a little worried that Sarah will figure out I have a crush on her and that it will be a problem. She wears a gold cross on a delicate gold necklace, and one Wednesday in March she came to school with ashes on her forehead. So I think she’s Catholic or whatever, and maybe her religion is against gayness. I would be surprised if Sarah was prejudiced like that, but also, being best friends with a kid who has a Black mom and a white dad has shown me that a whole lot more people are a whole lot more prejudiced than you might think. When Mason and I get in trouble (which sort of happens a lot, usually thanks to me), Mason gets in more trouble. During the last school shooter drill, he was getting that sweaty-nervous look he gets when reality shoves into our landscape of endless shenanigans, so I cracked a bunch of jokes about giraffes to help him laugh his fear away. Unfortunately, I did it while we were curled up against the classroom wall with our books held over our heads—like books even stop bullets—and the principal, Mr. Ritter, was checking the rooms to make sure we were all Taking This Very Seriously. He gave me a lecture for joking. He gave Mason a lunch detention for laughing. Two Americas, as Mason’s mom says. She’s not wrong.

Naila tells me to lie on my left side facing the windows. She puts a half-pound weight in my right hand and tucks a rolled-up towel between my arm and ribs. “Show me what you’ve got, wild girl.” She holds her hand up, palm down, about ten inches above the table.

Finally! Time to impress. I lift the half-pound weight till the back of my hand touches her palm. The weight feels like nothing. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy.

Naila watches me go through reps two and three, the faintest hint of a smirk on her face.

“Don’t give me that look,” I say.

Her brows shoot up into her bangs and she widens her big brown eyes. “What look?”

“That fake innocent one. It always means something is about to suck.”

She smiles and waits, watching my hand rise to her palm and then lower. Over and over.

By rep nine, I can barely lift the half pound. I struggle through rep ten. At rep eleven, despite enormous effort, my hand sinks to the vinyl table, my supraspin-whatever muscle quivering with exhaustion.

Ugh. Stressey-depressey lemon zesty.

But I am not going to tell Naila she was right.

Naila plucks the weight from my hand. “Try it without the weight.”

Great. Back to day three.

I sigh and launch into the motion. Ten zero-weight reps later, I’m spent.

No arm bike for me today.

The rest of PT, I do everything Naila says, to the letter. But my brain is full of cuss words and guilty anger. If I hadn’t talked Mason into taking the dirt bikes to the park without asking, which I am definitely not allowed to do, I never would have face-planted on the sharp turn at the back of the trail I was (as usual) going too fast for. I didn’t hit the ground that hard—I wiped out that exact same way last spring—but having even looser joints now means the fall was enough to dislocate my too-flexible shoulder and to pop my sternum and collarbone apart. Mason had to help me home while I bit back the pain screeches. Then he had to go back twice to get the two bikes, then he had to clean the dirt out of the foot peg of the bike I wrecked, then he had to help me come up with a lie about falling off the monkey bars. I’m not supposed to be on those either because my joints dislocate so easily now, but that’s way less of a crime than taking the dirt bikes without asking. Just enough that when Mom talked to me about “facing your new reality with this disease,” the right amount of guilt showed on my face and my apology had enough sincerity.

Yes, I feel bad about lying. But also . . . my buzzy beautiful dirt bike is life. How can I feel guilty about a thing that gives me life? I can’t wait till I’m healed enough to get back in the saddle. Maybe with a lesson learned about going easy on the throttle on that one sharp turn.

Well. Even if I don’t get to use the arm bike today, even if I’m stuck in a body that breaks instead of bounces, even if I’m freaked out that it’s all downhill like the kids on the Zebra Board say it is . . . I’ve got a bubble of hope in my chest that Sarah will read my note and say, “Sure, that would be awesome. What time should I come over?” I’ve got Mason rooting and meme-ing for me, forever the most excellent best friend. And I’ve got Mom and Tuney, who want the best for me and fight to make sure I have it.

I have so many awesome people in my corner. But I’m scared I’ll be dependent on my moms forever. It sucks feeling sidelined from everything I love because my body no longer cooperates. I’m always in pain and I feel like I can’t control anything anymore and I’m hecking mad about it.

I know asking Sarah to hang out won’t magically cure all that suck.

But I’m so ready to take a chance on something going right for a change.
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Sarah
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Weds., May 1, 8:03 a.m. I can’t believe my group just voted me to present our project.

I’m going to freeze up. I’m so bad at talking. Especially when people are looking at me. Or when they’re not looking at me. When people are in the same room as me.

We’re group four, so we’re last. Which means I have twenty minutes to freak out.

[image: image]

I know why they voted me to do it. None of them want to and I was so focused on finishing drawing the birds for our poster that everything else went away. That’s the reason I draw, the reason I started this journal: because it makes everything else go away. But if I go away too, and I come back and what I was running from is worse . . . what then?

[image: image]

[image: image]

Last week Mom and Dad found out about my fear problem. I was trying to download an app on the phone they gave me after Aunt Camila died and my cousin/best friend Luci moved away two months ago. “So you can stay in touch with Luci,” Mom said when she gave it to me. I only use it to text Luci and to take photos of plants and flowers I want to draw. But last week was an extra-bad fear week, so I looked for an app to help me. I tried to download a free one called “Handle Your Panic,” but it said “Waiting for parent permission.”

[image: image]

Which meant when Dad got home from flying kites with my little sister, Ruthie, Mom and Dad came downstairs to my room and asked why I wanted that app.

I didn’t want to admit I have a problem. I’m the “easy kid,” as Mom says. My big brother, James, is always in trouble at school. Ruthie is super clumsy and gets hurt a lot. My parents don’t need any more kid-related stress.

But the panic that started when Aunt Camila died has been getting worse, and I’m exhausted from trying to hide it. So I told my parents that since she died and Uncle David took Luci and her brothers to live in Arizona, I’ve been having panic attacks. Like a lot of them every day. Heart-pounding, palm-sweating, can’t-think-straight fear.

[image: image]

Mom hugged me and said what she always says: “Give it to God. He can help you.”

Dad said that when I’m scared, I should focus on a goal instead of on what I’m afraid of. He said, “You don’t need an app for praying. The prayers you write and illustrate are beautiful. Have you drawn a prayer asking God to help you through your fear?”

I shook my head. I only pray for other people, not for myself. But I told Dad I would try it. And I did, later that night, even though it felt weird to ask God to vanish my panic.

But panic is still happening. So maybe I prayed wrong, or maybe God was just like, “Nope, have fun with that!”

[image: image]

Now that I’ve told my parents I need help and they didn’t help me, now that I’ve tried to pray it away, it’s worse. My heart’s drumming hard right now, because I have to go to the front of the room and explain the birds of New Zealand like I paid attention when Mia and Yasmine and Carson wrote down facts. I just wanted to draw forever, to sink into art and not be in this science class I have a D in because I’m bad at math and science.

This class was easier when Luci was in it with me. When she was here, I had a C.

Five minutes left till I have to present.

I’ll try what Dad said. Focus on a goal.

But I don’t know what my goal is right now. My big life goal, as long as I can remember, has been “Help others.” It makes me feel like I have meaning and purpose. Even if I’m only helping in a small way. Mostly I do that by praying for them.

Dad would probably say this is a chance to help others in an active way. I’m helping my group by taking on a difficult role.

But it feels massive and terrifying and my heart’s going so fast and I’m pretty sure this is only a chance for me to look dumb and get another bad grade.

[image: image]

Okay, this isn’t helping.

What if . . . well, what if I pretend to be Avery while I’m up there?

Avery wouldn’t panic. Avery is good at jokes and talking and confidence. And math and probably science. Avery burps loudly and belts out “Hamster on a Piano” and gets excited about random stuff like binder clips and Hot Pockets and aglets. Avery is everything I wish I could be.

[image: image]

Except I don’t wish I had whatever disease she has that she and that super-short kid Mason talk about. And I don’t wish my arm was in a sling.

But everything else. Avery has short strawberry-blonde hair (is her hair what strawberry blonde is? Maybe she’s what people call a redhead) and I wish I could have short hair instead of getting my head yanked all over by Mom’s French braiding every morning. Avery has lots of sass and lots of ear piercings and wears big chonky headphones around her neck at all times. Avery is best friends with Mason and they’re always cracking each other up and getting yelled at by Mr. Trevino and they laugh and say “Okay” and keep doing what they’re doing. Like getting in trouble is no big deal.

[image: image]

If I pretend I’m Avery, I won’t panic. I’ll


[image: image]

8:33 a.m. What. a. NIGHTMARE.

I froze. I straight-read the poster, which, oops, Mrs. Roy said we shouldn’t do. And when she asked why so many New Zealand birds are flightless, my plan to pretend to be Avery flew out of my head and I froze.

[image: image]
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I knew the answer to her question. For once. They have fewer land predators than other places, so they don’t need the safety of the sky. But all I could see were those faces staring at me, waiting, and nothing came out. Mia got up and gave me a shove toward my desk with this look on her face, like “Ugh, you’re such a disappointment, such a mouse,” and finished the presentation, and now my face is on fire and my hand’s too shaky to draw so I’m writing, but my mind is a mess and the burn won’t go away. I really didn’t need another bad grade in this class.

[image: image]

I’m going to feel those eyes for so long.

[image: image]
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Avery

After PT, Tuney offers a hand to help me up into the truck seat.

I grip the pull-up handle. “I’m not helpless.”

“It wouldn’t kill you to accept an assist now and then.”

“I can take care of myself.”

Tuney holds her palms up. “You do you, kid.” She walks around to the driver’s side.

My stomach dips. Mom had to help me into the truck to come here. She usually plows through my insistence that I can do things myself and does them for me, the same way she answers for me when doctors ask me questions. Tuney . . . well, Tuney says failing is how you learn. One day last summer when me and Mason were bouncing off the walls after we drank a couple Bangs from the dollar store, she sent us outside with a box of smoke bombs and a lighter and told us not to come in unless someone was bleeding or on fire.

Needless to say, I prefer her parenting style to Mom’s.

I grit my teeth, lift my foot to the truck floor, and try to pull myself up into the seat as I step up. Fire shoots through my chest and I whimper. It’s so much harder to get into this dang truck than it is to sit in the front seat of Mom’s sedan.

With a burst of painful effort, I yank myself up and get one butt cheek on the seat. My right leg shoots out for balance and whacks the bottom of the open door—sidestep—then I manage to tip my center of gravity into the truck cab.

Tuney sets her laptop case on the seat between us. She looks down at my sweating face and raises an eyebrow.

I blow the hair out of my eyes. With a barely suppressed grunt, I get myself upright. I twist awkwardly to close the truck door, then struggle to pull out the seat belt and clip it in left-handed without jostling my right arm. It’s ridiculous how exhausted my whole right side is after doing basically nothing. After not using the arm bike.

“Would you like some h—”

“No.” I hate how testy pain makes me, but oh my god, don’t talk to me when I’m trying to hide how much something hurts.

I finally get the dang belt clicked over Cthulhu. Tuney hands me my headphones, then backs out of the spot. I take a deep breath to get my heart under control. I’m so scared the whole rest of my life is going to be accomplishments like “getting into a truck” and “peeing without help” instead of fulfilling my dream to become a robotics engineer who invents adorable AI assistants that do boring chores like washing dishes and folding laundry and cleaning the bathroom.

I pump some 150-beats-per-minute hardstyle into my ears to clear the therapy disappointment out of my head. I take the note for Sarah out of my backpack and read it for the hundredth time, then tuck it into Cthulhu so it’s ready to go. I’m not sure if I’m fully gay, because I’ve had crushes shoot off in every direction like fireworks. So far that includes a genderfluid white kid named Ash (before I realized they were taken), a student teacher from Panama when I was in fifth grade (even though he was eleven years older than me and engaged), Mason for half a hot second (till I realized it would be dumb to risk our friendship), Finn and Rey from Star Wars at the same time (way older than me and famous so my chances are nil), plus I’ve spent too many minutes daydreaming about Tris, the stunning sixteen-year-old with the light brown skin and sparkling eyes who I met on the beach when we went to South Carolina last summer.

I guess I’m pansexual, which Tuney says means “attracted to any gender.” I haven’t met a gender yet that makes me like, Nope, not my cuppa tea.

But I have met Sarah. And yowza, forget all that other noise—this girl is the one.

I take the note back out of Cthulhu. I don’t want it to stink when I give it to her.

I take off my headphones when we pull into the school parking lot, just in time to hear Tuney say, “Don’t forget, you owe Mom an apology when you get home.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” I drum a rapid rhythm on my knee. Tuney says Mom and I butt heads so much because we’re so alike: red hair, headstrong, built with a deep need to be physically active for at least like ten hours a day.

She’s probably right. But I’m still mad that Mom made me feel so helpless and dependent last night when she was helping me into the zebra-striped nightshirt she’d bought for me. I was in so much pain from having my arm out of its sling and I was all freaked out from reading on the Zebra Board about how people with hEDS are at risk of internal decapitation, where your neck joints can get so out of whack that the weight of your skull crushes your spine. Mom was shifting my arm in ways that made me want to scream. I felt so vulnerable and useless and scared my body will fall apart so much that I’ll depend on her and Tuney for the whole rest of my life. I didn’t even want to wear the zebra shirt, because zebra stripes remind me I have this disease in the first place.

After my diagnosis, Mom explained why people with EDS call themselves “zebras.” There’s an expression taught to medical students: “If you hear hoofbeats behind you, don’t turn around expecting a zebra—it’s probably a horse.” So when doctors see common symptoms, like digestive problems or joint pain, they think you have a common problem, like too much stress or not enough vitamin D or whatever. They don’t expect you to have some weird, rare diagnosis that explains all the odd problems you’ve had your whole life that have always been dismissed as unrelated.

But sometimes the hoofbeats really are zebras.

Whatever. I just feel guilty that Mom buys zebra-themed clothes and accessories when I don’t want them. And it didn’t help that I was topless while we were arguing. Even though she’s my mom, it’s still weird, now that I have these new . . . features. Everything is weird weird weird. A 24-7 carnival of what-the-heck-even-am-I. Not a kid anymore. A teenager, but with none of the freedoms I thought that would give me. Stuck in this busticated body that generates armpit stank like nobody’s business.

Tuney parks and we get out. It’s hella easier than getting in, even with the wedgie. My wheeled backpack thumps over the cracks in the parking lot as we walk.

In the office, Principal Ritter is standing by the security officer’s desk. He’s a tall skinny bald white dude and Officer Clark is a short stocky Black lady with braids in a tight bun, but despite their different appearances, they have the exact same expression. They’re focused on one of her two monitors, showing what looks like a security-camera image of the empty gym.

Principal Ritter clears his throat. Officer Clark tilts her monitor so I can’t see it. Ritter gives me a stern look. “Oversleep today?”

“She had physical therapy, sir.” Tuney pronounces sir like it’s an insult. I love her for it.

“Avery, get to class quickly,” he says. “Mrs. Hart, here’s the late-sign-in sheet.” He nudges it across the counter toward Tuney and glances at the monitor again. Officer Clark is frowning at the screen, her eyes tracking something across it. She looks . . . worried.

Strange. She can break up a cafeteria fight with no expression other than boredom or annoyance. I have to pass the gym on my way to my locker. Is a villainous dodgeball going to spring out and knock me off my feet?

Tuney signs me in and kisses the top of my head. “Have a good day, squirt.”

“Don’t call me that in public.”

“Okay, squirt.”

“You’re the worst.”

“Love you too.” She flips my bangs out of my eyes. “See you at dinner. Goose entrails tonight, your fave.” She goes out the door we came in and I head for the door to the main hallway, which has a push bar. If only the door at PT did too.

“Go directly to class, Avery,” Principal Ritter says as I use my butt to push the door open. “No dallying in the hallway.”

“I don’t dally. It’s not easy to do stuff fast with one arm, you know.”

He sucks his breath in, mad that I have a point. He’s pinched and pale like he’s tired and tense at the same time. The same way Mom looks when I’ve gotten too snippy. He leans down to say something to Officer Clark, but he keeps his eyes on me as I go through the door.

It’s a mystery to me why some kids like that hypercontrolling weirdo.
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Sarah
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Weds., May 1, 9:58 a.m. Math class. Avery’s not here.

I shouldn’t be disappointed. I should do my worksheet, because I have a C- in math and another bad grade will tip me into a D and Mom will lose her noodle. But I don’t understand it. As usual.

Sunday after church while I was doing homework, I overheard Mom and Dad talking about a plan for this summer to help me get caught up in math and science before high school starts. I heard words like “private tutor” and “camp” and “behind her peers,” and then I went downstairs because I was afraid my heart would pound itself to pieces.
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I could ask Mason if Avery is home sick because of her disease. I think they share a brain. Sometimes it hurts to look at them because it makes me miss Luci so much. We called each other funny names like they do. Luci is “Chonky Kong” and I’m “Banana Sunshine.” We used to talk without words like they do. A raised shoulder. A wrinkled nose. A “shoosh” motion. Words were for overnights, when we’d go to bed at 9:15 and talk in the dark for hours. Not having to look at each other meant we could say all the stuff we didn’t talk about in the daylight. She could tell me about Mateo and Diego getting into more trouble at high school as their mom got sicker. I could tell her about the silly plots of the storybooks I write with Ruthie, even though I should’ve grown out of writing kids’ stories by now.
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Luci never laughed at me. Ever.

Avery and Mason laugh at each other all the time. But not in a mean way.

I wonder how it feels to be laughed at in a not-mean way.

Mason is shaking his legs, drumming on his desk the way Avery does. He’s crumpled the corner of his worksheet. He’s looking at Mr. Trevino like he’s worried he’s about to get in trouble. I wish I could help him.
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10:02 a.m. Turns out he was fidgety because he’d forgotten a pencil. I handed him one and he smiled like a sunrise and all his fear went away.

It felt good. But it also made me jealous. All it took was a pencil, and he was fine again.

I wish I could resolve my fear so easily.

Avery’s here now. She came in a minute ago and handed Mr. Trevino a pink late slip. She’s sitting behind me.

Mom’s been hinting that I should find a new friend, and she’s right. I’ve been daydreaming about being Avery’s friend. I imagine us like vines growing toward one another. But I’m afraid to be Avery’s friend because . . . well, reasons.

She has a disease and I don’t know what it is or if it will make her die like Aunt Camila died.
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She
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