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DEDICATION

For my grandparents, with every beat of my heart

—M.A.

For my mom, who has loved me the longest

—M.S.





OREGON




Dear Recipient:

It was suggested to me that I take time to grieve before reaching out to each of you. However, if I were in your position, I’d be curious about the sixteen-year-old girl whose organs I received. And since I was her mother, I’m absolutely bursting to tell you about her.

If there’s one thing to say about Ashlyn, it’s that she was a person who cared deeply. This was especially apparent in her love of animals. When she was a little girl, she would groom her grandparents’ horses, and try to pet every dog and cat she came across. She talked about growing up to be a vet, a zoologist, or an animal-rights activist. The beauty of being young is that you can change your mind a hundred times and life is still before you with all the options. We’ll never know what she’d have decided when the time came, but after volunteering at local animal shelters for the past couple of years, she seemed most excited about the idea of one day running her own nonprofit animal rescue center.

Ashlyn was athletic and a member of her school’s cheer squad. She was busy, busy, busy with practices, performing at games, competing statewide, and summer cheer camps. Community outreach is also a big part of being on the team, so between cheer obligations and her own ambitions, she was always on her way out the door to go help someone in some way or other.

What else can I tell you? Aside from me, Ashlyn had her dad, her younger brother, her best friend, her boyfriend, and countless friends and extended family members. She was a good student. Outgoing, talkative, opinionated. Bossy, even, depending on whom you might ask. She liked it best when things were going her way. (Don’t most of us, though?) She was also sensitive and loyal to the extreme. She laughed a lot. She made me laugh a lot. She was my first baby, and I have always been so proud of her. I still am.

When Ashlyn got her driver’s permit last year, she made the choice to register as an organ donor. It was her wish that if she lost her life, she might save others. Our family is deeply bereaved, but it brings us solace that our girl was able to help you in your need.

If you’d be comfortable with it, I’d love to get acquainted with you and hear how you’re progressing with your transplant. Either way, please know that I’m thankful for you, and I wish you a speedy recovery and a joyful, meaningful life.

All my best,

Paige (and Enrique and Tyler, too)





Cloudy

It’s not that I never think about Ashlyn. I do.

Especially on days like this.

This is what it used to be like on pep rally day: Ashlyn and I would meet at my locker, we’d complain about having to wear our cheerleading uniforms in class, declare whose Bend High blue-and-yellow hair bow looked perkier, gobble down some granola bars, and walk to the gym, together.

This is what it’s like now: I’m sitting on the gym floor, alone, attempting to blow life into a yellow balloon. We’re using them in the relay race later, so once I’m done, I toss it into an emptied trash can along with the others. The rest of the varsity squad is scattered around—hanging signs, draping streamers, and painting faces.

Face-painting used to be mine and Ashlyn’s. Then junior year—this year—started, and I told Coach Voss I was bored of staring into people’s pores while brushing bear paws on their cheeks, and that my talents could be used elsewhere. Now those talents include transferring carbon dioxide from my mouth and into a balloon, all without passing out.

From my spot on the sidelines, I’ve been watching the rest of the school file in. Most students are dressed to fit the rally’s theme: Bounce the Blackhawks into the Past!, a nod to our boys’ basketball team making the play-offs. Every class was assigned a different decade—freshmen are the 1920s; sophomores are the 1950s; juniors are the 1960s; and the seniors, the highly coveted 1980s.

As yet another Madonna climbs the bleachers, Lita and Izzy march over to me, Zoë in between them. As the team manager, Zoë’s not required to dress in theme, but she did anyway. And leave it to my little sister to come as Dorothy Parker, a 1920s-era writer hardly anyone here would recognize.

When they reach me, Lita sweeps her deep brown bangs off her forehead. “Zoë says I can’t use the word ‘douchebag’ at a pep rally.”

Zoë huffs and adjusts her hat—her cloche; that’s what she called it this morning, not that I asked. “It’s crass,” she says, glancing down at me. “It sucks all the enthusiasm out of the room!”

There’s probably a rule for this. Thou shalt defend thy sister, even if she’s an interloper.

Cheer was never Zoë’s thing. It’s always only been mine. But when our previous team manager moved away, Zoë swooped in to snatch the job, and she did it all without a word to me first. Suddenly, she’s so eager to coordinate our fund-raisers and bus rides, and it’s crossing a line I didn’t know existed. She’s trespassing. And if she can break a rule, so can I.

“We must have skipped that lesson at cheer camp,” I snipe.

“Really.” Izzy slumps beneath the Lava Bear Country banner on the wall at her back. “Is there a list of things we’re not supposed to say?”

I tie off the last balloon and cradle it to my chest. “Erectile dysfunction.”

Lita taps her chin. “Moist?”

“Nibble,” Izzy adds. “Secrete.”

My eyes flash on Zoë, and a grin lights up her face.

“Chlamydia!” She yells it as the marching band transitions to a Prince song, and I cringe at the volume of her voice.

But that doesn’t matter anymore because “1999” is our cue.

Nervous buzzing swarms my stomach as I stand up to join Lita, Izzy, and the girls at center court. There’s an energy springing around the place; it crackles on my skin. The last time we performed in front of a crowd was a week ago at Nationals, and I’m antsy to do it again.

The delicate scent of lavender wafts over to me. I whirl around to ask Ashlyn where she’s been and—

See a girl in a poodle skirt, her auburn ponytail swinging as she walks away.

Not Ashlyn.

“What’s up?” Zoë was messing with her hat again, so she missed it. But I must look how I feel—bloodless, weightless, boneless—because her eyebrows are up in a question.

“Nothing,” I say, keeping my voice practiced and careful. I smooth down my white, pleated uniform skirt so she won’t catch my fingers trembling. I remind myself to breathe—it’s all about breathing.

Shit.

What was that?

It’s been almost six months since my best friend died, and I’ve never fumbled like that. Not in public, anyway. I’ve been holding it together just fine, and I’m sure as hell not losing it now—not in front of the whole school and, like, four different James Deans.

The stuffy gym air isn’t doing anything to cool down my cheeks. “I need to get some water. I’ll be right back.”

Before Zoë can say anything, I elbow past a group of junior hippies. My sneakers squeak against the waxy court as I hustle to the girls’ locker room. I focus on that. The squeakier, the better, the faster I go, until everything is a smudgy blur of neon and sequins and synthetic hair.

“Cloudy!”

I stop short at my name; the locker room is so close. When I turn, there’s Matty Ocie, that ever-present quirk to his lips. He gives me a small smile—small for Matty, anyway. My return smile’s wattage is a flicker in comparison.

Things with Matty and me are complicated. As in, he might be my ex-boyfriend and he might have seen me naked, but we’re still able to look each other in the eye. Which is lucky because his are a nice, M&M-y brown, and meeting his gaze is keeping me upright at the moment.

My heartbeat steadies enough to take in the rest of him. His slim, dark blue suit is iridescent under the lights, something I failed to notice earlier in Spanish. “Wow.”

“I know,” he says, smiling bigger.

“Who are you supposed to be?”

He sighs like he’s gotten the question a lot today and gestures at his hair. “I’m JFK! Check out the majestic side part.”

He spins to show off the entire ensemble, and I spot someone else standing behind him. A year of practice has made trying to ignore Kyle second nature, but this might be the only time it’s actually worked.

A familiar carbonated frothiness courses through me, then fizzles flat. I never let it last long enough to enjoy it.

“Hi,” I say to Kyle.

“Hey,” he says back.

“Nice work, guys.” Matty claps a few times. “Those were real words, and you were nearly looking at each other.”

Next to Matty, Kyle is completely underdressed for the rally in plain jeans and a sweatshirt—he’s not even wearing blue or yellow.

“Did you leave your pep in your locker?” I ask him. The stupid joke clogs up my throat. There was a time it wouldn’t have, but that was before Kyle started dating Ashlyn. Before I dated—and broke up with—Matty. Kyle and I are a study in Before and After. And if things with Matty and me are complicated, then my relationship with Kyle is something along the lines of splitting the atom.

“I’ve got to find Coach,” Kyle mutters, then shuffles off.

Matty watches him leave with an expression that’s full of things only I understand. Months of concern and anxiety and unease, all for his cousin.

“How is he?” I ask Matty.

Kyle and I might not be friends, but Ashlyn wouldn’t want her boyfriend turning into some tragic epilogue. He kind of fell apart when she died, but he’s been doing better. That’s what Matty says, and he wouldn’t lie about that.

“Probably nervous,” Matty says, shrugging. “Slawson’s making him announce baseball tryouts today. But the question is”—he clamps a hand on my shoulder—“what’s your pep emergency? You were hauling ass pretty quick.”

Of everyone, I could tell Matty about my Ashlyn slipup. That remembering practically knocked me over, and if I ever let myself go there, I might not get up. This was a tiny lapse, though. It won’t happen again. And anyway, he has enough to worry about.

“I’m fine,” I tell him. Auto-reply: on. “Just getting a pen and paper so I won’t forget I can’t say ‘Chlamydia.’”

SOPHIE PAXTON’S VOICE trembles so much during “The Star-Spangled Banner,” I need a Dramamine. But we both power through it. Then the basketball team storms out, ripping and running through a paper banner that takes six cheerleaders to hold up. Once at a football game, we used only two, and it was a grass-stained disaster for everyone involved.

As the boys assemble on the giant bear paw painted on center court, four of the cheerleaders, including me, hike up into the bleachers to lead the class yell contest, while the rest do it from the floor. I always get stuck with the sophomores because they’re the least enthused, and I’m the least tolerant of that too-cool-for-school bullshit. Unsurprisingly, the seniors win.

Afterward, I join the squad on the free-throw lane as the general announcements start. Coach Voss is lingering at the end of the line, and three people ahead of her, I see Matty—but no Kyle. My pulse beats in my ears as I check the junior section for him, then every other section, the exit doors, and the shadowy corners of the gym. He’s not anywhere. But that’s not possible; he wouldn’t skip out on a responsibility like this. Aside from Slawson giving him all kinds of crap for it, Kyle would never let his team down.

At half-court, the student council president hands off the microphone to Matty. The first words out of his mouth are about baseball tryouts.

“No way,” I mumble. Kyle bailed.

Beside me, Zoë presses close, her arm against mine. “Would you ever date Matty again?” she whispers, completely oblivious. “Because I think he’d date you again, if you wanted to.”

“I don’t want to,” I tell her, even if it’s none of her business. She may have inserted herself into cheer, but that doesn’t mean every other scrap of my life is fair game.

Matty spouts off details I’m not paying attention to. Then he turns to hand the mic to the girl behind him before sauntering calmly back to his seat.

And Zoë is still going: “See, I’d believe that if you guys hadn’t already been together twice. Third time’s the charm, right?”

“No third time. No charm.” My teeth clench around the words.

Besides, what happened between Matty and me after Ashlyn died doesn’t really count as dating. But there are some details I don’t need to share with my little sister.

I tune back in when Coach Voss clears her throat and it ricochets around the gym. Her mouth is a tense, flat line on her fairly line-free face, and with her feet slightly apart, she commands attention like this is cheer practice.

“As you might know,” she’s saying, “the varsity cheerleaders just came back from Nationals, where they placed third in the country.” She stands back and waits for applause. Which comes—eventually. Damn sophomores. “It wasn’t an easy victory. We lost a bright spot on our squad the very first week of the school year.”

Like that, the room goes static, I go static, and part of me is relieved that Kyle isn’t here for this.

“Ashlyn Montiel was an integral member of our team, and we miss her commitment and positivity every day. But,” she says, her voice switching from sweet to steel, “these girls fought and worked and earned their success. And because of that . . . I’m honored to announce that Bend High Varsity Cheer will be featured in the nationally syndicated Cheer Insider magazine.”

A shriek bomb explodes around me, and I must go momentarily deaf because I’m stunned, right there in the middle of it. This can’t be true—Cheer Insider can’t care that we exist. But then Zoë is hopping beside me, shaking my shoulders, and her grin is so big, I find myself grinning back. Believing it. And whatever energy the team has saved up for the rest of the day comes off of us in waves. Beyond our ecstatic huddle, no one else in the gym seems to understand what’s going on, but their indifference doesn’t touch us. This is it. This is real. This is fucking incredible.

Voss isn’t done. She’s still smiling as she adds, “And, because of her tireless dedication this year, they’ve chosen to spotlight our own”—her eyes lock on me, and my stomach drops as she extends a hand in my direction—“Claudia Marlowe.”

That’s when it happens again. I stand there as my teammates crowd around me in an eager rush of congratulations and hugs, and all I can do is remind myself to breathe.

It’s all about breathing.





Kyle

In movies, they make it look so easy. Someone has a crisis, so they wander into a random church where they find peace staring at statues, or are comforted by the vague yet inspirational words of a priest, nun, or stranger. Or, if those first two things don’t happen, the character leaves all discouraged but soon discovers the answer they were seeking awaits them right outside.

I’ll be glad if any of this happens for me today, but my hopes aren’t high. Right now, I’m pulling up to Random Church Number Four after having found the doors at Random Churches One, Two, and Three locked. Unlike those others, there’s one car in this lot, which means I might have a shot at getting inside.

After steering into a space near the entrance, I slam my SUV into park, cut the engine, and hop out. The pavement and the church throw echoes back and forth with every step I take.

I climb the short staircase—two at a time. At the top, the foyer is dark behind glass double doors, but there’s a set of keys dangling from the lock. I pull the handle and the door swings outward. Aiming a fist bump toward the sky (hallelujah?), I rush in.

Coming here was a last-ditch move and I hate that I’m this desperate. It’s just that 1) today one of the assistant baseball coaches made me sit through an epic “your absenteeism drags us all down” lecture and 2) this should’ve been my one-year anniversary with my dead girlfriend, Ashlyn.

As it turns out, 1 + 2 = me kind of losing it again.

Kind of a lot losing it, actually.

I tread farther into the darkness. Then, making a guess about where to go next, I pull the handle of one of the wooden carved doors ahead. It leads to a large, dim room with raised ceilings where row after row after row of cushioned benches face a wood podium and a two-story-high stained glass window.

I’m in now. I make my way to a row near the middle of the room and sit.

Why here? I don’t know. This place is 100 percent empty, but the idea of going to the front somehow seems as dickheaded as grabbing the last of the chips and salsa when everyone else is starving and waiting for their enchiladas, too. It’d be like I’m trying to hoard all the enlightenment for myself.

Because I was born to a “not a Christian but still deeply, deeply spiritual” mother and an “agnostic with hope” father, this is only my second time inside a church. (The first was almost six months ago for Ashlyn’s memorial.) If my parents had been different, maybe I’d be different, but I don’t think so. I just don’t connect with anything religious or mystical. Before, it never bothered me that I didn’t inherit my mother’s ability to believe in an afterlife or my dad’s ability to hope for one. Since Ashlyn’s death, it’s been bothering me a lot.

In this church, there’s no organ music playing or lit candles or statues. The heat doesn’t seem to be turned on. It’s also dingy, with pea-green fuzzy seats and yellowish beige carpeting.

I sit perfectly still, perfectly quiet. There’s rustling up front. Church mice, maybe? (Are those a thing in real life, or just in kids’ books?) It’s probably good that I’m back here, after all.

Digging into the pocket of my hoodie, I grab my phone and earbuds so I can cover up the potential-rodent sounds. I consider making this experience more authentic by putting on some gospel channel, but decide instead to leave it on my usual music (which isn’t emo, no matter what my cousin Matty thinks). I turn it up and wait for answers to end my crisis. I’m more than ready to become the Back to Normal Kyle everyone wants me to be.

I wait.

I stare ahead.

I focus on the light-colored cross on the dark-wood podium.

I get lost in the stained glass’s kaleidoscope-type circle design.

I glance left, right, down, up.

I wait some more.

At the last church I was in, the minister spoke Words of Encouragement to the hundreds of people who showed up for Ashlyn’s memorial. Later in the service, Matty read aloud friends’ and family members’ memories he’d collected. I was surprised when Claudia (Ashlyn’s best friend, who mostly answers to “Cloudy”) didn’t go up front with him, and even more surprised when I realized afterward that none of the stories had been from her.

The cheer coach’s note was all about the inspiring drive, perfectionism, and positive outlook Ashlyn brought to the squad. My aunt Robin’s was about eight-year-old Ashlyn showing up at their house next door after having “run away” with only a suitcase of stuffed animals. Ashlyn’s mother had Matty share the letter she was sending to Ashlyn’s organ recipients. There were happy stories, thoughtful stories, silly stories. So many, I couldn’t recall all of them now even if I wanted to.

The audience chuckled while Matty read what I’d written about Ashlyn’s laugh and how it had taken me completely off guard at first. They could relate because no one ever expected such a strange sound to come out of such a cute girl.

When she really got going, she sometimes sounded like a farm animal, and I teased her once, asking if she’d been a donkey in her past life. (Not that I believe in the past-lives thing, obviously. Even though I kind of want to.) My stomach twists up now at how douchey that was for me to say, but Ashlyn wasn’t even bothered. She just pushed me all playful and laughed her unique, endearing, and contagious laugh.

The laugh no one will hear again. Not in the flesh, at least.

I pause my music. And even though I know it’s going to be a mistake, I check my phone for the last video I got of her.

There was a time when it would have taken a lot of searching to find something from half a year ago, but since there hasn’t been a single moment I’ve wanted to record since she died, I’m able to go straight to it and press play. A wiggly shot sweeps toward the darkening sky and settles on two girls in the stadium parking lot with their arms around each other. The sides of their faces are smushed together and Ashlyn’s glossy black ponytail is flipped over both their heads, covering most of Cloudy’s reddish-blond hair.

On that Friday night, they’d already changed out of their uniforms after having cheered for the first football game of the year, and were waiting with me for Matty to come out of the locker room. School had started that week, and it was one of those rare occasions when Cloudy and I were in the same place at the same time and I wasn’t getting the feeling she wished we weren’t.

In my earbuds, my disembodied voice says, “Okay, ready? One. Two. Three.”

The seconds tick by and the girls’ smiles on my screen get bigger, fade a little, and then get big again. Ashlyn’s eyes look extra bright, bright green. (She once said her eyes were the color of a 7Up can, while Cloudy’s were dark blue like a Pepsi can.) On the screen, Ashlyn raises her eyebrows and Cloudy scrunches her nose and they both giggle. While still holding a stiff grin, Ashlyn asks, “Did you take the picture, Kyle?”

Me: “I don’t think so. You didn’t see my flash, right?”

Cloudy whispers something to her (I’ll never know what, but I assume it had to do with “flashing”), and they both burst out laughing.

Me again: “Oh, wait. I accidentally set it on video mode.”

The view gets all wavy again and the only sound is the girls as they laugh and laugh and laugh. It’s all accidental by this point since I was changing the settings, but the camera goes back to them and follows as they slide their backs down my Xterra and land on the cement, where they laugh some more.

Then the clip ends. My eyes tear up at the blurred, frozen image of Ashlyn and Cloudy sprawled on the ground, looking both silly and pretty at the same time.

People say stuff about how Ashlyn’s in a better place and gazing down from heaven, but I can’t stand to think of her as some stalker in the sky who has nothing better to do than use her telescopic, 7Up can–green eyes to watch me all day while I shower and eat and go to school and do homework and (sometimes) hit the weight room and play video games and sleep.

I can’t stand to think of her watching me now.

Secretly, I do want to have hope that reincarnation is real and she’s a baby. Or a donkey, cat, raccoon, seagull, zebra, tropical fish. Or something else. Anything. I don’t care what she is; I just wish some part of her could be living somewhere on this planet. Because if she isn’t, what’s the point of any of this?

My chest tightens and my jaw does its thing to try to prevent me from crying. Most of the time these days, it works, but I hate the soreness afterward, like someone wadded my face up in their fist like a candy wrapper. I pull my earbuds out, drop my phone on the seat beside me, and cover both hands over my eyes.

It was two days after that first football game when Ashlyn went for a bike ride with her parents and her little brother. She lost control going downhill and took the landing so hard, her helmet was knocked loose and she hit her head. At first, the doctors thought there was a chance she’d come out of her coma—that she’d be okay. But after only a few days, they determined she was brain dead.

If Ashlyn hadn’t been in that accident, I don’t know what today would have been like. It was important to her that we do something special for our “monthiversaries” (which meant we always did—except for the time last June when I forgot), so obviously, she would have wanted our one-year anniversary to be a much bigger deal. A twelve-times-bigger deal, probably.

The entire past month has been filled with gut-punching reminders about how my relationship with Ashlyn first began last year. And each week there’s been something to trigger more “what if?” thoughts: If Ashlyn were here, what would she have given me on my birthday? What would we have done on Valentine’s Day? What would she have picked out for me to wear to Winter Formal?

And on and on and on.

The rustling up front kicks in again and someone whispers, “Did you hear something?”

Wiping my eyes, I lift my gaze in time for a girl’s head to pop up from the front row. My vision has adjusted to the dim lighting and I recognize her as Danielle, one of the cheerleaders. I also recognize she’s wearing nothing on top except a black bra.

She sits up a bit higher, squinting at me, and then disappears again. “Oh my gosh! Kyle’s here!”

Another head appears. This one belongs to my cousin Matty, who isn’t wearing a shirt, either. “Kyle?” he asks.

I raise my hand in greeting, even as the rest of me threatens to collapse in sudden exhaustion. Matty waves back and a goofy grin spreads across his face.

“What is he doing?” Danielle loud-whispers.

Matty ducks out of view. “Not sure.”

The conversation continues, but they’re speaking too quietly for me to make out words.

I’m not sure what my next move should be. What is the proper etiquette when you wander into a random church in search of enlightenment and your cousin and his ex-girlfriend’s teammate happen to be hooking up ten rows in front of you?

Just as I’ve made the decision to leave, Danielle beats me to it. She rushes down the aisle (with her shirt and coat on now), staring very fixedly at something that isn’t my face.

Up front, there’s a loud zip! Matty gets up, ambling toward me with his Lava Bears baseball T-shirt on inside out. (He plays both football and baseball, but he’s better at baseball.) His smile is bigger than any he’s directed my way since I got overwhelmed and left before the pep rally yesterday.

“So, Kyle.” He plops down beside me. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for peace and quiet. Which, obviously, is not the same as what you’re doing.” I sweep my hand to encompass the room. “Who knew this would be where it all happens?”

“I know, right?” Matty says. “Pastor’s daughters. Watch out when they’re driving you home and say they need to stop at church to pick something up real quick.”

“Thanks for the tip.” The odds of me having to get a ride are minuscule compared with his; Uncle Matthew and Aunt Robin’s favorite method of punishment is taking Matty’s car away. Whether he gets a bad grade, misses curfew, gets caught stealing a beer from the fridge, or says “shit” in front of them, it’s a guarantee his car will then spend a week or more in “purgatory,” as he calls it. (It’s also a guarantee that the rest of us will be suffering the consequences along with him, since we’ll have to drive him everywhere.) “I thought you were getting your car back today.”

“No. Sunday.”

“It’s impossible to keep track. So, am I the last to know about”—I gesture in the direction Danielle headed—“all this?”

“This just happened. I mean, just happened. So you’re the first.” He picks up my phone and I brace myself. Is he going to notice the Ashlyn video and figure out what’s going on with me? Instead, he hands it over, still smiling. “Take my picture. Then when I start to wonder if this was a dream, I’ll have a way to remember.”

Exactly what I want, to be part of my cousin’s kinky memories. I drop the phone back into my pocket. “Or, we can forget I was here.”

“That works, too.” He sinks back against the bench’s stiff cushioning. “But seriously. Now that you’ve found me, what were you needing?”

“Nothing. I mean, I wasn’t looking for you. Or for anyone. I’m just . . . here. For the quiet, like I said.”

Matty studies me for a long moment, wearing his Kyle-you’re-freaking-me-out face. Pep-rally-skipping aside, I do what I can to avoid causing him to make this face, so it’s especially frustrating that, of all the places in the world either of us could be right now, we both ended up in Random Church Number Four.

“I should leave.” I stand and step around his legs to get to the aisle.

“And I should find Danielle.”

Matty goes back up front for the rest of his clothes while I head for the carved doors.

When I step into the lobby, Danielle is waiting at the entrance. “I figured out how you got in.” She jangles a set of keys and aims a shy smile at me. “Is everything . . . okay with you now?”

I put on a smile for her. Like Matty, she seems to think I came here for him. “I’m fine. And I’m sorry for startling you. Just so you know, I had no idea you guys were in there. In movies, it seems like people go into churches whenever they feel like it.”

“It isn’t like that here. My dad keeps set office hours.”

“Which don’t happen to be Thursday afternoons?”

She giggles. “Definitely not.”

I push the door to leave, and cold air hits my face like I’ve opened a freezer.

Danielle follows me out. “Oh, no. The Dirty-Pawed Avenger strikes again!”

At first, I can’t figure out what she’s pointing at, but then I spot a brown, smudgy trail across the hood of my vehicle, leading to a black cat that almost blends into the paint job. “Whose cat is that?” I ask.

“She’s a stray. Always on the hunt for a warm engine. When she first turned up here, she was such a tiny thing. Every Sunday she goes from car to car. It’s kind of funny.”

The temperature outside has been in the twenties and thirties for weeks; no wonder the poor cat is curled up so tightly.

Matty barrels out to join Danielle and me, and the vibe gets weird as they smirk at each other in embarrassed, secretive ways. I guess it’s all good for Matty, though. He’s been telling me for months he likes Cloudy “only as a friend,” but I didn’t believe it until now.

“Well, it seems I have no choice except to become the villain who sends this stray cat back to the mean streets of Bend, Oregon.” I give Danielle and Matty a quick nod and start down the stairs. “See you guys at school.”

“Kyle, wait!” Matty calls out. “You want to do something tonight?”

I turn. “Nah. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Well, obviously tomorrow.”

I lift the corners of my mouth into the approximation of a pleasant expression to hide my irritation. “Right.”

Official baseball tryouts aren’t happening until after we get back from midwinter break, but Matty decided everyone who played varsity last year (aside from the guys who graduated, obviously) should hang out Friday night for some preseason bonding or whatever. I told him this morning I’d go (after he guilt-tripped me for leaving him to make the announcement yesterday), but the truth is, the closer it gets to the start of the season, the less I want anything to do with the team.

Without waiting for Matty to say more, I skip down the stairs. Before I even reach the bottom, my false smile dies and depression slams into me all over again. I came here for answers, for a sign, for something. But there were no statues, no nuns, no priests, and no helpful strangers. All I got out of this was Matty on my case again and muddy little paw prints all over my vehicle.

“Sorry, Dirty-Pawed Avenger.” I’m at my driver’s-side door now. “It’s time to find another heater.”

It turns out the cat is actually a kitten. She keeps lying there with her eyes squeezed shut, so I step forward and give her a light poke in the side. “I mean it. I’m going home now.”

She curves herself into an even tighter ball. Her stomach rises and falls as she breathes. What was Danielle talking about, saying she was tiny back whenever she first came around? She’s still super little now.

Aside from a carnival-won goldfish, Dad and I have never had a pet, and Matty’s cat, Hercules, is the only one I’ve spent much time with. He likes to show his “affection” by hooking his claws into my legs and biting my wrists, so I haven’t always been his biggest fan.

I rub the kitten between her ears. Her glossy black fur is softer than it looks. She responds by butting her head against my hand, flicking her tail, and opening her eyes.

Her eyes, which happen to be green. Bright, bright green. The color of a 7Up can, to be exact. My heart stops for a second.

She blinks at me and I blink right back.

I don’t know what this means, if it means anything. I really, really don’t. But I can’t help hoping maybe, just maybe, I’ve found the answer I was seeking after all.





Cloudy

We finally pull into a parking spot.

“Thank God,” I groan, reaching forward to click off the radio. The sounds of overlapping guitars and the la-la-la-ing singer cut off abruptly, the speakers now mercifully silent. I shudder all over like the power button was covered in raw meatloaf. “No more music by sad boys.”

Zoë, in the passenger seat, crosses her arms over her chest. “You said I could choose.”

“My mistake.” I put my Honda in park and turn off the engine.

“Anyway, they’re not sad. They’re—”

“Crybabies.”

“Passionate,” she says, decisively and dreamy-eyed.

“Oh, gag.” I snap off my seat belt and twist to grab my puffy coat from the backseat. Slipping it on, I say, “Just so you know, on the way home we’re listening to someone who wears glitter.”

Zoë’s eyes scrunch up behind her glasses. “Glitter? Really?”

“Glitter”—I count it off on one finger, then more—“with a fondness for drum machines. And clapping.”

“I’d rather crawl home.” She grins and slides out of the car.

As soon as I open my own door, icy February air ribbons in. It has to be the coldest day of the year so far. The sun is about to set, and the sky is a mix of purples and pinks against the pine trees that border the Target parking lot—possibly the only parking lot in Bend without a mountain view.

We make our way toward the big red bull’s-eye, Zoë bobbing beside me in her green Converse sneakers and orange knit cap. The lot is mostly empty for a Friday evening; everyone’s probably skipped out for midwinter break vacations already.

Zoë and I are not so lucky, however. We’re homebound while Mom and Dad are away on a cruise to Mexico. They haven’t taken a trip by themselves since Zoë was born and now they’re going for it. Which is all very nice until you get to the part where they ditch their dependents for ten days. I’d be on board with fending for myself if it wasn’t the reason why Ashlyn’s parents asked Zoë and me over tonight. Accepting their invitation felt more like a sentencing. I dread being back in that house, but I couldn’t refuse. Although there’s always the chance I’ll break an ankle and have to cancel before dinnertime.

“Candy first,” I announce once we’re inside. The Montiels aren’t expecting us for another hour, so I’ll fill up every minute of it with distraction.

Usually, the cosmetics section is always the first stop in Target, a tradition that began when Ashlyn and I both got our driver’s licenses and could be here on a whim. Makeup, then magazines, then kitchen appliances, where we’d screw around with the coffeemakers. That’s the way we worked through this place, no matter what—except for some quieter nights, when Ashlyn would dare me to do full twisting layouts in the patio furniture department. She’d always ask me in the same way, her eyes lighting with a challenge, as if she didn’t already know I’d take the dare.

The makeup section never comes first anymore, if I go there at all.

Zoë stands by while I grab the essentials: a bag of sour gummy worms for my personal stash and some Dum Dums for the gift basket I’m making for tomorrow’s cheer event. Zoë eschews empty calories and preservatives, and is obviously of alien stock, so she ignores the candy.

Then she follows me to the home decor department, where I pick a stalk of fake daffodils that I’ll cut up and drop into the basket for extra flair. If it were warmer, I’d pluck real ones from our garden, but these will do. Afterward, Zoë leads me to the DVD section. She is the last human being under thirty who still visits it, and five bucks says she leaves with something black and white and boring all over.

I’m elbow-deep in the comedies when Zoë comes up behind me and shoves a DVD case under my nose. I’m surprised it was made this century; on the other hand, it looks like it has enough slash and gore to trigger a fit.

“Come on, Zoë.” I raise an eyebrow. “A scary movie?”

Bunching her lips to one side, she says, “So what?”

I peer over her shoulder at the other racks. “No new docudrama snoozefest out this week?”

“I’m allowed to like different things, you know.”

She passes the case over, and I take it, reluctant. I barely read the story synopsis on the back cover, focusing instead on the snapshots of attractive, desperate-looking actors, their eyes and mouths open wide. A creepy, bloody movie is so un-Zoë—oh, but there’s the magic word: subtitled.

“It’s a foreign film.”

“Korean,” she clarifies.

“How did you even hear about it?”

“This boy Owen told me. It’s one of his favorites.”

My fingers freeze. A month ago, Zoë came home from school jabbering nonstop. Owen had recommended a thriller about a guy who’d had a brain transplant; afterward he started having visions of his donor’s life, and isn’t that just so metaphysical. Zoë speculated, out loud, to me, about whether it could actually happen, but I shut her down. It wasn’t real, and it wasn’t worth wondering.

“Sounds like This Boy Owen needs a rom-com weekend,” I say, tossing the DVD back at her.

She blinks at me. “He has exceptionally eclectic taste.”

I force an interested smile, steering the topic elsewhere. “So what’s up with you and This Boy Owen?”

Zoë’s cheeks redden and her eyes go round. She’s fallen for it. “We have some of the same classes. That’s it.”

“If he’s trying to woo you with the slaughter of innocents, I feel like I should know more about him. Like, okay: How many decapitated dolls does he keep in his locker?”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “Enjoying well-made horror films does not make someone a psychopath, Cloudy.”

“De-fensive.” I waggle my eyebrows.

“It’s not like that,” she says, a little breathless, so it’s obvious that it’s exactly like that. “He has a girlfriend, anyway.”

I watch her for a moment more, a familiar slump in her shoulders. He has a girlfriend, anyway must be the Marlowe sister motto. “Well. Plenty of other single doll decapitators out there for you, I promise.”

And if anyone knows that feeling something for a guy who’s into someone else is a black hole, so willing to suck you in and twist you up, it’s me. Better to cut the heartstrings now while they’re not so tangled.

I HEAD TOWARD the toy section so I can pick up more things for the gift basket. The squad is raffling them off at tomorrow’s fund-raiser for the public library. On my way across the store, my phone buzzes in my bag.

Cheer Insider is obsessed with you! Slight exaggeration, but let’s talk, please?

A text from my friend Jade, with a screenshot of Cheer Insider announcing our interview—including my solo profile—on their Twitter. Super.

Jade lived in town and cheered with us until two years ago, when her family moved to California. We keep in touch and meet up every summer at cheer camp—ideally, we’d also meet up at Nationals every year, but the Bend squad didn’t get past Regionals last season, and Santa Monica’s didn’t get there this time.

I tap out a quick reply to her last message—HUGE exaggeration. Talk later?

I might miss her more than ever these days, but I’m not as eager to discuss the interview as she is.

I’ve just pressed send when I see him.

Kyle.

Even with his back to me, I can tell.

I really hate that I can tell.

And I hate the emotional lightning storm that immediately charges up in my body. Zap! Excitement. Zing! Dread. Sizzle! Full-body tingles. Singe! All-consuming guilt.

He’s standing in front of a display at the end of an aisle, his hands in his pockets, the hood of his black coat coming up to meet the straight line of his short blond hair.

I can’t help it: I flash back to him at the hospital, and there’s a heaviness in my limbs. It was the day after the accident, and Ashlyn was still in a coma. All I wanted was to be there when she woke up. But my car had stalled on the ride over, and I was beyond stressed because it was time wasted, less time for me to be with her. Kyle was already there, though, near the waiting room. His stance was exactly the same as it is now, with his hands in his pockets, except then he was staring at a vending machine. He stood there longer than the hospital’s snack selection was worthy of: old, crappy chips versus older, crappier candy bars. So part of me wondered if he was even hungry. There were a lot of blank stares all around then. I ended up blowing past Kyle and heading for the ICU. I doubt he even noticed.

I’m about to do the same now—pass behind him and go straight for what I’m really here for—but I stop when I see what has him so preoccupied. An entire wall full of bright, plushy cushions shaped like animals. Why the hell is Kyle shopping for a Pillow Pet?

At the pep rally, Matty was certain that Kyle wasn’t backsliding. That he’s okay. But a seventeen-year-old guy with no younger siblings, shopping in the stuffed animal department, seems definitively not okay. So the same part of me that needed to ask Matty about him two days ago needs to get closer—just to make sure he’s not about to rip the heads off those pillows and wear them as hats.

He picks up a koala in one hand and a panda in the other. He’s deliberating.

Holy shit.

“Kyle.” His name slips out before I can wrangle it back.

He startles, straightening up as he whips around to face me. I’m instantly aware of my messy hair and salt-caked snow boots. “Cloudy. Hey.” His fingers tighten on the koala, his voice a low, thundery rumble. “What’s going on?”

Crack! Heat.

“Here with my sister. How about you?” I peek at the shelf behind him. “Redecorating?”

“Um,” he says, following my glance. “Not exactly. Just looking, I guess.”

Then his eyebrows do the Thing. The Thing where they kind of slope up in a slant, like he’s contemplating something too big, and it makes me want to smooth them flat. The Thing has done bad things to my insides since he walked into my biology class sophomore year.

I used to wonder if being attracted to Kyle felt like a weather event to Ashlyn, too. Or maybe it was more serene for her, because her feelings weren’t constantly battling. The first time she told me about him, her eyes were as lit up as sparklers.

“Kyle. Ocie.”

She’d steered me into an alcove under the stairs. Her grin was so giddy and nervous, I giggled before I knew what was going on. At the time, Kyle felt like my little secret, although he was hardly a secret at all. “The guy who stole my bio notes all last semester?”

Ashlyn had put her palms to her cheeks, endearingly shy. “I like him,” she whispered. “A lot. I think I like him a lot.”

My smile was so big and stiff; I must have looked like a wax figure. “Since when?”

“Seven thirty-three. This morning.”

“Ashlyn, what? He’s been here for months—”

“I know! I mean, I’ve seen him around Matty’s house before and I’ve always thought he was cute. But he walked me inside the main entrance and held the door open for me, and all of a sudden I have cartoon hearts in my eyes. For Kyle.”

I pressed my spine into the wall. “Does he like you, too?”

“Maybe?”

A tornado rioted through me. I could have told her the truth, and she would have dropped it. But then what? That weirdness would be a constant wedge between us. And in that moment, I believed that giving Kyle up could be simple, but I’d never forgive myself for ruining this for Ashlyn. I wouldn’t carve that line into our friendship. What I didn’t anticipate was that keeping the secret could be just as damaging. And that I wouldn’t get over Kyle the way I wanted to. “What are you going to do?”

“Invite him to Winter Formal. They’re announcing it at the assembly later, and I could ask him right away.” She bounced up on her toes, and her expression was so hopeful it made my stomach hurt. “You’re a bold, self-sufficient woman. Tell me: Should I just do it?”

It was as if poisonous gas had leaked from the heating system. I knew Kyle would say yes—he’d be a total cretin not to. Ashlyn was a star. She was warm, and fierce, and the prettiest person I’d ever seen. She was happiest when she was making other people happy. So I told her yes. Ask him.

“Ashlyn loved pandas,” I blurt out now, motioning to the pillow in Kyle’s right hand. I brace myself to melt from embarrassment. As if he doesn’t know that Ashlyn loved pandas. As if he didn’t adopt the symbolic kind for her on one of their monthiversaries, only to have her agonize over what to name it (Pandy Warhol). As if that’s not the reason he picked up that pillow in the first place.

“I remember,” he mumbles, putting both pillows back on the shelf.

“I’m sure.” It comes out snappy and I peek over my own shoulder, reflexively checking for the exits.

We stand opposite each other, shifting and silent. A woman pushing a shopping cart filled with paper towel rolls sashays between us. It’s like she can’t tell we’re even in the middle of a conversation. I guess we aren’t, really.

“Hey, do you want to . . .” I trail off, gesturing behind me. “I need to buy something for a gift basket. You could help. If you’re not busy.”

And maybe if we’re walking, and he’s not looking at me, I won’t be such a disaster.

Kyle’s mouth opens a bit, and he hesitates before letting out a strangled “Okay.” Then he scoops up the shopping basket at his feet and follows my lead until we get to the action figure aisle. We’re completely uneasy around each other, and it sucks, but it’s all my doing, anyway.

Talking to him used to come easy, too easy, for me. I was actually impatient for first-period bio and dissecting virtual animals—after all the animal-rights speeches from Ashlyn, I refused to slice into the real ones. It meant sharing a computer with him, one focal point for a few minutes. But outside of class, there was always Matty, and his other friends, and eventually, Ashlyn. After she asked him to Formal, they started getting closer, and I purposely forgot how to talk to Kyle.

So shopping with him will be new.

“What are you looking for?” he asks. We’re alone, and it seems darker in here, not as starkly bright and exposed as the center aisles.

“Basically anything that’ll make a six-year-old’s day.”

He laughs softly and it sounds right, like something I’ve heard before, and maybe if he sounds like familiar Kyle, he really is okay. “Is this a cheer thing?”

“What else?” I say, wandering farther away. “It’s for the library—we’re raffling off some gift baskets to raise money for the youth literacy program. And from past experience, kids like you better when you throw presents at them. They’re like bridge trolls that way.” I pull a dinosaur—that also launches tiny rockets—off the wall. “Or the really bad kings in the Bible.”

What.

I hope Kyle’s had an embolism and missed all of that.

Nope. He’s looking back at me. “I’ll take your word for it,” he says.

Fueled by desperation, I hone in on these crayon-slash-robot toys from a cartoon—everything’s a hybrid these days; can a crayon not just be a crayon anymore? The green robot is hooked on the top-shelf rung, and I put the toe of my boot on the lower shelf to hoist myself up. Before I can, Kyle’s behind me, his chest brushing my shoulder as he snatches the package for me. He’s such a frigging oak tree, he doesn’t even need to stretch much to get it.

Once he does, he steps away quickly. I hold my breath so I don’t inhale the minty Kyle smell that clings to him. It happened all the time in bio—we’d be sitting at our table, bent over our lab workbooks, and he’d move in a way that set off these mini wintergreen explosions. Ashlyn once told me he used this tea tree mint shampoo, and she always mooned over how his kisses tasted like all the Junior Mints he ate. I filed the info away with the other things I shouldn’t remember about Kyle.

“I could’ve gotten it,” I say instead of thanking him.

He looks at me. “I know.” Then he hesitates before handing over the robot. “It didn’t seem worth breaking an arm for.”

We turn away from each other at the same time, facing opposite shelves. I can’t believe he’s still helping me look for a dumb toy after I was such an ass.

I slip over to a pole stacked high with stuffed Yodas. “So are you stuck here over break?”

Kyle is deeply engrossed in a display of rubber balls. He sticks his hand in and palms a red one. Then he holds it up, and I shake my head, declining. “Yeah,” he says, tossing the ball back with the others. “You too?”

“Yep.” I stroke one Yoda on the head, tug another one’s ear. “My mom and dad deserted us for Mexico this morning.”

“They left you two alone for the whole week?”

“Total abandonment. They’re taking a cruise, so they’ll only be able to contact us once they reach port.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“My mom told me I’m not allowed to use the stove.”

“Ah.” A small smile lingers on his lips, and this warm-honey feeling spreads in my belly. I want to kick him in the shins for it. “It’s cool your parents get to be away, though. I wish I could’ve gone somewhere, just to . . . get out of here.”

I hug a toy Yoda to my chest as I meet Kyle in the middle of the row. I don’t want to know if he said that because he’s depressed, or because he’s as restless as all of us are. “Tell me about it.”

After a few more beats of silence, he bends to pick up his shopping basket again. “I should probably get going,” he says, before I have to say it myself, and my shoulders sag. Being around Kyle is exhausting, but so is examining how I destroy our every interaction once he’s gone.

We’re back in the glaring fluorescents of the middle aisle, and I take a few steps backward, away from him. Kyle switches the basket to his other arm and everything in it shifts, so I peek in this time. It’s filled with cans of cat food and tiny, fuzzy cat toys.

“You’ve got a cat?” I ask.

Suddenly, he finds the cat toys as interesting as I do. “It’s kind of complicated.” Then he raises his head and says, “I’ll see you around, Cloudy.”

“Yeah. Thanks for your help, Kyle.” I spin on my heel to head back into the aisle—I’m not sure the crayon robot or Yoda will make the cut, and I need to keep searching.

But I can’t get my mind off the cat supplies. During the few times I was in Kyle’s house, I never noticed a cat, and Ashlyn never mentioned anything about him having one. Though it’s possible he’s gotten one since she died. People adopt pets when they’re
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