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To Mike, Nina, and Jeffrey

for being my everything,

and for believing,

always
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Prologue
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     My mom’s favorite piece of advice was “Know the players. If you know who you’re dealing with, you’ll know how to deal. You’ll know how to play the game.”

She told me if I followed that advice, I’d never get into trouble.

Another one she liked a lot was “Know when to fold and walk away.”

Also, “Don’t play cards you don’t have.”

She knew a lot of gambling-related sayings and loved to pass them on to me like sacred words of wisdom from a revered ancestor. But really she got them all from the years she spent serving drinks to strangers at a casino in Atlantic City. Her job was to strut around for hours in uncomfortable shoes delivering trays of drinks to people who dropped money on the table like it was nothing more than lint from the bottom of an old bag. She said she made decent money there, but you wouldn’t find another shred of decent in a casino if you looked behind every glitzy mirror and under every polished table and chair in the whole joint.

The casino was where she met my dad, of course.

This was before she learned how important it was to know the players. This was before she knew how important it was to tuck your emotions down deep into your back pocket every now and again, just long enough to clear your head and figure out exactly who you were dealing with. This was way before she had me, before she left my dad, before she moved the two of us to Foxfield, the small sidewalk town in central Pennsylvania that’s the only home I’ve ever known, to be closer to my aunt Julie. We moved into a tiny brick house with two cracked cement steps leading to the front door and identical square windows on either side, like two perfect dimples. She burned her high-heeled casino shoes and bought white clogs and took a job behind the reception desk at a dental office.

That move happened before I turned two, and I hadn’t seen my dad since. I have no memory of him at all.

What my mom also needed to tell me, but never did, was Know yourself. If she had taught me that, maybe I would have stopped myself. Maybe I would have been smarter.

Maybe I would have heard the voice in my head reminding me who I was that afternoon back in May: straight-A seventh grader, aspiring artist and member of the Art Club, kindergarten reading buddy, thoughtful daughter and niece.

Maybe I would have heard the voice in my head reminding me who I wasn’t: cheater, liar, thief.

Maybe then I would have left the book where I found it.

Or maybe I would have turned it in to the principal.

Maybe I wouldn’t have been humiliated in front of the entire middle school population.

And maybe I wouldn’t be spending my summer “paying my dues” as a volunteer at the Foxfield Public Library.

Maybe.
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Black Hat Guy
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     The guy in the black hat pushed through the front door like a gust of angry wind, grunting under his breath as he went. He was hunched over himself the way he always was, his shoulders curved, his eyes pinned to the ground. He stormed past the circulation desk without looking up, past the row of public computer stations and the entire wall of New Fiction, his head shaking side to side the whole way. I was new at the library—it was Monday of my second week—but Black Hat Guy moved through the space like it was his own living room. It was clear he had been coming here for a while.

I heard the words tyrant and coffee shop and sludge as I kept my eyes down and nested the Daily News sections back inside themselves. The only coffee shop in town was the Bean Pot. It had free Wi-Fi and served really thick hot chocolate with free whipped cream topping, which made it a popular after-school hangout. I never went there. I had no relationship with the word popular at all, unless you put the words not even remotely in front of it.

From the way Black Hat Guy was ranting under his breath, it sounded like the Bean Pot wasn’t a great match for him either. At least he didn’t have to worry about tyrants or sludge at the library. He could sit here all day if he wanted to.

I knew it was between 4:00 and 4:12 p.m. without even looking at the clock, because that’s when Black Hat Guy came to the library every day.

Every. Day.

I also figured Black Hat Guy must have some kind of medical condition that left him immune to outdoor temperatures, because it was a sweaty eighty-eight-degree day, but you’d never know it from the black sweatshirt, jeans, and winter knit hat he was wearing. And had worn every day of the summer so far.

Every. Day.

I tucked the Sports section inside the Arts section, even though it was supposed to go the other way around. It was pretty much the only power I had as the library’s one volunteer—to order the newspaper sections to my liking, or to choose which books to face out on a shelf. Art trumped sports, and a biography of my favorite painter, Georgia O’Keeffe, trumped any book on boxing champions and always would.

Black Hat Guy huffed his way over to the chair by the window.

He always went to the same chair.

Always.

It was the one upholstered in an ivory-colored fabric, with literary quotes printed in black cursive all over it. At least, I thought they were all literary. Some I knew for sure, like To be or not to be and Call me Ishmael and Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” Pretty much everyone knew those even if they didn’t know who wrote them or what books they were from. Then there were other quotes that sounded familiar, but I wasn’t sure if they were just familiar because I had read them on the chair a dozen times already or because I actually knew them from life, like Tread softly because you tread on my dreams and What is essential is invisible to the eye. There were others still that could have been completely made up, for all I knew, like Time changes everything except something within us which is always surprised by change.

That’s a famous quote? Really?

Famous for making zero sense, maybe.

Black Hat Guy pulled a charger from his pocket and plugged one end into an outlet under the window, the plate loose and jiggling side to side as he pushed the plug in. Then he sank into his chair, pulled his hat lower onto his brow, retracted his head into his sweatshirt collar, which made him look like a grumpy old turtle, and promptly went to sleep.

It was amazing. Never in a million years could I walk into a public place in a foul mood, have a seat, and completely zonk out to Snoozeville in a matter of two minutes flat, but Black Hat Guy could. And did.

At least he didn’t snore.





Beverly
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     “I clicked print. I CLICKED IT ALREADY!” a patron on computer number four yelled at the screen in front of him.

Several patrons lifted their heads at the outburst, including a man sitting just two computers down from the yeller, but not one of them offered to help. The man at computer four was red in the face and sweating and looked about as approachable as a rabid raccoon.

Beverly emerged from her cramped library director’s office in the back of the building. Even if the swish of her slacks didn’t announce her arrival ahead of her, you could see her coming from clear across the building because of her red hair, a deep red so fiery bright it was impossible to miss. She probably had to buy every packet of red hair dye at the pharmacy and mix them all together to get a shade that red. But hair color was the only flashy thing about Beverly. She didn’t wear a drop of makeup, her nails were never painted, and she didn’t put on earrings or even a watch. She wore no jewelry at all aside from a gold necklace around her neck, so neatly tucked inside her shirt that it took me a whole week before I even realized it was there.

“Good afternoon, sir. Is this computer acting up on you?” Beverly ran her hands down the sides of her pants, as if to shush them, and clasped her hands together. “Maybe I can help.”

The man glared at the computer screen through glasses so smudged it was a wonder he could see through them at all.

“It won’t print my ticket! I clicked it a thousand times,” he sputtered, hands up in total frustration.

I tried not to laugh at the thought of a thousand copies of whatever ticket he was trying to print flying out of the printer as soon as Beverly fixed it. But Beverly would fix that, too. Beverly could fix everything—the printer, the computer server, the Xerox copier, even the security system. She had master technician skills to go with her master librarian skills.

“Let’s see if we can’t persuade it to cooperate. If I may,” Beverly said, leaning over him toward the keyboard.

It took her less than fifteen seconds to get the ticket to print.

The yeller thanked her and Beverly assured him it was no trouble at all. She didn’t even make it three steps toward her office, though, before another patron stopped her for help.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” a woman in perfectly coordinated head-to-toe workout gear called to Beverly.

I noticed on my first day that people in the library called Beverly ma’am. They called me miss, if they called me at all.

“Yes, how may I help you?” Beverly asked, rubbing her hands down the sides of her pants again and then clasping them in front of her as she smiled at the woman. She did that routine with her hands all the time, like a nervous twitch. I noticed that my first day here, too.

“I’ve been waiting for a book forever. I’m on the hold list and it was supposed to be back a long time ago.” She put her hands on her hips and huffed. “It’s not right that someone can keep a book for that long. These books are public property!”

“I’m so sorry you’ve been waiting,” Beverly apologized right away. “If you would please follow me to a computer, I can look up the title and see what’s going on.”

Beverly led her to a circulation computer, typed in the title, and nodded as she clicked and read the screen. She reported back, “Yes, I see it is quite overdue. I’ll put in an order for a copy from another library while I follow up with the person who has it out. That way I can assure you get the book in a timely manner. How does that sound?” She smiled and nodded again.

It wasn’t policy to borrow books from other libraries when we owned our own copy—Beverly explained that to me last week—but I guess she thought this angry woman was worth bending a rule for.

“If that’s all we can do, fine,” the workout lady answered, not even trying to hide her irritation.

Maybe she needed a good workout to calm her down. It was just a book, after all.

“I think this will solve our problem,” Beverly assured her, nodding some more. “I’m so sorry for the inconvenience. You’ll be notified as soon as it arrives.”

The woman managed a half smile as she turned on her heel and sauntered out without saying thank you. Beverly didn’t seem the least bit bothered by it, though. It was like my mom said: Beverly knew the players. She knew who she was dealing with, so she knew how to deal. Maybe Beverly had worked in casinos before she worked in libraries and that was where she got so good at it.

I would much rather spend my summer in a loud, dark casino, where I could hide behind tall barstools and fat slot machines, than in this old, musty, creaky library. But I’m pretty sure they don’t let thirteen-year-old middle-school mess-ups volunteer at casinos.

Though I wasn’t exactly volunteering at the library, either. I was forced to work here. (“Try not to think of it as a punishment, Jamie,” Principal Shupe advised. “But our Honor Code is the backbone of the middle school. Of course there are consequences for violating it.” She leaned back in her fancy principal chair a bit and said, more gently, “I’m just sorry it’s you who has to face those consequences.” And she did look sorry, for about half a second, and then that drop of empathy evaporated faster than a raindrop on hot summer pavement. She launched into an explanation of my community service assignment and told me that I would have to hand in a list detailing what I learned from the experience at the end. And I had to write an apology letter to Trey.)

Mrs. Shupe could call it a consequence all she wanted, but trust me: if your school and your mom were making you spend fifteen hours a week, every week, of your summer vacation working for free, it’s a punishment.

The two-week sleepaway art camp I’d hoped to go to this summer—gone. A week at the beach with Aunt Julie—gone. A road trip to New Hampshire with my best friend Vic’s parents to visit her at camp—don’t even think about it. And it wasn’t like I could hang out at the local pool between my library hours—there would be people there, middle school people—and those were the last people on earth I wanted to see. My summer was going to be a sad combination of time at the library and time alone in my tiny backyard, drawing and reading and staring at a lonely blue sky.

So on top of all the knots already twisting around in my stomach about what the entire middle school population was saying about me behind my back, I also had to worry about getting along with the library staff. Either Beverly had the best poker face in the whole entire world or she was a complete saint, because she didn’t seem the least bit wary about having some kid assigned to community service at her library.

Beverly never asked me what I had done or why. She just acted like I was another member of her cherished library staff.

I watched her pick up a piece of scrap paper from the worn tile floor, drop it in a recycling bin, then take a quick head count of patrons in the reading room before walking over to check on me.

“Everything all right here, Jamie?” Beverly asked me.

“Yeah,” I answered, then corrected myself. “Yes.”

“The newspapers look great,” she said.

“Thank you. I just finished them,” I said, smiling at her.

Her eyes scanned the room and came to a stop on Black Hat Guy, still slumped asleep in the quotes chair, the rise and fall of his chest barely noticeable under his thick sweatshirt. The wire to the wall outlet was stretched taut, like a guitar string about to snap.

She nodded at his sleeping body, then turned and smiled at me and said, “Yes, well, okay,” which I translated in my head to mean, Yes, we are here to serve the public in any way we can. I smiled back again, and then I just looked down at my sneakers and acted like I needed to fix my laces in order to escape the nodding-smiling loop. Beverly walked to the front desk to check in with Sonia.

That was Beverly—supersmart and patient and genuine, with just a touch of awkward. But so what? What was so bad about awkward? Awkward was honest. Awkward was real.

And after getting busted for cheating, after having my private crush outed to everyone, I had a pretty solid relationship with awkward.





Wally
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     “Good morning to you, and a good morning it is,” Wally half sang, half stated his greeting as he pushed through the library door the next morning.

“Hello there, miss,” he said to me as he approached the circulation desk to return his items. “It’s nice to see you again. Jamie, is it?”

“Yes, that’s right. It’s nice to see you, too,” I answered, smiling politely at him. “And you’re Wally, right?” I asked, even though I was sure. I had heard a lot about Wally from Sonia and Lenny, the other two permanent staff members besides Beverly. Wally was a Tuesday morning regular at the library and had been for years. He was a total movie fanatic, except he used the word flick instead of movie. He watched everything: classics, westerns, action, comedy, drama, even foreign. And he always checked out five movies at a time. Every Tuesday morning.

“Good memory!” Wally said, his eyes opening a little wider in surprise. “That’s the first step to excellent customer service. Very well done.”

I smiled at the compliment and blushed a little. “Thanks.”

“I’ll be seeing you every week now, I guess,” Wally said.

“I’ll be here for the summer.”

“Well then, you’ll be seeing me!”

He slid his five movies into the return bin on the counter and told me, “Really good flicks I watched this week. Really good. You might like ’em.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll take a look.”

“War Games—it’s a classic. You seen it?” Wally asked.

I shook my head no.

“My kids’ favorite when they were growing up. One of my wife’s, too, God rest her soul.” Wally put his hand over his heart when he said that.

I didn’t know what to say, because he’d basically just told me, without saying it word for word, that his wife was dead. I didn’t know if it just happened recently or if she’d been gone for a long time, but if he was watching a favorite family movie, he must miss her.

“So I should watch it?” I asked, trying to steer us away from death and back toward movies—flicks—instead.

“Highly recommend it!” Wally said, removing his large, pale hand from his chest and giving me a thumbs-up sign with it. “All this smart kid wants to do is hack computers to find new video games to play, but a few wrong clicks and he ends up starting a real global war.”

“Whoa!” I let out a gasp-shout combo, a little too loud for a library.

Wally chuckled at my response. “Oh, it’s a great one.” Then he grinned with his whole face, the wrinkles around his eyes scrunching, and explained, “Of course, my kids were already crazy for video games when that flick came out, so that was why. They spent probably half their childhood sitting on the basement floor playing Atari.”

Atari.

That was my mom’s childhood favorite, too. My mom worshiped her Atari system and all the games she had collected to play on it. She still hadn’t forgiven her own mother for chucking them when she moved out.

“She was mad at me for choosing a college so far away,” my mom explained. “It was one of the meanest things she ever did to me.”

“That’s cold,” I agreed.

“My most sacred childhood possession.” My mom shuddered.

“I’m glad I don’t have to worry about that,” I said.

My mom looked up from the sink, where she was scrubbing a pot. “What do you mean?”

“I mean you hated how that felt, when your mom trashed your toy—”

“Do not call it a toy!” My mom pointed her soapy sponge at me threateningly.

“I mean, when your mom trashed your ‘most sacred childhood possession,’” I corrected myself, rolling my eyes, “so I know you’d never do that to me. When I go to college.”

“Yeah, don’t be so sure about that,” she told me, returning to her pot scrubbing.

“What?”

“I’m just saying, I hear weird things happen to you when your kids move out.” She shook her head.

“Like, you get super mean?” I asked.

“No.” She let the pot fill halfway with soapy water to soak. “Well, maybe.”

“Fantastic,” I said, rolling my eyes again.

“My mother still had your aunt Julie at home with her when I left. You’re my only kid, so it will probably be extra bad for me when you leave.”

“Jeez, Mom!”

“At least you know in advance,” she told me, as if this was all completely out of her hands. “Take your special stuff with you. Or hide it. Really, really well.”

“Or just, like, go to college two miles from here,” I said, staring her down.

“Yes, two miles. I’ll give you up to ten, maybe, before my mean meter ticks on. Eleven, tops.”

“Gee, Mom. You’re the best.”

“I try.”

“It’s a good thing I don’t have my own Atari to lose.”

“Greatest. Games. Ever.” And then she went back to scrubbing, humming under her breath.

Vic and I searched online for Atari commercials one day after we came home from school to find my mom belting the jingle from the bathroom, her voice echoing off the tile walls. She kept singing it over and over again: “Have you played Atari today?”

Vic and I cracked up watching the old commercials—the grainy footage, the terrible animation, the dated clothes and haircuts on the actors. It was hard to believe that games like Asteroids and Space Invaders could ever have been popular. They looked so amateur and basic to us.

“Are you disrespecting my childhood passion?” my mom called from the bathroom when our giggles went on for too long.

“No, never, Ms. Bunn,” Vic answered immediately, then covered her mouth and laughed so hard she fell off her chair.

“Rome wasn’t built in a day, kiddos,” my mom lectured over the sound of a bristle brush scrubbing back and forth. “Those games were revolutionary when they came out.”

Vic and I raised our eyebrows at each other, and Vic whispered, “What’s Rome got to do with it?”

Then we cracked up even more, but quietly.

“You do realize those kids in the commercial are seventy years old now,” Vic informed me once she caught her breath.

“Not seventy,” I answered, calculating in my head. “More like midforties.”

“Whatever, math geek,” she said, hitting the replay button so we could watch it one more time.

I heard my mom singing the last line of the ad again. “Have you played Atari today?”

I liked hearing the song in my mom’s voice more than the original recorded version. She sang it with heart—you could actually hear how special her Atari memories were in the rise and fall of her breath as she sang. It was way better than the song spewing from the laptop speaker.

“Okay, Wally,” I said, picking up the War Games DVD and looking at the pictures on the back of the case. “Maybe I’ll watch it.”

“All righty.” Wally gave me another thumbs-up. “You won’t be disappointed.” And then he made his face all serious and, in a bad robotic voice recited, “Shall. We. Play. A. Game?” Then he gripped the circulation counter between us and laughed.

“Umm,” I stalled. “I’m . . . guessing that’s from the movie?” I half said, half asked.

“You guessed right!” Wally laughed again. Then he had to stop laughing to cough. His cough was loud and guttural and phlegmy and made me want to back up about a thousand steps. He was good about it, though, and covered his mouth with the arm that wasn’t holding on to the counter, and he turned his head away from me. Then he cleared his throat, righted himself, turned back to face me, and laughed again. “Do excuse me,” he said.

“You are excused,” I said.

“All right then, time to look for five new ones. Gotta stick to my routine. Tuesday’s my day.” He grinned at me, a super-wide, happy grin. His teeth were crooked and gray and many were missing, but he smiled like he didn’t know it, or knew it but didn’t care about hiding it.

I liked that. His mouth looked awful, but it didn’t stop him from smiling. He was cheerful and polite and responsible—his movies were never late—and that mattered to him a whole lot more than how he looked. I wished I could get Wally to walk through the middle school halls and spread some of that around.

“I’ll do my looking now,” Wally told me as he motioned toward his DVD wall. “Thanks a lot, dear.”

“Sure,” I answered, even though I hadn’t done anything for him to thank me for.

“Oh, almost forgot my flower,” Wally said. He pulled a single-stem carnation out of a ratty plastic grocery bag. The flower was yellow this week.

Wally took last Tuesday’s wilted pink flower out of the squat glass jar pretending to be a vase at the end of the circulation desk and tossed it into his bag. Then he carefully slid the new flower into the jar, turned it to his liking, and said, “There she is.”

“Very pretty,” I told him, even though it was kind of a sad-looking flower.

Wally brought a flower with him on each of his Tuesday visits. It was very cool of Beverly to allow it, since you’d think she wouldn’t want an open container of water around the books and computers.

Wally wobbled around the reference desk, coughing and leaning on furniture on either side as he went, to get to his movie wall and begin his weekly search.





Sonia
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     Sonia put down her coffee cup where she always kept it, right above the money drawer, and grabbed a book with a white slip sticking out of it from the counter. “Watch the desk for me a minute, okay, Jamie?”

She swung herself out from behind the circulation desk.

“Sonia, I can’t—” I started, but her lightning-fast steps got her to the door and outside before I could finish my sentence. I stepped into her spot behind the desk and hoped no one came over for help. I didn’t know the first thing about how to use the circulation computers.

I stood on one foot behind the desk, then shifted my weight to the other foot. I started to pick at my fingernail but quickly stopped when I remembered I wasn’t alone in my bedroom at home where no one could see me.

Alone in my bedroom at home was where I wanted to be, where I wanted to spend every second of my life since that horrific Wednesday in May. Although, if I were being truly honest, I would admit that my first choice would have been to dig a deep hole and climb in so I could hide from all life-forms for a good fifteen years. Second choice would have been to run away to Australia, like that kid Alexander from the book about the terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.

Hibernating in my bedroom at home was my third choice. And even that turned out to be a very bad option those first few days after it all blew up and Mrs. Shupe called my mom into the school for a meeting. A meeting that the vice principal, my homeroom teacher, and the guidance counselor also attended. My mom came home from that meeting so distraught she could barely even look at me. And when she finally did look at me, her face was a mask of confusion, like she didn’t recognize me at all, like she wanted to know who in God’s name was that stranger in her living room who looked just like her daughter.

A lump the size of my fist swelled in my throat when she looked at me like that.

I apologized and told her I knew what I did was beyond dumb but that I couldn’t take it, her being so mad at me. She only shook her head.

“I’m not mad, Jamie.” Her voice was the saddest whisper in the world. “I’m disappointed.”

Her words made me want to crumple into the smallest ball possible and disappear.

“You had a chance to fold, Jamie. You had a chance to walk away. Why didn’t you?” she asked, her eyes pleading, desperate to understand.

I opened my mouth to answer but nothing came out.

“I didn’t know it was possible to feel this disappointed,” she said again, which felt exactly like a knife twisting in a raw, gaping wound.

And I knew it was true, her disappointment, because she called my aunt Julie then and they went out to dinner without me.

They had never gone out to dinner without me before. Ever.

Restaurants were our thing—as in all three of us.

Aunt Julie loved to say, “We might live in small Podunk towns, but we travel the globe through our palates!”

And we really did. Aunt Julie thought nothing of a forty-five-minute drive just to try a new restaurant serving cuisine from another part of the world. We had tried Japanese, Moroccan, Indian, French, and even Ethiopian, where we ate with our hands and used a kind of soft flatbread to scoop up our food instead of forks. But Chinese remained our all-time favorite, which was fortunate because it was only a ten-minute car ride away.

Aunt Julie was my mom’s younger sister. She wasn’t married and she didn’t have kids, unless you counted all the animals she took in and provided for. She certainly considered them family. At the current moment, she had three dogs, two cats, and a bunny. She had worked at the same casino as my mom years back and was also a big proponent of knowing the players, which led her straight to a faithful love of animals.

“Nothing and no one is more honest than an animal.” Aunt Julie believed this to her core. “You look at an animal and it’s clear as crystal—all their intentions right there on their face where you can see them. No games. No tricks.”

“Your dogs know tons of tricks,” I countered.

“Those are tricks I taught them, for stimulation. Dogs have brains and need to use them. But they’ll never use them to hurt you. Not ever.”

It was true that none of her animals had ever hurt her, not the way I had just hurt my mom.

So when they walked in the door together two hours later, the smell that came with them told me they’d been to Jade Noodle Shop, which stung like crazy. Jade Noodle Shop was our absolute number one favorite place. The smell of smoky green tea and candied sweet duck sauce wafted off their coats. Aunt Julie’s hair, when she leaned in to say good night to me, smelled so strong of stir-fry it might as well have been a salon product she blow-dried into her hair.

When my mom wasn’t looking, Aunt Julie whispered to me, “Give her time. You know how much she loves you.”

The truth in Julie’s words somehow made me feel both better and worse at the same time, and the tears rushed to my eyes again.

It had gotten better since then, thank God, with my mom.

“Everyone plays cards they don’t have at some point—that’s how they learn, from losing big,” she said to me, about a week after the meeting with Mrs. Shupe. “Let this be the one
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