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Dedication
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To anyone with dreams

bigger than their hometowns
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Epigraph

“Be nice. The world is a small town.”

—Austin Kleon



    
        Week One
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On the day Orchid Mason walked through the door of Fawn Creek K–12, Greyson Broussard’s right shoulder ached. A bruise would form there, he could tell.

Stupid Trevor.

Trevor had said he was “just kidding around” when he pinched and twisted Greyson’s skin, but what kind of kidding is it when one person is laughing and the other wants to crawl into a hole and die? And he’d done it on the way to school, in the truck, with their dad right there, not saying or doing anything. As usual.

All because Greyson said he didn’t want to go duck hunting.

“People’ll start thinking you’re soft, the way you go around,” his father had said, his meaty hand propped on the steering wheel as the truck pulled into the drop-off line. “Last I checked, I have two sons, not a son and a daughter.”

That’s when Trevor howled with laughter, even though it was an old joke, one their father had told many times before.

“He’s already soft,” Trevor said.

And that’s when he’d pinched him.

Weren’t older brothers supposed to be role models or something?

When the truck pulled into the circle, Greyson got out and lingered behind, like usual, watching his stupid brother take the front steps two at a time. It was Friday, November first, and Greyson was going to school, just like he’d done every week since the beginning of time, to see the same eleven classmates he’d known since the dawn of man, because in Fawn Creek the air was hot and humid, the mosquitoes nipped your arms, and nothing ever changed.

At that moment Greyson decided to let his mind float away from school, to the nearby creek. He imagined he was standing toe to water with a fishing rod in his hand. The creek is quiet and there’s no one around but me, the water, and the fish. No father. No brother. No school. Just me.

He would have floated through the entirety of the morning if Dorothy hadn’t kicked his chair and jolted him back to reality at the beginning of first period English. She did it lightly (Dorothy did everything lightly), but it was enough.

That’s when he looked up.

The pain faded as soon as he saw her.

Not really, of course. But it seemed like it. The pinch disappeared; the hurt evaporated.

Mr. Agosto tapped his desk with his knuckles, even though everyone was already looking at him. Or, more accurately, looking at the girl standing by his side.

“Attention, all,” Mr. Agosto said, his eyes shining. “We have a new student.” It was obvious that Mr. Agosto was trying not to show his excitement. He made the same face when he introduced projects that he thought his students would be into, like writing imaginary letters to dead poets that none of them cared about. Dear Emily Dickinson, Is it true that you wore a white dress and never left your house, or is that made up? Greyson’s letter had said. Even though Greyson didn’t care much about Emily Dickinson’s poetry, he’d been fascinated by the poet herself. She seemed so . . . mysterious.

And now he was fascinated by a new mystery—this girl, standing at the head of the class in a white T-shirt and breezy pleated skirt. Greyson’s mother was a seamstress—she fixed hems, made decorative pillows, took in pageant and prom dresses—and he knew a pleated skirt when he saw one. The girl’s hair was long. Very long. Past her waist. And wavy. No, not wavy. Curly. Big. Disheveled, but somehow looking like it was supposed to be that way. There was a white flower tucked behind her ear, even though it was November and no one was thinking about flowers. And who tucked flowers behind their ears, anyway?

Usually the twelve seventh graders were careful to leave their faces blank and expressionless. No one wanted to be the first to admit they were excited about anything. But this—a real-life new student, a real-life new anything—was far more interesting than any science experiment. People from Somewhere Else just didn’t come to Fawn Creek. Certainly not unannounced. The next closest thing was Mr. Agosto, who was born in Venezuela and was the only non-white face in almost every room. But he had moved to Fawn Creek when he was three years old, because his dad got a job at Gimmerton, and—like Greyson, Dorothy, and virtually everyone else—he had never traveled outside of south Louisiana since then. The farthest he’d gone was Baton Rouge to go to Louisiana State, and that was just two hours away. Small towns are like magnets, Greyson’s mother once said. They pull you in and don’t let go.

And now the magnet had lured in a stranger. Janie and Abby Crawford sat up straight and fixed their blue eyes on her. Greyson wondered what they were thinking. Max Bordelon, Daniel Landry, and Michael Colt, all of whom played youth football together in the next town, exchanged looks and smirks. Barnet and Lehigh Kingery slouched at their desks. The others shifted in their seats.

Greyson watched as the girl waved hello, like a royal greeting her subjects. The bangles on her wrist jangled. She smiled. A big, natural, easy smile that showed all her perfectly straight teeth. Daelyn Guidry and Baylee Trahan, who sat in the row next to him, pursed their lips. They’d both recently gotten braces. Hallie Romero—the third girl in their trio—had spent days trying to convince them they looked great.

Mr. Agosto continued, “Her name is—”

“I’m Orchid Mason,” the girl said. She pointed to the only empty desk in the classroom. It was right next to Janie and Abby Crawford. “I’ll just sit here, if that’s okay.”

She breezed to her new desk and sat down in one fluid movement.

She smelled like citrus.

And just like that, there were thirteen of them.
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Before Orchid appeared, Mr. Agosto was teaching them the difference between a simile and a metaphor. A simile used the words “like” or “as.” A metaphor didn’t.

Dorothy Doucet sat at the back of the classroom. Dorothy Doucet always sat in the furthest back chair, as if she wanted to disappear into the wall. She looked like she wasn’t paying attention. Her brown hair shielded her face. But this was an optical illusion, because Dorothy Doucet always paid attention.

Her eyes moved around the room, covertly assessing her classmates as she created her own metaphors and similes. She liked the idea that things didn’t have to be exactly as they presented themselves.

Her best friend, Greyson, sat in front of her. She studied his shaggy blond hair and thought: Greyson is like a yellow rose. But not a fresh one. More like pressed petals. The kind my mother puts between the pages of her Bible.

Abby and Janie Crawford are poison ivy. They look safe, but they’re dangerous in certain environments. Sometimes you don’t know until it’s too late.

Barnet and Lehigh Kingery are plants that don’t need water. Leave them alone and they’ll do their own thing, like my mother’s succulents. Hardy and content to be solitary.

The demanding plants, the kind that don’t have flowers, that’s Max, Daniel, and Colt. They need lots of water and attention. They think they can grow on their own, but they can’t.

Daelyn, Hallie, and Baylee are sweet-smelling daisies that lean toward the sun, wherever it leads them. They’re bright and safe.

Just before Orchid walked in, Dorothy was trying to come up with a metaphor for herself.

I think I’m the dirt, she thought.

Then Orchid appeared.

In a small town like Fawn Creek—known as “Yawn Creek” by most of them—you’d think they would have known a new student was on her way. But Orchid caught them all off guard. Mr. Agosto was the only one who wasn’t completely perplexed. When she knocked on the door, he waved her in and said, “Join us, join us!” like they were in the midst of a grand adventure and not enduring a language arts lesson.

When Orchid Mason walked into the classroom, Dorothy thought: She is the girl in the fairy tale who drifts through a meadow and finds a prince.

Or a spindle.




[image: image] 3  [image: image]

It would have been impossible for Mr. Agosto to continue droning on about metaphors and similes after Orchid’s arrival. This particular group of Fawn Creek seventh graders had never seen a new student. If anything, just the opposite. Each year at least one of them left because a parent got a job somewhere else. Usually in Grand Saintlodge, which was the next town over. That’s why there was one empty desk. It once belonged to Renni Dean.

The day had irreversibly tilted on its axis. Fridays were already disengaging, even without a new student, but now there was no hope of capturing anyone’s attention. Mr. Agosto focused the spotlight on Orchid, which is where it shone anyway.

Greyson watched from his desk like everyone else, but his mind raced with a million questions. Where did this girl come from? Why was she wearing a flower in her hair? Why on earth was she at this school?

He fought the urge to turn around and talk to Dorothy. Together they could come up with a million questions and just as many answers. But that would have to wait until lunch.

Luckily, Mr. Agosto anticipated some of his curiosity.

 “Orchid,” Mr. Agosto said. “I have to admit, we don’t get many new students at Fawn Creek. This is quite an event for us.”

Janie and Abby Crawford rolled their eyes.

“Tell us, where did you move here from?” Mr. Agosto asked.

“Paris,” Orchid replied.

Paris. One word. Just like that. Paris. As if she were naming some town down the road.

Greyson glanced at Janie and Abby. Abby sat up straight, like someone had poked her in the back with a pin. Janie’s expression didn’t change.

“Paris!” Mr. Agosto said. “How wonderful!”

Barnet Kingery leaned toward Daniel Landry. His desk squeaked against the floor. “Seriously?”

“No way,” said Daniel.

Greyson’s heart raced.

“Are you French or something?” Baylee asked.

Greyson had noticed that Baylee started wearing makeup this year. She didn’t quite know how to wear it, though. The lines around her eyes were crooked, and the blush on her cheeks was a bit too pink. Not that Greyson knew how to wear makeup. He just noticed things like that, even if he never commented on them. Except to Dorothy, sometimes.

Orchid laughed. An airy laugh, not a mocking one.

“Me? Oh no, I’m not French. I was born in New York,” she said.

“New York City?” asked Hallie Romero.

Hallie traded looks with Daelyn and Baylee, whose new braces now seemed like boring old news, even though they had dominated their conversations all last week. One of them would ask, “Are you sure I look okay?” and the other would say “Of course, you look amazing,” back and forth, back and forth, like a tennis match of reassurances. Greyson had listened from his desk. He’d thought about saying, “You look great, don’t worry about it,” or “They’ll be off before you know it,” but he didn’t open his mouth. He wasn’t sure if they’d be grateful or weirded out, and even though he had known them his whole life—he knew, for example, that the tiny scar on Daelyn’s chin was from when she fell off the monkey bars in second grade, and that Baylee’s godfather died two years ago from Alzheimer’s—he wasn’t about to take his chances.

“Yep, New York City,” Orchid said. “The one and only.”

Mr. Agosto cleared his throat. His eyes darted around the room like he was nervous that the day would run away from him and he’d never catch it again.

“Well, well,” he said. “I knew we had a new student arriving today, but I didn’t realize she’d be so well traveled.”

Greyson imagined Orchid on the streets of New York City, buying hot dogs from a street vendor or hurrying toward the subway. Then he pictured her sitting on an airplane, looking out the window. She seemed like the type who would choose the window seat. I know I will, if I ever get the chance to fly, Greyson thought. She probably had a passport tucked away in a drawer somewhere with a dozen stamps in it. It wasn’t hard to imagine any of these things. But when he tried to place her here, in Fawn Creek, Louisiana—a town that didn’t have a single stoplight—it was difficult to believe.

Yet here she was.
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Janie Crawford thought: Big deal.

She thought: What’s in Paris, anyway? The Eiffel Tower? Woo-woo. And who cares if she’s from New York City? Everyone knows the people in New York are rude and aggressive and crowd all the sidewalks. Who wants to live in a place where you can’t even breathe? People think New York is all that just because it’s in movies and TV shows.

Okay, so maybe Janie didn’t have firsthand experience with New York City, but whatever. She didn’t care about New York or Paris, and she certainly didn’t care about this new girl, with her wild hair and that stupid flower behind her ear like she’s . . . like she’s . . . like she’s what?

“A fairy princess,” Janie mumbled.

Her cousin Abby turned around.

“Did you say something?” Abby said.

“Hm?” Janie made a point to look bored. Not just by Abby’s question, but by everything. If people wanted to get all gaga and uncivilized over some new girl, let them. The way their faces were all lit up, you’d think they’d never seen a new person ever in their entire lives. The self-proclaimed “God Squad”—Daelyn, Baylee, and Hallie—looked at Orchid like she was the queen of England or whatever. And the boys! Like dumb, drooling puppies. She noticed Michael Colt’s eyes swing again and again in Orchid’s direction, even though he was trying to be cool about it.

Wait until I tell Renni, Janie thought. Renni and Colt had broken up a while ago, but still.

And Max had looked at Orchid, too, hadn’t he?

Janie shifted in her seat. Oh, who cared about Max Bordelon, anyway?

“I thought you said something,” Abby whispered.

Mr. Agosto was writing some nonsense on the whiteboard, with his back facing them.

“I didn’t say a word,” Janie replied.

Abby nodded discreetly toward Orchid, whose eyes were looking straight ahead. A single notebook was on her desk and she had her hands folded on top of it like she was so prim and proper. Whatever.

“We should ask her to sit with us at lunch,” Abby said.

“Absolutely not,” said Janie.

“Why not?”

“So we can watch Barn and Slowly act like idiots? No thank you.” It was bad enough that they had to sit with Barnet and Lehigh, who everyone called “Slowly,” in the first place. No girl in their right mind would willingly sit with the Kingery boys, but they were Janie’s cousins, so it couldn’t be helped. Being nice was such a pain sometimes.

“Who cares? They act like idiots anyway.”

Janie leaned forward and locked eyes with her cousin. God, Abby could be so naive. Sometimes Janie didn’t know who was worse—Abby, who had the brain of an eight-year-old, or Janie’s bratty little sister Madeline, who was an actual eight-year-old.

“I don’t want a fifth person at our table,” Janie said, pressing her fingertip against the desk for emphasis.

Abby raised her hands in mock defeat. “Okay, okay. Geez.” She turned back around.

Janie smiled to herself. No, they did not need a fifth person, thank you very much. For the past two years, it had been just the four of them: her, Abby, Barn, and Slowly. And even though Barn and Slowly “weren’t the brightest bulbs in the box,” as Janie’s father would say, the four of them had reputations as far as Fawn Creek was concerned. They were like Fawn Creek royalty. The Crawfords—Janie and Abby’s family—owned the restaurant and grocery in town, and the Kingerys—Barn and Slowly’s family—had the bait and tackle shop. Their family names were on signs all over.

“People look up to us in this town, Janie,” her mother often said. “You gotta be careful who you go around with. When people talk about you, it reflects a certain way on me and your daddy.”

And who knew about this Orchid girl? Janie had never even heard of her before she showed up. No murmurings at lunch or on the walk home from school. She just arrived. Poof. Here I am, long-lost daughter of Paris and New York, and I’m just going to sit right here in Renni Dean’s old desk like I own the place.

Janie understood, even if Abby didn’t. They had to align themselves with the right people. Poor Abby was too naive to know the difference.

Luckily, Janie thought, she has me.
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“We should invite her to sit with us,” Greyson said.

Orchid walked through the lunchroom like a ghost. She moved slowly and dreamily, like a bird looking for a place to land. Her eyes—big and blue (or were they green?)—wandered over each table. Fawn Creek K–12 was a small school, to say the least. Thirty-nine middle schoolers in all, but they still managed to separate themselves into tightly knit groups.

Orchid studied each table but never stopped. She passed the seventh graders, the eighth graders, and then the pockets of students swallowed her up and Greyson lost sight of her.

“I can’t see her anymore,” Greyson said, craning his neck this way and that.

“Did you see how many apples she had on her tray?” Dorothy said, across from him. “How can one person like apples that much?”

Greyson sighed. “You should go find her and ask her to sit with us.”

Dorothy’s eyes widened as if Greyson had asked her to murder someone.

“Me? Why me?” she said.

“Because you’re a girl.”

“And? So what?”

“I can’t walk up to some new girl and ask her to sit with me. She’ll think I’m weird or some kind of creeper.”

“What if she thinks I’m weird and a creeper?”

“It’s not weird if a girl wants to be friends with another girl. But a guy just walking up to some random girl at lunch?” Greyson shook his head. “No.”

“Excuse me,” Dorothy said. “But you’re a guy and I’m a girl and we have lunch every day.”

“You know what I mean.” Greyson popped a tater tot in his mouth. “What if she becomes friends with the Crawfords because she doesn’t know any better?”

Dorothy glanced at the Crawford cousins.

“What would I even say?” Dorothy said, her voice low. A blush of red crawled up her neck. The “red dread,” Dorothy called it. When she was nervous, the red dread clawed its way from her chest to the tips of her ears. It wasn’t that bad at the moment, though. Not yet.

“Let’s not worry about it now,” Greyson said, making sure to focus on Dorothy’s face. “We’ll ask her together on Monday.”

Dorothy paused. “What if . . .”

“What if what?”

“I don’t know.” Dorothy shrugged. Her skin was already reverting to its original color. “What if we don’t like her? What if she doesn’t fit in with us? I mean. Three’s a crowd. Right?”

“Colt, Daniel, and Max hang out all the time and there’s three of them.”

“Yeah, but Max doesn’t count. He only has half a brain,” said Dorothy. “In first grade he used to eat mulch from the playground, remember?”

“What about Daelyn, Baylee, and Hallie?”

Dorothy paused. “They have God as part of their group. God counts as one. At least.”

Greyson sighed. This conversation wouldn’t go anywhere, and he knew it. Dorothy just didn’t like change. Usually Greyson was okay with that. But this was different. This was a new girl. New kids never came to Fawn Creek, especially not with wild hair and flowers behind their ears.

He wanted to know what she was like.

He wanted to hear about Paris.
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Dorothy felt like a piece of furniture at home. She felt like one of the side chairs with striped upholstery in the living room, something that her parents brought home one day but then didn’t pay much attention to.

Her parents went through all the right motions. Especially Dorothy’s mother. When Dorothy got home after school, she knew Mrs. Doucet would be in the kitchen, slicing an apple or peeling an orange for Dorothy’s afternoon snack. She knew her mother would place the fruit on a plate. She knew her mother would set the plate on the table next to a folded paper towel. And she knew her mother would ask about her day.

How was your day? her mother would ask.

Fine, Dorothy would respond, and she would eat her snack dutifully, just as she had every day since first grade.

And then Dorothy would go to her room and she’d stay there until dinner, when her father would come home from his job at Gimmerton Chemical. They would eat at the table, but no one would really say anything. The clink of forks and spoons against plates would be the loudest sound in the room. They were in a play, and this was the scene where they ate dinner together as a family. Each of them had an assigned role. Hardworking father. Caring mother. Dutiful daughter.

But tonight, Dorothy actually had something to share. Some news.

“We got a new student at school today,” she said, staring at her pot roast.

“Really?” Mrs. Doucet said, a lilt of surprise in her voice. And why wouldn’t she be surprised? New students didn’t just arrive at Fawn Creek, after all. “I didn’t hear about anyone new moving to town.”

Dorothy lifted her eyes and shrugged. Her father’s mouth was full and round with food.

“Did anyone new start at the plant?” Mrs. Doucet asked her husband.

Dorothy’s father swallowed and shook his head. “Not that I know of. I haven’t seen anyone new on my shift, anyways.”

Dorothy moved the cooked carrots around on her plate. She didn’t really like pot roast, though she’d never said anything. Part of her role as dutiful daughter was to keep her opinions to herself. The striped side chair never complained, and she wouldn’t, either.

“She’s from New York City,” she said.

“New York City!” exclaimed Mrs. Doucet. “How strange.”

“I certainly haven’t heard of anyone from New York City,” Dorothy’s father said. “I don’t know what someone from New York would want with this place.”

Dorothy looked at her parents. She wondered what they were thinking. Their faces were like stone—“faces like stone” was a simile, she noted to herself—and it was hard to determine what simmered underneath their exteriors, if anything. They were nothing like other parents. For one thing, they were older. They’d been married for a long time before Dorothy came along. Her mother was forty-five when she was born. Dorothy had been told many times that she was a “complete surprise.”

Surprises weren’t always good, were they?

Dorothy had a theory about her parents. Her theory was this: They never wanted to have children. But then it happened—surprise!—and they had no other choice but to play their roles to the best of their ability. Dorothy wasn’t sure when she’d come to this conclusion. Maybe she was born knowing she was the third wheel, which was why she always did the best she could to be a good daughter. She never wanted them to whisper to each other at night, See? This is why we never wanted kids in the first place! If she made herself like the furniture, they’d never have a reason to be disappointed.

Dorothy had never shared this theory with anyone, not even Greyson. The closest she came was in a creative writing assignment they’d had last year. Mrs. Roat told them to write from the point of view of an inanimate object. Dorothy wrote about a rocking chair who desperately wanted to be part of the human family who owned her. When Greyson finished reading it, he didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he told her it was the best story he’d ever read.

Then he’d said, “I wish I was a piece of furniture in my house.”

“Why?” she’d asked.

“Because,” he said. “Nobody talks to the furniture.”
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Greyson had two places of refuge at home, besides his bedroom. One of them was the small patio facing the fenced backyard, where the family’s chocolate Lab, Zucchini, spent most of her time.

After school Greyson tossed his backpack aside and went straight for the sliding glass door. Trevor was making a sandwich in the kitchen and bouncing around to music from his earbuds. Greyson breezed by him without stopping.

Zucchini was already on the shaded patio. Her tail wagged wildly and she pattered her feet, trying really hard not to jump on him. She was well trained.

Greyson sat on the concrete instead of the patio furniture. Zucchini nearly knocked him over with affection.

“How was your day, Zuke?” asked Greyson. “Were you a good girl?”

The night they brought Zucchini home, she was small but had enormous paws. Greyson and Trevor were small, too—five and eight years old—but were already on their way to being enemies. They’d argued over what to name her as their mother finished making dinner. When Trevor saw the baked zucchini, he scrunched up his nose and complained. Greyson did, too. It was one of the few things they agreed on.

“We should name the dog Zucchini,” their mother said. “So you can never say ‘I hate zucchini’ ever again.”

And that was that.

Technically, Zucchini belonged to Greyson’s father, Mr. Broussard. He bought and trained her for duck hunting. According to Mr. Broussard, Zuke was the best hunting
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