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FOR NATE, SAMANTHA, AND HENRY, WHO INSPIRE ME.

 

FOR MY MOM AND DAD, WHO BELIEVE IN ME.





  
    Chapter One
  


Happy freakin’ New Year. Did they really think this was a good time to do this? Really? Here we are in beautiful Cabo San Lucas, where I’m enjoying a much-needed break from the stress that junior year of high school brings. At our supposedly celebratory New Year’s Eve dinner, they drop the bomb. “Separating.” “Splitting up.” We all know those are euphemisms for the dreaded D word. They promise it’s amicable, whatever that means. They say they’ve drifted apart and don’t want to grow old without that spark.

I’m speechless, but maybe not shocked. I guess I thought they were happy in a best-friends kind of way. Not sure I gave it much thought, really. They get along fine, but it’s not like they stare lovingly at each other across the dinner table, or sneak little kisses as they pass each other in the hallway. But, are there actually couples in their forties who have been married for more than twenty years who are crazy in love? Do they really expect rainbows and butterflies this late in the game? Isn’t that for teenagers? Not that I’ve had the whole magical experience myself. I’m seventeen and still haven’t delved into that part of my life.

Yes, I know plenty of seventeen-year-olds are dating, are having sex, are maybe even in love. It really hasn’t occurred to me that I might be missing out on something. I don’t think of myself as a late bloomer; I just haven’t felt ready for all that. Maybe it’s because there’s no one I’ve met who seems worth the trouble: missing time with friends, figuring out how to add a boyfriend to an already very busy schedule. He’d have to be exceptional, and I haven’t met anyone exceptional at La Jolla High. Yet.

I just think sex should mean something. After all, it’s my body, the one body I have, which has to last forever. Why would I let someone have that kind of access without being pretty important in the scheme of things? I don’t want to let someone get that close to me only to have that person ultimately mean nothing in my life. I think too much.

I walk with my mom and dad from the hotel restaurant through the lobby. My parents each hold one of my hands like I’m tiny and they’re going to say “one, two, three, wheeee” and whisk me high into the air.

The lobby of the hotel is decorated with twinkly holiday lights and streamers. Noisemakers overflow from buckets strategically placed on tables and credenzas. Other hotel guests are dressed festively for the occasion. Some guys are in suits and ties, others in Hawaiian shirts. Many women wear short, sexy dresses, probably purchased for the sole purpose of ringing in the New Year. I feel slightly underdressed in my blue jeans and flip-flops. The sound of champagne corks popping resonates through the air at regular intervals.

In the dimly lit piano bar, an old guy with dyed black hair and sunglasses sits at a baby grand piano. Next to him, a woman stands at the microphone in a super-tight red dress that clashes with her orange lipstick. They perform classic songs that are probably too old-fashioned even for my parents. My dad snags a tall table with three stools, and within seconds, a waiter with a cardboard top hat arrives and asks what we’d like to drink. My parents order champagne and I ask for a Sprite. I know my mom will give me a sip of her champagne and it will tickle my nose and taste bitter, but at least I’ll have the all-important New Year’s Eve beverage.

Their words are still ricocheting in my head. Divorce. I’m a statistic. Last year, on the debate team, we argued the topic Should divorce be made even easier to obtain, or are there social and moral reasons to discourage it? I was assigned the opposition side, which means I had to take the position that people should have to work harder at their marriages before getting divorced. I remember standing at the podium, shoulders back, chin up, stating confidently, “It is far less damaging for children to live in an imperfect, yet stable and secure, household than to suffer the disintegration of the only family they know.” That’s me now, insecure and unstable. Incidentally, my team won that round of the debate.

When the orange lips start singing “Fly Me to the Moon,” my dad takes my mom’s hand and pulls her up to dance. They hold each other close, smiling and whispering in each other’s ears. And yet, they’re getting divorced. I’m so confused.



  
    Chapter Two
  


Again, I feel like a little girl, wedged between my mom and dad in our coach seats in row twenty-one on Aeromexico. My dad’s a pilot, and he gets really good deals on airline tickets. I’m still waiting for the day we get to fly first class. I’ve got my phone in my lap and Coldplay blasting through my earbuds, making it impossible for me to engage in conversation. We haven’t even left the gate, but I think it’s important to establish the tone of the journey home so that my parents don’t get any ideas about a two-hour heart-to-heart reminding me that we’re still a family and they love me so very much, blah blah blah.

I am glad to be heading home and getting back into the routine of school, friends, debate, and track team. I begin to wonder, slightly fearfully, how things are going to change. I’m not so big on change. I tend to stick with friends and hobbies. I don’t take big fashion risks. I’ve had the same all-one-length hair to the middle of my back since I was ten. I realize, sitting on the runway, that I haven’t yet made a New Year’s resolution. Maybe I should have a better attitude about change. I resolve to embrace new things, take more chances. Then I muse about whether anyone sticks to their New Year’s resolutions. Probably not.

Other passengers are making their way down the aisle, carrying absurdly huge suitcases that they’re going to try to cram into the overhead bins. People are sporting sunburns and wearing silver jewelry they probably bought from salesmen on the beach after extensive bartering. Everyone looks relaxed following their peaceful vacations, yet stressed about the hassle of a day of travel.

The flight attendant announces over the loudspeaker that we all must find our seats so we can push back from the gate. I look up to see which selfish travelers are still having trouble getting themselves settled and I look right into the eyes of Luke Hallstrom. Not just Luke Hallstrom, but Luke Hallstrom with a golden tan.

Luke is a senior at La Jolla High School. I know him because he’s also on the track team. I’d probably know him anyway because he’s tall and handsome and athletic and it’s virtually impossible not to know Luke Hallstrom. Luke is always surrounded by other athletic, popular guys and at least one beautiful girl. It seems that whenever he’s walking around school, he always has his big strong arm draped over a girl who looks incredibly happy to be wrapped in that arm. Most girls at my school would feel lucky to take that walk down the school hallway, tucked in close to Luke. As much as I can appreciate his handsome face and impeccable hair, I have never had a crush on Luke. The only crush I’ve ever really had was when I was a freshman and Tyler Stone lent me his umbrella.

Tyler was a junior at the time, and he was the editor of the school paper. I read his articles religiously, thinking he was wise and witty and clearly destined for greatness. One afternoon, I was waiting in the rain for my mom to pick me up, and Tyler was driving out of the student parking lot. He stopped in front of me, leaned out the window, and handed me his black compact umbrella. No words were exchanged. I was immediately smitten. I remember plotting and planning with my friends about the ideal time and place to return it, and the exact words to say when I handed it to him. Days later, as I approached him at his locker, reminding myself of the clever speech I had rehearsed many times, all I managed to say was “Uh, thanks” while I handed over the umbrella I had taken such good care of. He looked at me like he had no recollection of our previous interaction, the same one I had played over and over in my head. The umbrella seemed to jog his memory enough for him to say, “Oh, yeah, you bet.” That was it. My crush lasted the rest of the year. We never spoke again.

Now here I am staring right at Luke Hallstrom. He’s staring back. I can practically see the gears turning in his head. He’s sure that I look familiar, but he can’t quite place how he knows me. Were we staying at the same hotel in Mexico? Do I go to his school? Did we hook up? He has probably hooked up with so many girls that he can easily forget who’s on that list. Then he seems to remember how we know each other, and he smiles. His tan makes his teeth look really white. I smile back. He takes his seat in the row directly in front of me and all I see of him is the top of his head with its curly brown hair. Chris Martin sings in my ears “Life goes on, it gets so heavy.”

An hour into the flight, I remain in my seat, eyes closed, blocking out the rest of the world by focusing on the music emanating from my phone. “Wherever I Go,” one of my favorite songs by OneRepublic, comes on. I turn up the volume ever so slightly, drowning out the hum of the airplane.

“No easy love could ever make me feel the same. Make me feel the same.” Something—​I don’t know what; perhaps a sense that I am being stared at—​makes me open my eyes. Sure enough, Luke Hallstrom has turned around in his seat and is looking right at me. He smiles in a way that makes me paranoid. Do I have something on my face? And then it dawns on me. I take the earbud out of my left ear and turn to my mom.

“Was I singing out loud?” I ask.

“Yes, you were,” she answers.

“Why didn’t you stop me?” I ask, totally annoyed that she would let me embarrass myself that way.

“You weren’t bothering anyone,” she says, as though my singing out loud is quite possibly the cutest thing she’s ever heard.

There is no way I’m going to school on Monday. Luke Hallstrom just heard me singing. And not just singing, but singing about obsession. Between that and the divorce, this has been the worst trip in the history of family vacations.

 

As soon as we land at the airport in San Diego, and my phone finally has a signal, I text Brett.


  I’ll be home in forty-five minutes. Meet me there. I have news.


Thank goodness for reliable, dependable Brett, who texts back within seconds.


  Good or bad? Vanilla or chocolate?



  Bad. Chocolate.


Even though my house in San Diego is only about a thousand miles from our hotel in Cabo, it feels like I’ve traveled a far greater distance since New Year’s Eve, which was only two days ago. It’s so nice to be in the back seat of the taxi, seeing the familiar neighborhood streets, the shopping malls, the minivans. The cab pulls up in front of our house and I am relieved to see Brett leaning against his RAV4, holding two frozen chocolate concoctions, complete with whipped cream and purple straws. Ahh, it’s good to be back in the USA.

Brett and I have been friends since the second grade. We’ve been doing homework together since we were learning our math facts. He’s the only friend I have who went to the same elementary school, middle school, and now high school. We know each other’s parents, each other’s social media passwords, and, clearly, each other’s favorite coffee drinks.

Some people at school don’t understand my friendship with Brett. They assume we like like each other because we hang out so much. Neither Brett nor I has ever been in a real relationship. Even though Brett also says he doesn’t care about having a girlfriend, I can tell he’s lying. Our friend Danielle has a boyfriend, and they’re always making out at school or holding hands at the lunch tables, and, every once in a while, I catch Brett staring longingly at them. He’s had a few dates and has hooked up with a couple of girls, which is a lot more than I’ve done, but he seems to envy the whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing. He’d be a good boyfriend because he’s loyal and generous, and he’s not super busy with sports like a lot of other eleventh-grade boys. He’d be ready, willing, and able to make out at school and hold hands at the lunch tables.

Brett and I take our beverages to the backyard and sit by the fire pit.

“Janey, what’s the big news? Did you find a hot Latin lover in Cabo?” He doesn’t waste much time.

“Hardly.” Checking to make sure the doors are closed and we have privacy, I tell him about my parents’ pending split. Brett’s jaw drops. He gives me a big hug that I didn’t realize I needed until this very minute. The floodgates open and tears pour down my face. Brett lets me cry. It takes a long time before I can get myself together. Just as I take a huge breath, indicating that I’m back on track, my mom pops her head out the back door.

“You kids all right? Need some snacks?”

“All good, Mrs. King, thanks.” Brett handles it, knowing I may still have a rocky crying voice.

As soon as the door shuts, we share a look and burst out laughing. Why is it that so many things a parent says are wrong, weird, or extremely annoying? On the other hand, even though they often bug me to death, the thought of my parents not being together, as parents should be, is making me so sad. I guess I’m caught somewhere between needing them desperately and needing my independence even more.



  
    Chapter Three
  


On the first day of school after winter break, Brett drives me into the parking lot, where Sloan is waiting for me, as usual. This has been our routine all year long. The three of us—​Danielle, Sloan, and I—​meet in the parking lot and walk into school together. Sometimes Brett walks with us; sometimes he meets up with his buddies. He can always tell when we need him to leave us to our girl time.

Sloan and Danielle are my best friends. We’re different from one another and yet so well matched. Sloan is absolutely boy crazy. She develops crushes as quickly as most teenagers develop pimples. She spends class time gawking at boys. No matter the class, she can usually find someone gawk-worthy. It takes great talent, or maybe a seasoned eye, to be able to discover something to lust after in any given situation.

Sloan has two older sisters, so she was exposed to a lot of information about guys and sex pretty early on. She was the first girl to get her period, and the first to French kiss. Sloan is beautiful and curvy, and she attracts a lot of attention wherever she goes. Boys love Sloan, and Sloan loves that boys love her. It’s a mutual admiration society. It’s fascinating to watch her in action.

Danielle is the mother figure in our threesome. She has thirteen-year-old twin brothers who are always getting into some kind of trouble or another. Danielle’s parents are a little bit older, and I think the twins completely exhaust them. They are constantly attending meetings with the twins’ teachers or coaches to discuss the boys’ latest in a string of bad choices. As a result, Danielle has had to figure out how to take care of things on her own so as not to further burden her mom and dad.

Danielle has been dating Charlie since September. I don’t think she even noticed Charlie freshman or sophomore year, but at the beginning of this year, Sloan (always the dependable source of valuable intel) reported that Charlie had a huge crush on Danielle. After giving it about ten minutes’ thought, Danielle decided that she liked him back and—​poof !—​they became boyfriend and girlfriend. Now they can’t keep their hands off each other, which can get a little tiresome if I’m just trying to do a last-minute cram for my trigonometry test.

As I approach Sloan, she greets me with a hug and an extended lower lip, which is her way of reminding me that she’s sad about the news I shared via text when I returned from Mexico. I shrug as if to say What are you gonna do? She jumps right into cheer-me-up mode.

“I hear the chemistry teacher who is subbing while Ms. Stacer is on maternity leave is hot.”

“On that note . . .” Brett says as he peels away and heads toward the school building. Brett tends to do a lot of eye-rolling when it comes to girls’ meaningless crushes on people he deems unworthy.

“How would you even hear that?” I ask Sloan.

“He used to teach at Muirlands.” Sloan has up-to-the-minute updates on random subjects. Usually gossip, usually about boys, sometimes useful, often not.

Before Sloan has a chance to delve into more details about the teacher, we see Danielle arrive in her mom’s SUV. When she opens the door to jump out of the passenger seat, we can hear the twins fighting in the back seat. I get my second sympathy hug of the morning. I accept it gladly. The three of us begin the walk toward the main building and our first class. Being back in my routine is comforting.

“How are things at home?” Sloan wants to know.

“Weird. They act like everything’s fine. They’re still sleeping in the same room and sharing the newspaper while they eat their corn flakes. The only difference is that they’re being super nice to me and constantly checking to see how I’m feeling.”

“Weird,” Danielle agrees.

“I just don’t need the distraction right now,” I add. “Track’s about to start, I have a debate on Saturday, and I need to get straight As this semester to even have a shot at Stanford.”

Sloan stops in her tracks, adjusts her ponytail, and licks her lips as if to make sure her gloss hasn’t evaporated. Danielle and I look to see the cause of Sloan’s diversion. Luke Hallstrom is walking right toward us. He’s with two girls and another guy. One of the girls jumps on Luke’s back for an impromptu piggyback ride. He’s caught up in conversation, laughing and still flaunting his south-of-the-border glow. Just as he’s about to pass us, he looks straight at me.

“What’s up?” he says.

“Hey” is all I can think to say in response.

And then he’s gone. Sloan is practically shaking.

“Holy crap. What was that about?” she asks in shock.

“Nothing. We were on the same plane home from Cabo,” I say, attempting to calm her down.

“I can’t believe you waited this long to tell me.”

“Oh, sorry,” I say sarcastically. “Maybe I’ve had other things on my mind.”

“He’s almost worth running around and around that track like a brain-dead hamster,” Sloan says, turning around to get another glimpse of Luke.

“Oh, please, you couldn’t run one mile without collapsing,” I say.

Danielle chimes in, “Well, if she collapses, maybe Luke will come to her rescue and give her mouth-to-mouth.”

“That, my friend, is a brilliant idea.” Sloan seems to be seriously considering it.

“Well, there are optional workouts after school before the season starts,” I add. “Feel free to join me, because I plan to be there every day. Anything to avoid the weirdness at home.”

As we approach the wall of lockers, Charlie appears out of nowhere and practically tackles Danielle. They haven’t seen each other for the full two weeks of break because Danielle was visiting her grandparents in Palm Springs. Charlie turns her around, backs her up against the lockers, and starts kissing her with unbridled desire. I try to look away, but it’s like a car crash: You don’t want to see the blood and guts, but you just can’t pull your eyes from the wreckage. It’s as though Danielle and Charlie are totally unaware of where they are and who’s nearby. I can’t imagine being so into someone that I would kiss with such passion in the middle of the science hallway. Sloan and I leave so they can make out in peace, or whatever peace you can find at eight o’clock on a January morning at school.



  
    Chapter Four
  


After school, I go to the locker room to change into workout clothes. I shove my backpack into my locker and start to take off my jeans and Converse. The girls on the basketball and soccer teams are all there, getting ready to head to practice. So many of these girls, the seniors in particular, look like women. Their bodies, their hair, the way they dress. I feel like a little kid next to them.

Many of them have real bodies, the ultra-coveted boobs and butts that girls show off on Instagram to hundreds of likes. I, on the other hand, am severely lacking in that department. And since I’m already seventeen, I don’t think I can hope to ever be blessed with those assets. Where these girls have cleavage that spills out of their demi-cup bras and full round butts that sit up high under their thongs, I have A-cup boobs and not much of a behind at all.

As the other girls change out of their jeans, skirts, and leggings and into their shorts and jog tops, I notice their delicate and colorful lace bras and thong underwear. Clearly, these girls are doing their very best to be sexy. I wonder if they’re selecting underwear for themselves or to impress someone else. I’ve never considered purchasing a bra for its aesthetic value. If it’s comfortable and doesn’t show through my T-shirt, it’s just right for me. I suppose it has something to do with the fact that I’ve never undressed in front of someone I was hoping to dazzle.

As I sit on the concrete floor lacing up my Nike Air Max shoes, I continue to observe the senior girls as though I’m conducting a study. They rub sunscreen onto their long legs and toned arms and pull their shiny hair into smooth ponytails before they do a thorough check in the mirror and saunter out. I take a moment to inspect my own reflection, which I rarely take the time to do. Frankly, I’m not that impressed.

My running shorts have seen better days; they sort of hang on my hips, and the drawstring is frayed. My hair is twisted haphazardly on top of my head, showing no evidence whatsoever of use of a brush or other grooming utensil. My body, a typical runner’s body, with its muscular legs and narrow shoulders, seems supremely unsexy to me. Before letting myself get too discouraged, I look away and head to the track. After all, who’s even looking?

I walk down the steps, past the bleachers.

“Pssst. Janey.”

I glance up. Sloan sits in the first row, drinking a vitaminwater. She leans over the railing.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Checking out the scenery. Best show in town.”

I turn to see what she’s watching. Luke Hallstrom stretches near the long jump pit. I roll my eyes at Sloan. Some things never change.

“Why don’t you join us?” I suggest.

“I don’t look good in sweat,” she answers with a flip of her hair.

“See ya.” I can’t help but be amused by her one-track mind and, in this case, her good taste. Sloan is the girl who some parents would refer to as fast. They’d probably be shocked to learn that she’s technically a virgin. She loves to go to parties and hook up with guys. In fact, her mantra is everything but. She frequently talks about all the times she’s done everything but.

Danielle and I started calling Sloan E.B. because of all her stories about doing everything but, and the nickname just stuck. Sometimes people hear us call her E.B. and ask about the origin of the nickname. We never share.

As sexy and fast as Sloan appears to be, she does not want to have sex until she’s in an exclusive relationship. Sadly, her virgin status is less widely known than her reputation for having a lot of fun with guys.

I join the kids on the track team who are stretching on the field. Coach Chow offers these workouts so those of us who don’t have other winter sports can get in shape for the season.

“Let’s start with an eight hundred warm-up,” Chow says as I approach.

As much as I like my teammates, I’d rather run alone. I hit the track and get started at a fairly fast pace. As I round the first turn, I hear footsteps approaching and can feel a body closing in on my right. I’m not used to being passed, so I quickly turn to see who it is. Luke Hallstrom. If I’m going to get passed, it might as well be by him. The funny thing is, he’s not passing me. He’s just running right alongside me in the next lane. It’s a little awkward, truth be told. He probably doesn’t even see me. I’m not sure if I should drop back and let him run ahead or speed up to create some distance. Anything to avoid this weird situation where we’re running side by side, saying nothing to each other.

I can’t help but notice that he smells really good. Not cologne so much as a clean, soapy boy smell, which is pretty impressive this late in the day. I’m still wrestling with whether I should try to make some space between us, but it’s not so easy to make a move away from Luke. He’s like a magnet, making it nearly impossible for me to separate from him.

“Whoa, Janey King, you’re quick,” he says.

What the heck? First, he knows my name. And not just my first name, but my full name. Second, he’s talking to me. Third, and I can’t be certain, but I think he just complimented me. What do I say? Thank you seems like a lame response. You, too, would be flirty, and I don’t really do flirty.

“Just trying to get it over with.” Deflecting the praise is probably a good strategy.

“Very funny. Seriously, you’re really strong and fast. I have to push myself to keep up.”

“Thanks.” At this point, gratitude is unavoidable. “But I could never clear a seven-foot high jump, which you can probably do in your sleep.” Did I just flirt? Those words felt weird coming out of my mouth. But what choice did I have? I couldn’t just keep basking in his admiration.

“Actually, I pole vault in my sleep. But that damn pole keeps waking me up.”

“Ha, ha.”

“So, you like OneRepublic, huh?” There it is. The most humiliating moment of my life is back to haunt me. I feel my face turn hot and red.

“I’m so embarrassed,” I admit.

“Why?” he asks. “I love that song.”

“Yes, but you weren’t singing it out loud to a plane full of strangers.”

“Hey, it was the best part of the flight,” he jokes.

Is this really happening? Is Luke Hallstrom working to make conversation with me? Why? I wonder. I must change the subject. Anything to take the focus off my blunder. We keep running at a pretty good pace while we talk. For me, the conversation takes a lot more effort than the run.

“Where’d you stay in Mexico?” I ask.

“We rented a house. My brother and sister were on break from college. So we did the whole family thing.”

“That sounds really nice.”

“Yeah, but my legs didn’t get as tan as yours.” Holy crap. He noticed my legs. This is foreign territory for me. It sure does make the warm-up run go by quickly. Where is this coming from? Last year, we were both out here every afternoon, and he never even looked in my direction, much less at my legs. And it’s not like one of those movies where one morning, I threw out my glasses, grew gigantic boobs, and returned to school walking in slow motion down the hallway with bouncy hair to match my bouncy chest. I’m the same Janey I was sophomore year.

“I’ll race you to the finish,” he says and takes off. It’s by far the best challenge I’ve ever faced. I use all the gas that’s left in my tank to sprint the last quarter lap of the run. I pass him, but he stays right on my tail. I can feel him behind me. I push harder. He’s still there. I finish with him right behind me. He collapses dramatically and hilariously. I stand over him.

“You okay?”

“Help me up.” He extends a hand and I notice that he wears a thin brown leather braid around his wrist. I grab his hand and am surprised that it feels so soft and yet so strong. He doesn’t let go so quickly. It’s probably just two seconds, but it feels like an eternity. We walk over to where Chow is assembling the hurdles. Luke puts one of his heels up on a hurdle to do a hamstring stretch. I pretend to help Chow, but I surreptitiously keep an eye on Luke. I can’t help but notice that his legs did get pretty tan. And he has just the right amount of hair on his legs—​not too dark, not too fuzzy, just enough to seem like a man, but not a scary, hairy man. His gray La Jolla Track shirt is damp with sweat, and for some reason it’s not gross. As a matter of fact, it’s kinda hot. What am I thinking? Has Sloan, aka E.B., rubbed off on me in all the wrong ways?

Luke and I spend the rest of practice in our separate areas, but I feel that magnetic pull again, like something is drawing me to the long jump pit. I manage to stay in my designated spot, not an easy task.



  
    Chapter Five
  


That night’s family dinner is so normal, it’s weird. When my dad isn’t flying, we make a point to sit down and eat together. My mom teaches kindergarten, and she always said that one of the many reasons she loves her job is that it allows her to have the same hours I have and that she can be home to make dinner. Tonight, Mom made my favorite meal, chicken and biscuits, and dad announces he picked up a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food. Now that I think about it, maybe this dinner is better than normal. Mom and Dad ask fewer annoying questions than usual about my day, my friends, my teachers, my track workout. They’ve done none of their regular pushing or pressuring about homework, tests, and debate topics.

In the two days since we’ve been home, there has been no talk of the demise of their marriage, no mention of someone (my dad, I presume) moving out, no one sleeping on the sofa. Maybe they were in a margarita-induced haze when they gave me the news on New Year’s Eve. Maybe they changed their minds and realized that they can’t live without each other. I’ve always been able to speak freely with my parents, so I take it upon myself to say something.

“Is this the way it’s supposed to be?”

“What do you mean?” Mom’s eyes are wide with curiosity. Her eyebrows climb up her forehead.

“I mean that you guys are separating. But we’re all together. And you’re both being super nice. All. The. Time.”

They exchange a glance. Mom nods at Dad, encouraging him to speak up.

“We want to make sure you’re fine and that we don’t make any sudden changes.” He speaks as though I’m a time bomb that could explode at any given moment.

Mom picks up where he leaves off. “It’s a stressful year for you, and we want to be helpful, not hurtful.”

“Guys, I get it. I can handle it. I’ll be fine.”

Mom’s eyes brim with prideful tears, as if I’ve just won the Nobel Peace Prize. “We know, and we’re going to make sure we do what’s best for you.”

I wish I could say, Then you wouldn’t be getting divorced. But that might interrupt the whole lovey-dovey, mushy King family moment.

I decide that the sooner I finish my Phish Food, the sooner I can get back to my room and enjoy the pleasure of my own company. And my Spanish homework. I power through the dessert, get a scorching ice cream headache, and put my bowl in the dishwasher.

“Thanks for the yummy dinner. Love you.”

“Love you back,” they say almost in unison.

In the comfort of my own room, I settle onto my bed. I lean back against the pile of pillows with my Spanish textbook and my laptop splayed out in front of me. I have to create a travel brochure for a Spanish-speaking country. Mexico seems too obvious. Belize, maybe. I start to research Belize, but my phone makes a pong noise, telling me I have new text message. I grab my phone.


  Hey.


It’s from a phone number I don’t recognize.

Who’s this? I type.

Luke shows up on my screen. Really? Is someone messing with me? There is no way that Luke Hallstrom is texting me.


  Luke who?


Luke Hallstrom.

I’m not sure whether to believe this is real; how the heck did Luke get my phone number? Then I remember that the track team roster from last year has everyone’s info to encourage us to carpool to meets if we don’t want to ride the team bus. I pull up the roster on my computer and, sure enough, the phone numbers match.

He was on my mind this afternoon, and even this evening. I wondered if other people on the team saw us running together, and what they thought about that. They probably figured it was some kind of mistake. I wasn’t really sure what I, myself, thought about that. But I know that my heart is beating really fast right now, and I’m sitting in my room all by myself with a big stupid smile spreading across my face.

Hey, I text back. What’s up?


  Just procrastinating. Don’t wanna read Crime and Punishment 2 nite.


Ugh. I don’t blame u. The crazy-fast heartbeat and the big stupid smile show no signs of stopping.

What r u doing? he types.


  Spanish hw. Fun fun fun.


Although the last thing I’m thinking about at the moment is my Spanish homework, and while the fun fun fun was meant sarcastically, I am truthfully having a lot of fun right this very second.

R u going to track workout tomorrow? he asks.


  I think so. R u?



  Yeah. Wanna go get a juice or coffee after?


I have to take a breath before I answer with an enthusiastic YES. I want to make sure my response seems more casual than I feel.

Sounds good, I write.

Cool. C U tomorrow.

Can this be real? Do I really have a date with Luke? Why would he want to go out with me? I am so normal I’m practically invisible, and he is widely known and adored. Is a beverage in the afternoon even considered a real date? My first instinct is to text Sloan. I feel much too excited to keep this to myself, and I want her professional opinion on every word that was exchanged. I start to type, but then I hit the cancel button. There’s a chance Sloan won’t be happy for me. She has had a crush on Luke for a while. She does, however, crush on several boys at a time. But what if she gets mad or
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