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			Dedicated to you, my dear reader. You might be one of seven and a half billion, but never forget that you’re one in seven and a half billion, too.
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			Anything was possible. At least that’s what it felt like.

			Summer seventeen was going to be one for the record books. I already knew it. I could feel it—from the nervous-excited swirl in my stomach to the buzz in the air around me. This was going to be the summer—my summer.

			“Last chance to cry uncle or forever hold your peace,” Mom sang beside me in the backseat of the cab we’d caught at the airport. Her hand managed to tighten around mine even more, cutting off the last bit of my circulation. If there was any left.

			I tried to look the precise amount of unsure before answering. “So long, last chance,” I said, waving out the window.

			Mom sighed, squeezing my hand harder still. It was starting to go numb now. Summer seventeen might find me one hand short if Mom didn’t ease up on the death grip.

			She and her band, the Shrinking Violets, were going to be touring internationally after finally hitting it big, but she was moping because this was the first summer we wouldn’t be together. Actually, it would be the first time we’d been apart ever.

			
			I’d sold her on the idea of me staying in the States with her sister and family by going on about how badly I wanted to experience one summer as a normal, everyday American teenager before graduating from high school. One chance to see what it was like to stay in the same place, with the same people, before I left for college. One last chance to see what life as an American teen was really like.

			She bought it…eventually.

			She’d have her bandmates and tens of thousands of adoring fans to keep her company—she could do without me for a couple of months. I hoped.

			It had always been just Mom and me from day one. She had me when she was young—like young young—and even though her boyfriend pretty much bailed before the line turned pink, she’d done just fine on her own.

			We’d both kind of grown up together, and I knew she’d missed out on a lot by raising me. I wanted this to be a summer for the record books for her, too. One she could really live up, not having to worry about taking care of her teenage daughter. Plus, I wanted to give her a chance to experience what life without me would be like. Soon I’d be off to college somewhere, and I figured easing her into the empty-nester phase was a better approach than going cold turkey.

			“You packed sunscreen, right?” Mom’s bracelets jingled as she leaned to look out her window, staring at the bright blue sky like it was suspect.

			“SPF seventy for hot days, fifty for warm days, and thirty for overcast ones.” I toed the trusty duffel resting at my feet. It had traveled the globe with me for the past decade and had the wear to prove it.

			
			“That’s my fair-skinned girl.” When Mom looked over at me, the crease between her eyebrows carved deeper with worry.

			“You might want to check into SPF yourself. You’re not going to be in your midthirties forever, you know?”

			Mom groaned. “Don’t remind me. But I’m already beyond SPF’s help at this point. Unless it can help fix a saggy butt and crow’s-feet.” She pinched invisible wrinkles and wiggled her butt against the seat.

			It was my turn to groan. It was annoying enough that people mistook us for sisters all the time, but it was worse that she could (and did) wear the same jeans as me. There should be some rule that moms aren’t allowed to takes clothes from the closets of their teenage daughters.

			When the cab turned down Providence Avenue, I felt a sudden streak of panic. Not for myself, but for my mom.

			Could she survive a summer when I wasn’t at her side, reminding her when the cell phone bill was due or updating her calendar so she knew where to be and when to be there? Would she be okay without me reminding her that fruits and vegetables were part of the food pyramid for a reason and making sure everything was all set backstage?

			“Hey.” Mom gave me a look, her eyes suggesting she could read my thoughts. “I’ll be okay. I’m a strong, empowered thirty-four-year-old woman.”

			“Cell phone charger.” I yanked the one dangling from her oversized, metal-studded purse, which I’d wrapped in hot pink tape so it stood out. “I’ve packed you two extras to get you through the summer. When you get down to your last one, make sure to pick up two more so you’re covered—”

			
			“Jade, please,” she interrupted. “I’ve only lost a few. It’s not like I’ve misplaced…”

			“Thirty-two phone chargers in the past five years?” When she opened her mouth to protest, I added, “I’ve got the receipts to prove it, too.”

			Her mouth clamped closed as the cab rolled up to my aunt’s house.

			“What am I going to do without you?” Mom swallowed, dropping her big black retro sunglasses over her eyes to hide the tears starting to form, to my surprise.

			I was better at keeping my emotions hidden, so I didn’t dig around in my purse for sunglasses. “Um, I don’t know? Maybe rock a sold-out international tour? Six continents in three months? Fifty concerts in ninety days? That kind of thing?”

			Mom started to smile. She loved music—writing it, listening to it, playing it—and was a true musician. She hadn’t gotten into it to become famous or make the Top 40 or anything like that; she’d done it because it was who she was. She was the same person playing to a dozen people in a crowded café as she was now, the lead singer of one of the biggest bands in the world playing to an arena of thousands.

			“Sounds pretty killer. All of those countries. All of that adventure.” Mom’s hand was on the door handle, but it looked more like she was trying to keep the taxi door closed than to open it. “Sure you don’t want to be a part of it?”

			I smiled thinly back at my mom, her wild brown hair spilling over giant glasses. She had this boundless sense of adventure—always had and always would—so it was hard for her to comprehend how her own offspring could feel any different.

			
			“Promise to call me every day and send me pictures?” I said, feeling the driver lingering outside my door with luggage in hand. This was it.

			Mom exhaled, lifting her pinkie toward me. “Promise.”

			I curled my pinkie around hers and forced a smile. “Love you, Mom.”

			Her finger wound around mine as tightly as she had clenched my other hand on the ride here. “Love you no matter what.” Then she shoved her door open and crawled out, but not before I noticed one tiny tear escape her sunglasses.

			By the time I’d stepped out of the cab, all signs of that tear or any others were gone. Mom did tears as often as she wrote moving love songs. In other words, never.

			As she dug around in her purse for her wallet to pay the driver, I took a minute to inspect the house in front of me. The last time we’d been here was for Thanksgiving three years ago. Or was it four? I couldn’t remember, but it was long enough to have forgotten how bright white my aunt and uncle’s house was, how the windows glowed from being so clean and the landscaping looked almost fake it was so well kept.

			It was pretty much the total opposite of the tour buses and extended-stay hotels I’d spent most of my life in. My mother, Meg Abbott, did not do tidy.

			“Back zipper pocket,” I said as she struggled to find the money in her wallet.

			“Aha,” she announced, freeing a few bills to hand to the driver, whose patience was wilting. After taking her luggage, she shouldered up beside me.

			
			“So the neat-freak thing gets worse with time.” Mom gaped at the walkway leading up to the cobalt-blue front door, where a Davenport nameplate sparkled in the sunlight. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say most of the surfaces I’d eaten off of weren’t as clean as the stretch of concrete in front of me.

			“Mom…,” I warned, when she shuddered after she roamed to inspect the window boxes bursting with scarlet geraniums.

			“I’m not being mean,” she replied as we started down the walkway. “I’m appreciating my sister’s and my differences. That’s all.”

			Right then, the front door whisked open and my aunt seemed to float from it, a measured smile in place, not a single hair out of place.

			“Appreciating our differences,” Mom muttered under her breath as we moved closer.

			I bit my lip to keep from laughing as the two sisters embraced.

			Mom had long dark hair and fell just under the average-height bar like me. Aunt Julie, conversely, had light hair she kept swishing above her shoulders, and she was tall and thin. Her eyes were almost as light blue as mine, compared to Mom’s, which were almost as dark as her hair.

			It wasn’t only their physical differences that set them apart; it was everything. From the way they dressed—Mom in some shade of dark, whereas the darkest color I’d ever seen Aunt Julie wear was periwinkle—to their taste in food, Mom was on the spicy end of the spectrum and Aunt Julie was on the mild.

			
			Mom stared at Aunt Julie.

			Aunt Julie stared back at Mom.

			This went on for twenty-one seconds. I counted. The last stare-down four years ago had gone forty-nine. So this was progress.

			Finally, Aunt Julie folded her hands together, her rounded nails shining from a fresh manicure. “Hello, Jade. Hello, Megan.”

			Mom’s back went ramrod straight when Aunt Julie referred to her by her given name. Aunt Julie was eight years older but acted more like her mother than her sister.

			“How’s it hangin’, Jules?”

			Aunt Julie’s lips pursed hearing her little sister’s nickname for her. Then she stepped back and motioned inside. “Well?”

			That was my cue to pick up my luggage and follow after Mom, who was tromping up the front steps. “Are we done already? Really?” she asked, nudging Aunt Julie as she passed.

			“I’m taking the higher road,” Aunt Julie replied.

			“What you call taking the higher road I call getting soft in your old age.” Mom hustled through the door after that, like she was afraid Aunt Julie would kick her butt or something. The image of Aunt Julie kicking anything made me giggle to myself.

			“Jade.” Aunt Julie’s smile was of the real variety this time as she took my duffel from me. “You were a girl the last time we saw you, and look at you now. All grown up.”

			“Hey, Aunt Julie. Thanks again for letting me spend the summer with you guys,” I said, pausing beside her, not sure whether to hug her or keep moving. A moment of awkwardness passed before she made the decision for me by reaching out and patting my back. I continued on after that.

			
			Aunt Julie wasn’t cold or removed; she just showed her affection differently. But I knew she cared about me and my mom. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t pick up the phone on the first ring whenever we did call every few months. She also wouldn’t have immediately said yes when Mom asked her a few months ago if I could spend the summer here.

			“Let me show you to your room.” She pulled the door shut behind her and led us through the living room. “Paul and I had the guest room redone to make it more fitting for a teenage girl.”

			“Instead of an eighty-year-old nun who had a thing for quilts and angel figurines?” Mom said, biting at her chipped black nail polish.

			“I wouldn’t expect someone whose idea of a feng shui living space is kicking the dirty clothes under their bed to appreciate my sense of style,” Aunt Julie fired back, like she’d been anticipating Mom’s dig.

			I cut in before they could get into it. “You didn’t have to do that, Aunt Julie. The guest room exactly the way it was would have been great.”

			“Speaking of the saint also known as my brother-in-law, where is Paul?” Mom spun around, moving down the hall backward.

			“At work.” Aunt Julie stopped outside a room. “He wanted to be here, but his job’s been crazy lately.”

			Aunt Julie snatched the porcelain angel Mom had picked up from the hall table. She carefully returned it to the exact same spot, adjusting it a hair after a moment’s consideration.

			
			“Where are the twins?” I asked, scanning the hallway for Hannah and Hailey. The last time I’d seen them, they were in preschool but acted like they were in grad school or something. They were nice kids, just kind of freakishly well behaved and brainy.

			“At Chinese camp,” Aunt Julie answered.

			“Getting to eat dim sum and make paper dragons?” Mom asked, sounding almost surprised.

			Aunt Julie sighed. “Learning the Chinese language.” Aunt Julie opened a door and motioned me inside. I’d barely set one foot into the room before my eyes almost crossed from what I found.

			Holy pink.

			Hot pink, light pink, glittery pink, Pepto-Bismol pink—every shade, texture, and variety of pink seemed to be represented inside this square of space.

			“What do you think?” Aunt Julie gushed, moving up beside me with a giant smile.

			“I love it,” I said, working up a smile. “It’s great. So great. And so…pink.”

			“I know, right?” Aunt Julie practically squealed. I didn’t know she was capable of anything close to that high-pitched. “We hired a designer and everything. I told her you were a girly seventeen-year-old and let her do the rest.”

			Glancing over at the full-length mirror framed in, you bet, fuchsia rhinestones, I wondered what about me led my aunt to classify me as “girly.” I shopped at vintage thrift stores, lived in faded denim and colors found in nature, not ones manufactured in the land of Oz. I was wearing sneakers, cutoffs, and a flowy olive-colored blouse, pretty much the other end of the spectrum. The last girly thing I’d done was wear makeup on Halloween. I was a zombie.

			
			Beside me, Mom was gaping at the room like she’d walked in on a crime scene. A gruesome crime scene.

			“What the…pink?” she edited after I dug an elbow into her.

			“You shouldn’t have.” I smiled at Aunt Julie when she turned toward me, still beaming.

			“Yeah, Jules. You really shouldn’t have.” Mom shook her head, flinching when she noticed the furry pink stool tucked beneath the vanity that was resting beneath a huge cotton-candy-pink chandelier.

			“It’s the first real bedroom this girl’s ever had. Of course I should have. I couldn’t not.” Aunt Julie moved toward the bed, fixing the smallest fold in the comforter.

			“Jade’s had plenty of bedrooms.” Mom nudged me, glancing at the window. She was giving me an out. She had no idea how much more it would take than a horrendously pink room for me to want to take it.

			“Oh, please. Harry Potter had a more suitable bedroom in that closet under the stairs than Jade’s ever had. You can’t consider something that either rolls down a highway or is bolted to a hotel floor an appropriate room for a young woman.” Aunt Julie wasn’t in dig mode; she was in honest mode.

			That put Mom in unleash-the-beast mode.

			Her face flashed red, but before she could spew whatever comeback she had stewing inside, I cut in front of her. “Aunt Julie, would you mind if Mom and I had a few minutes alone? You know, to say good-bye and everything?”

			
			As infrequently as we visited the house on Providence Avenue, I fell into my role of referee like it was second nature.

			“Of course not. We’ll have lots of time to catch up.” Aunt Julie gave me another pat on the shoulder as she headed for the door. “We’ll have all summer.” She’d just disappeared when her head popped back in the doorway. “Meg, can I get you anything to drink before you have to dash?”

			“Whiskey,” Mom answered intently.

			Aunt Julie chuckled like she’d made a joke, continuing down the hall.

			I dropped my duffel on the pink zebra-striped throw rug. “Mom—”

			“You grew up seeing the world. Experiencing things most people will never get to in their whole lives.” Her voice was getting louder with every word. “You’ve got a million times the perspective of kids your age. A billion times more compassion and an understanding that the world doesn’t revolve around you. Who is she to make me out to be some inadequate parent when all she cares about is raising obedient, genius robots? She doesn’t know what it was like for me. How hard it was.”

			“Mom,” I repeated, dropping my hands onto her shoulders as I looked her in the eye. “You did great.”

			It took a minute for the red to fade from her face, then another for her posture to relax. “You’re great. I just tried not to get in the way too much and screw all that greatness up.”

			“And if you must know, I’d take any of the hundreds of rooms we’ve shared over this pinktastrophe.” So it was kind of a lie, the littlest of ones. Sure, pink was on my offensive list, but the room was clean and had a door, and I would get to stay in the same place at least for the next few months. After living out of suitcases and overnight bags for most of my life, I was looking forward to discovering what drawer-and-closet living was like.

			
			Mom threw her arms around me, pulling me in for one of those final-feeling hugs. Except this time, it kind of was a final one. Realizing that made me feel like someone had stuffed a tennis ball down my throat.

			“I love you no matter what,” she whispered into my ear again, the same words she’d sang, said, or on occasion shouted at me. Mom never just said I love you. She had something against those three words on their own. They were too open, too loosely defined, too easy to take back when something went wrong.

			I love you no matter what had always been her way of telling me she loved me forever and for always. Unconditionally. She said that, before me, she’d never felt that type of love for anyone. What I’d picked up along the way on my own was that I was the only one she felt loved her back in the same way.

			Squeezing my arms around my mom a little harder, I returned her final kind of hug. “I love you no matter what, too.”
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			I was still staring through the bedroom window at the spot where Mom’s taxi had disappeared. I wondered if she was looking out of her window, too.

			My lip took the brunt of my nervous energy as my mind ran through a million worst-case scenarios when I thought about Mom on her own.

			I tried reassuring myself that she’d be okay. She had those fancy agents and support staff that came with hitting it big. And she had her bandmates…which didn’t give me much confidence, since I was the most adult of all of them. Probably put together. But they took care of one another.

			She’d be okay. Everything would be fine.

			I wasn’t sure how long I’d been at that window when a soft knock sounded at the bedroom door.

			“Come on in!” I forced myself from my perch and pasted on an unaffected face.

			“I wanted to see if you’d like any help unpacking,” Aunt Julie started as she stepped into the room. Her eyes landed on my suitcase and duffel, in the same spot they’d been dumped, still zippered closed. “Or some help getting started unpacking.”

			
			I was so used to living out of suitcases, I hadn’t gotten around to thinking about putting away my stuff yet. There were so many other things that needed to be experienced before settling in, but Aunt Julie was on a mission. She was rolling up the sleeves of her crisp white oxford and tucking her hair behind her ears.

			“Sounds like a plan,” I said, grabbing my duffel, since Aunt Julie had already had dibs on the suitcase.

			“We’re so happy you’re here, Jade. I know we haven’t seen each other a lot and we only talk every once in a while, but you’re family and you’re welcome here anytime. I hope you know that.”

			Tossing my duffel onto the bed, I tugged open the zipper. “I know that.”

			“Truthfully, I’m surprised you never asked to stay before when we offered.” Aunt Julie’s forehead creased after she threw the suitcase top open. “A summer on the California coast is most teenagers’ dream.”

			Shrugging, I dislodged my array of sunscreens and lined them up on the dresser in descending SPF order. “I love being on the road with Mom. Seeing new things. Meeting new people. Each day different from the last.”

			Aunt Julie unfolded my favorite pair of jeans in front of her, her eyes widening when she saw the holes in the knees and how “loved” they were. I’d found them at some vintage store up in Portland a few months ago and wore them all the time. Whoever owned them before me had worn them all the time, too, so they’d seen a lot of mileage.

			
			“What made you decide to take us up on our offer this summer, then? This is the first time your mom’s band is headlining, so it seems like you really wouldn’t want to miss it.” She folded the jeans back up neatly and tucked them into the bottom drawer of the dresser. As far back as they could be shoved.

			“It’s also my last summer before I’ll graduate and be heading off to college.” I grabbed my shower bag next, realizing I’d actually have a reason to unpack it and spread things on a counter. “I wanted to see what this suburban, normal-ish lifestyle is all about.”

			Aunt Julie laughed. “I bet you’ll find you enjoy having a routine, a schedule, a stable environment. What your mother was thinking hauling a young girl around the world chasing some silly dream is beyond me.”

			She said it in a nice enough tone, but her words hit me wrong. Almost like she was questioning my mom’s parenting.

			“I had a routine. It was a stable environment.”

			“Jade, honey, the longest you ever stayed anywhere was two weeks.”

			My shoulders lifted as I rummaged around in my duffel. “The scenery might have changed, but not much else did. Mom was always there for me, the other band members, too. I had school, hung out with friends, had my hobbies. Our location on the map might have been different, but nothing else was.”

			Aunt Julie continued to unfold every item in my suitcase, trying to disguise the surprised look in her eyes when she unearthed yet another thrift store gem. “Friends? How did you manage to make any when your mom uprooted you every other hour?”

			
			“I learned to be really friendly.” I shot a big cheesy grin at her that made her smile, too.

			“And homeschooling? Your mom didn’t even graduate high school. How can she expect to teach her daughter things she never learned herself?” When Aunt Julie came to her third pair of cutoffs, in the same condition as the other two, she gave up unpacking with a sigh. There wasn’t anything pink and pristine in there, if that was what she was hoping to find.

			“Mom got her GED.” I could tell she wanted to say something to that, but she didn’t. “And she spends hours studying my lesson plans to make sure she’s got it before it comes my way.”

			Aunt Julie’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. “Meg flunked geometry. And biology, if I remember correctly.”

			And chemistry and home economics, too. “Some of the harder stuff we go over together. We’ve got a system. It works.”

			Aunt Julie sighed again as I searched for topics to steer the conversation away from my mom. Aunt Julie might have loved her sister, but she couldn’t talk about her without sounding like my mom had betrayed her in a hundred different ways, a thousand separate times.

			“You obviously want to go to college. It’s irresponsible of your mother to not have done a better job to set you up for success.” She paused, biting something back. “I’ll find you a tutor for the summer. Someone good. Excellent. Someone who can try to catch you up with your peers.”

			“Actually, Aunt Julie,” I cut in. “I’ve been ahead of my peers since kindergarten. No need to go in search of that good-excellent tutor. But thanks.”

			“Just because your mom says you’re gifted doesn’t mean a top university will, sweetie. Sorry if that sounds harsh, but it’s the truth.”

			
			My gaze wandered to the window again. I seriously needed a fresh-air break before I said something I’d regret. “No, but those tests I take at the end of every school year do. Oh, and those SAT score things, too.” I shot her a pleasant smile, watching her reaction. From doubt to surprise, and a couple more repeats, all in less than ten seconds.

			Before she could say anything else, I grabbed my cloth purse from the bed and threw it over my shoulder. “Do you mind if I go out and explore for a while? You know, get my bearings in this new land of suburbia?” I felt kind of weird asking for permission. Usually with Mom, I simply told her where I was heading and when I’d be back, but I guessed Aunt Julie wouldn’t be so chill.

			From the look on her face you would have thought I’d asked to streak down the block a few laps. “Where do you have in mind? We could head to the mall together and buy you some new clothes?”

			The m-word. I shuddered at the idea. I hadn’t set foot in one since I was four and Mom tried dragging me kicking and screaming to visit some lame Santa in Sarasota. We hadn’t made it past the double doors at the entrance before she turned around and let go of her plan to torture me with spilling my guts to some stinky mall Santa.

			“Actually, I was thinking I’d wander around on my own two feet. See what there is to see.”

			“You don’t have anywhere particular in mind?”

			Uh-oh. The tone. The one that was created to make teenagers feel like they didn’t have a clue. Time to improvise before I got to experience the summer in a proverbial cell, or worse.

			
			“I was thinking about finding a summer job. That’s what a lot of teenagers do, right?”

			Aunt Julie started to relax. A little. “Well, yeah, sure. I suppose so. Where did you have in mind?”

			Anywhere besides the mall?

			While I thought of a way to voice this without sounding like I was insulting her apparent love affair with my personal nightmare in brick-and-mortar form, she snapped her fingers. “You know, when I drove by the public pool earlier, I saw a sign saying they were still hiring for the summer. Is that something that might interest you?”

			I think I visibly sagged with relief. “Yes!” I practically shouted. “That sounds perfect.”

			As Aunt Julie gave me directions, I tried not to look overly eager because I guessed that would alert her. I knew living together would come with plenty of growing pains. I might have been one of the more responsible teenagers around, but I’d lived on more parental trust than most of my peers.

			Since I suspected Aunt Julie and Uncle Paul wouldn’t be so laid-back about letting me come and go, I wanted to ease them into the idea. They had to see I could be trusted, so that when I asked to head out for a few hours, their minds didn’t automatically picture me as the main attraction at some drunken orgy.

			“Do you want me to drive you?” Aunt Julie asked, already reaching for her purse as we made it down the hall.

			“It was a long flight and it’s such a nice day, I’d like to walk. If you don’t mind,” I tacked on for good measure. If I’d said that to my mom, she would have stared at me like I’d grown a second head.

			
			“It’s a bit of a walk. Little more than a mile. You should probably take Uncle Paul’s bike, just in case.”

			I decided not to bring up that I frequently walked several miles to find a gas station that served Icees. At this point, I’d unicycle my way there if it meant getting a little alone time.

			“The bike sounds great.”
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			So the bike wasn’t great. Like at all.

			And I’d ridden my share of bikes in various stages of disrepair. From the amount of dust that was caked on the seat, I’d guess the last time Uncle Paul had ridden it was in a former life. The chain squeaked so loudly people were turning their heads two blocks down when they heard me coming—or at least it squeaked when it wasn’t falling off the gears. The brakes worked, though. It might have sounded like I was bringing a freight train to a stop whenever I tapped them, but they did their job.

			By the time I finally coaxed this so-called efficient means of transportation to the public pool Aunt Julie had told me about, I could have walked there and back again twice. Walking also would have been the preferred option, as I was now showing up to ask about a job with grease-painted hands and arms. Plus, with all the baking I’d done on the sidewalk servicing the lemon of a bike, I was sweaty and hot and, yep, I had pit stains I observed as I leaned the “bike” up against the chain-link fence surrounding the pool. There was a bike rack, and Aunt Julie had given me a lock, but no one was going to steal this thing. I wasn’t that lucky.

			
			Inside, kids were screaming and splashing while parents saw to their tans and newsfeeds. It didn’t seem like too bad a place to work for a summer. I could be outside, which was always a plus—with my SPF in place and reapplied every 90 to 120 minutes—it was close by, and people came here to have fun.

			As summer jobs went, this one was golden. Hopefully they still needed someone, as the huge nylon sign strung from the fence facing the busy road suggested.

			When I approached the gate, I didn’t see anyone sitting inside the office to check people in or hand out job applications. Maybe there’d be a stack of them sitting out, so I could grab one and return it when I didn’t look like I’d recently fought an entire legion of grease monsters.

			I wasn’t that lucky—again. Should have known.

			After waiting a few minutes, I considered tracking down a lifeguard to see if they knew how to hunt down an application. As I started to move toward the pool, my phone chimed. I’d already missed three texts from Aunt Julie.

			Did you make it there okay?

			Jade, are you at the pool?

			And finally the last one: I bet you’re turned around. Where are you? I’m on my way.

			Punching in a quick text to let her know I was okay and yes, I was here at the pool, I exhaled when she got right back to me.

			Phew. Let me know when you leave so I know when to expect you.

			
			Holy helicopter parenting. Mom could have paid a little more attention, maybe, but Aunt Julie’s style was off-the-charts suffocating.

			A middle-aged woman finally burst into the office, appearing flustered and exhausted all at once. “I’m sorry. Have you been waiting here awhile?” She hustled up to the counter like getting me taken care of was a matter of life and death.

			“Only a minute or two,” I said, wiping my hands on my cutoffs to try to get some of the grease off. It wasn’t that easy, though.

			“One for admission?” She wiped her sweaty forehead off with a paper towel, breathing like she’d finished a four-minute mile.

			“Actually, I’m checking to see if you’re still hiring.” I clasped my hands behind my back when I saw the rubbing had only made the streaks worse.

			The woman practically collapsed into the chair behind her. “You have no idea exactly how much we’re hiring.” Yanking open a metal drawer, she riffled through some papers before pulling a packet free. “Can you pass a background check?”

			Oh, crap. Was this, like, the person who was hiring? The manager? I stopped wiping at the grease on my shorts and turned my attention to panicking about my sizable pit stains.

			A quick check at her nametag, where the words pool manager were stamped below JANET, confirmed my suspicion.

			On the bright side, she wasn’t exactly looking fresh as a daisy herself.

			“Well, hon? Background check?” Janet asked
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