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SECRETS

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

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

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

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

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

A part of me.

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

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

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

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

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

A river, I figured, was just a river.

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

Though it definitely wasn’t blue.

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

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

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

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

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

My scar keeps secrets, too.

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

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

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

A scar, they figure, is just a scar.

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

And no one ever will.







THIRD-BIGGEST

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

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

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

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

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

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

And then.

And then.

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

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

When the knife slashed my face, everything went hot.

And everything went red.

Then everything went cold.

And everything went black.

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







COOKIE TIN CLOCK

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

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

That’s what happened this past Friday.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She laughed. “Even shaved my legs.”

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

“What? They were getting hairy!”

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you,” I replied.

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

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

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

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

I was laughing, though.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It seemed like a normal day.

And then Mom’s phone rang.

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

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

“No. Oh, Claire. Oh…”

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

“Mom?” I asked.

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

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

“Mom?” I asked again.

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

“Mom?”

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

“Mom. What’s going on?”

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

“It’s your uncle,” she told me.

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

Mom swallowed hard.

“He died,” she told me.







WHISPERS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







HAT TRICK

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

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

Strange.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Trent was not giving up. “But—”

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

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

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

“Exactly,” I agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



That’s what the note said.

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

I’m a pretty good actress, honestly.

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







BASEBALL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I was already bored.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No way you can do that,” Kaia said.

“Can so. I’ll show you.”

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

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

“Ooh!” I sat up straight. “M&M’s!”

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

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

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

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

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

“Really?” Trent asked.

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

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

“I’m going for you,” he told me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







GUTS IN GRAVY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Theater camp turned out to be a blast, and that was mostly because of Kaia. Before that summer, I’d only been in one play—The Wizard of Oz, in sixth grade—and it wasn’t exactly a “breakthrough performance” or anything. But I liked acting and singing and all that, and I thought I was
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