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Chapter One

 


The hatchback of my ten-year-old Mini Cooper
groans open while I stand here in the pre-heated oven that is
Texas, gazing into the tiny, tiny trunk. Little dots of glitter
decorate the interior from last year’s STEM project posterboard.
And, well, every school project, because they all end up with
glitter on them when I’ve finished. The weight of my broken heart
seems to slog my muscles into moving slower, working harder. I heft
my two overstuffed backpacks off the ground and heave them into the
Cooper’s miniscule trunk space.

Are two backpacks of clothes enough for the
entire summer? Originally, no. Interning at the Starr Observatory
would have called for garment bags, suitcases, and more than one
pair of shoes so that I could go into work looking professional,
like someone who deserves a college scholarship to study astronomy.
But now, a small wardrobe of baggy shirts, shorts, one bathing
suit, and my favorite flip flops fits perfectly into the theme of
Emma Fitzgerald’s life.

Everything in my life is small. This car.
The backpacks. My college fund.

The amount of love Jonah had for me.

Just … small.

Too small.

My life is the smallest spec of glitter in
the smallest car trunk in the sky. And sure, maybe my life is a
roaring star in someone else’s universe, a massive ball of fiery
energy that keeps a far-away planet inhabitable, but certainly not
in mine.

The shuffling sound of socks-in-slides on
the concrete tells me Nina is approaching. She must have walked
over or I would have seen her drive up since I’m facing the
highway. Her neighborhood is just one trespassed yard and a gas
station parking lot jaunt away from the motel where I live.

Living in The Infinity Motel is not as weird
as it sounds. It’s actually a bit weirder than it sounds. My
parents and I live in an apartment converted from two motel rooms,
and Uncle Ray and his husband live in the apartment below ours. My
parents and uncles bought the Cypress Road Inn when I was a toddler
and turned it into the world’s nerdiest inn, where each room
features a different theme from a beloved fictional fandom. Mom is
obsessed with the Star Wars room, which is rented out more often
than others, but the Dr. Who room is my favorite. The door is
painted to look like the Tardis, and it only took me about three
tries and a dozen YouTube video tutorials to get the paint job just
right.

The Infinity Motel is fun and quirky and
exactly everything my family stands for, but living with my parents
in a motel is a tight fit. Unlike my cat, Mando, I’m not a fan of
tight spaces.

I’m a comet, meant to be soaring through
exciting new adventures, never staying still. That’s why I’m
leaving this summer. Folks, if you keep an eye out, you’ll see
Emma Fitzgerald soaring through town tonight.

Plus, every square inch of town reminds me
of Jonah.

“Let me guess…” Nina says, standing beside
me, surveying the inside of my trunk. “You’re having some
poetically philosophical conversation with yourself about how sucky
your life is because one jerk broke your heart, and another jerk
stole your dream summer job and now both of those jerks have
combined their evil forces into one big romantic relationship?”

My best friend is several inches shorter
than me, with a lean, athletic build, dark hair that’s always in a
low ponytail, and an entire wardrobe that matches mine, meaning
it’s pretty casual. She’s wearing a tank top, black shorts, and
those ugly pink foam slides she adores so much.

I heave a sigh. “Pretty much.”

She snorts, then leans into the Mini Cooper
and drops another backpack on top of mine.

“What’s that?”

“My clothes. Phone charger. A batch of
Abuela’s homemade almond butter.” She shrugs, counting on her
fingers as she lists things. “Toothpaste. Deodorant. I shouldn’t
need tampons thanks to my IUD, but you never know, so we’ve got
some of those, too.”

“We?”

Her dark eyes light up. “I’m coming with you
to Granny’s for the summer. I’ve already texted her and she’s cool
with it.”

The idea of Nina spending my summer exile
with me at Granny’s makes my broken insides feel like they might
heal a little quicker. But the whole reason I chose to exile myself
for the summer was so that my parents and best friend wouldn’t be
stuck with me while I sort out this damn broken heart. It’s not
every day a person loses their boyfriend and dream summer job to
their mortal enemy. I don’t know how else to heal myself besides
running away to my grandmother’s loving, extremely spoiling arms.
Seriously, we’re going to eat pizza and donuts every day. It’s the
Granny Ross way.

“What about hot girl summer?” I say, putting
a hand on my hip. “Your plan to make out with as many hot girls as
possible this summer won’t go so well in Pine Grove. It has a
population of, like, two thousand people and most of them are over
sixty.”

“Every summer has the potential to be hot
girl summer.” Nina wiggles her eyebrows. “I can miss this one.”

“You’re the best, you know that?”

She slams my trunk closed then winks at me.
“Girl, I know.”

Across the parking lot, Uncle Ray returns
from his trip to Costco in our work truck that’s loaded with cases
of bottled water, drinks, and snacks for the motel. I wave at him.
He rolls down the window, leaning out. “You gonna make me unload
all of this by myself?”

“No, of course not,” I call back. “That’s
what your husband is for!”

I’ve already said goodbye to the rest of my
family, but I wasn’t expecting my uncle to come back before I left.
I toss my keys to Nina and ask her to start the air conditioner,
then I jog over to Uncle Ray.

He’s a couple years younger than my mom, but
he looks older, with his slightly graying hair and the fine
wrinkles across his forehead and in the corners of his eyes. My mom
and uncle were both adopted, so while she’s pale and freckled, he
has light brown skin and dark hair that he keeps trimmed short.
He’s a huge fan of this CrossFit outdoor gym down the road, so he’s
in great shape.

“You’re really leaving all summer?” he says,
getting out of the truck.

“Yep. You guys already hired my temporary
replacement, so I might as well enjoy my summer off.”

Ray drops the truck’s tailgate then leans
over, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t
really like that guy.”

“But he’s a huge nerd!” I protest. “That’s
why you hired him. He’s perfect for the motel.”

Ray rolls his eyes. “He’s a little too much
of a nerd. He’s constantly trying to one-up me with Lord of the
Rings facts. Like, dude, no one cares that you run an online forum
for the Hobbitish language, which by the way, was lost in history,
so what’s the point?”

I laugh. “Sorry. I’ll be back before you
know it.”

“Have a good summer,” he says, pulling me
into a quick hug. He kisses the top of my head. “And remember that
all the stuff that seems to matter now, really doesn’t matter. Not
in the long run.”

My heart twinges with the sudden reminder of
all the things I’m running away from. I guess he’s right. I guess
maybe high school loves who crush your heart to pieces might not
matter in ten years, but it matters now. It hurts now.

I wrap my arms around him, breathing in the
familiar oceanic scent of his cologne. “I love you, Uncle Ray.”

“Love you, too, kid.”

He smiles at me in this tight-lipped,
eyes-on-the-horizon way that looks like he wants to say something.
But he doesn’t, and I’m not really in the mood to hear more advice
about broken hearts, so I jog back to my car where Nina has put on
her favorite K-pop band and cranked the bass.

“Are you sure you don’t want to take your
car in case you get bored and want to go home early?” I ask, partly
because I don’t want her to be bored this summer, and partly
because I really don’t want to listen to K-pop for an hour. Old
school punk rock is more my style. I take after my mom that
way.

“Nah,” she says, plugging her phone into my
car charger. “This is our last summer before senior year. Next
summer, who knows where we’ll be. I want to spend every minute of
summer with my best friend and her cool ass grandma.”

“You really take all the fun out of being
sad,” I say, throwing up my arms in mock disgust. “You just show up
here like a freaking ray of sunshine and make things all better. I
won’t have any fun moping around Pine Grove this summer.”

“Sorry, Emma.” Nina snorts. “I’m your best
friend. This is literally my job.”

****

Pine Grove is a teensy gulf coast country
town in Texas, known for the killer humidity, ugly seaweed-covered
beaches with brown water, and, well, that’s all I can think of. Mom
and Uncle Ray grew up here with their adoptive parents and then
left for the city as soon as possible. Mom married my dad, a comic
book illustrator, and Uncle Ray married my Uncle Charlie, a comic
book writer, and together we all live a happy nerdy life in
Cypress, a suburban pit stop of a town just outside of Houston.
When you want to make something of your life, you move out of Pine
Grove.

When you’re miserable and alone, you go
back.

Granny’s house is a ranch-style white brick
home with dark green trim and a big, welcoming front porch that’s
covered in potted plants. She lives at the end of a long, winding
road, where every home has a bit of land and plenty of room to
throw loud parties without annoying the neighbors. I love it here,
inside Granny’s property. The rest of the town is nothing special,
but here I can tuck away from everything back home. This house
feels like a warm hug, filled with memories of summers spent
reading books with Granny, and taking painting classes with her at
the community center, giggling in the back row because she’d go
wildly off script and paint a zebra in the middle of our mountain
landscape.

When my friends meet Granny, they have to
wipe their minds of all expectations about someone who is called
Granny. Nina and I are the only people who even call her
that, as I am the only grandchild and Nina is basically a surrogate
granddaughter. To everyone else, she’s Dot—short for Dorothy. She’s
not some old stereotypical matriarch with short gray hair, hunched
over knitting needles. She’s a white woman in her sixties, tall,
blonde, and beautifully botoxed. Retired librarian, lifelong
badass. She’s the high-tech rocket ship of grandmas.

Granny swings the front door open,
brandishing us with a red-lipped smile. “My babies are here.”

Nina and I are immediately pulled into her
orbit, squeezed into a long hug. Granny steps back slowly, one hand
on each of our shoulders. “You’re both getting so big. So grown
up.” A twinkle flashes in her bright blue eyes. “I wish Joe were
here to see you.” She bops me on the nose. “He’d be so proud.”

The house smells like coconuts because
Granny always matches her candles to the season, and that subtle
spicy scent that always reminds me of home. Nina and I head down
the long hallway to the room at the very end to drop off our bags.
My mom’s childhood bedroom is half guest room, half sewing room,
containing only small hints of the person who used to live here.
Mom’s old Zombie Radio poster is still thumbtacked into the wall
next to a ripped out magazine page of Ashlee Simpson that’s taped
next to it. Mom’s eclectic music tastes never stop surprising me.
Even now, you can always find Billy Idol next to Zombie Radio next
to Justin Bieber on her music playlists.

“You’re doing it again,” Nina says. She’s
standing on the other side of the bed, pulling her phone charger
out from the zippered pocket on her bag. She leans over and plugs
it into the wall. “Don’t keep all those thoughts to yourself. Let
‘em out.”

“If I say everything I’m thinking, it’ll
drive you crazy,” I say, sliding my hands over my hips, realizing
too late that my leggings only have one side pocket and I can’t
hide my hands in there. I gaze around Mom’s old bedroom, the place
I’ve crashed every time I’ve stayed here, wishing the familiar
nostalgia would push away the pain in my chest.

I’m sixty-seven miles away from Jonah. Why
am I still thinking of him?

In the living room, Granny has set out a
decorative tray on the coffee table. It has a pitcher of sweet tea,
three cups, and a small charcuterie board. Nina plops to the floor
and grabs a handful of green olives.

Granny pats the couch next to her. “Take a
seat and tell me what ruined your summer.”

I’d prefer not to speak of any of this,
because I like to think I can make my problems go away by avoiding
them completely. But my family is the kind of close that won’t let
you run from your problems.

I sit next to Granny and buy some time by
pouring myself a cup of tea. Then, because she’s going to find out
anyway, I tell her.

“Addyson Deblois.”

Granny’s brow furrows. “I thought she was
your friend?”

Tears flood my eyes. Nina holds out a
chocolate covered pretzel, a sugary offering to make me feel
better. While I eat it, she says, “Addyson used her city council
daddy to steal Emma’s summer internship away from her.”

Granny stiffens. “The observatory gig?”

I nod, breathing deeply through my nose to
stop the tears. This pretzel tastes like cardboard. Broken hearts
must mess with the wiring to your tongue because they make
everything taste bad.

“What a little shit,” Granny hisses, tucking
a stray bit of hair behind her ear. Even when she’s cursing, she
looks prim and proper doing it. Her shoulders are back, and she
sits tall, shaking her head. “I have never been a fan of that
family.”

The Deblois family are Pine Grove
transplants as well. Addy became friends with Nina and me in sixth
grade when we all had P.E. together. When Uncle Ray discovered her
dad was city council member Donovan Deblois, he grimaced and told
me not to trust her as far as I could throw her. I figured he just
didn’t like the councilman’s policies or something, but he was
right.

Despite volunteering at the Starr
Observatory every summer since I was thirteen, I discovered Addy
had been offered the job the same day I found out she’d stolen my
boyfriend.

“It is what it is,” I say, staring at my
phone in my hand. Even though Jonah and I have been broken up for
an entire five days, I can’t stop the habit of checking my
messages, expecting to see his name on my home screen, half a dozen
heart emojis surrounding the name Jonah.

The only emoji next to his name now is the
poop emoji.

Also, he hasn’t texted me.

“There will be more summers,” Granny says,
patting my leg. “And if that girl is half as incompetent as her
father, she’ll probably get fired soon and they’ll be begging you
to take over.”

“That’s not all,” Nina says, her dark eyes
prodding me to reveal the other half of my broken heart to my
grandmother.

“Oh?”

“Mom didn’t tell you?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “What happened,
honey?”

I look away, my eyes fixing on the massive
flat screen TV on the wall. Many of my friends keep their personal
lives a secret from family, but my family is always all up in my
business. It’s just how they are. And if I don’t tell her now, Mom
or Uncle Ray will soon enough.

I sigh. “Jonah left me for Addyson. And she
got my dream summer internship. She’s basically taken over my
life.”

“What a little shit,” Granny says again,
punctuating each word, her jaw tightening. “Emma, I am so sorry.
What can I do? Let’s do something. Do people still T-P houses? We
could T-P her house.”

The idea of my sixty-five year old
grandmother laughing manically in the dark, running around Addy’s
massive McMansion and tossing rolls of toilet paper over the ornate
landscaping is almost funny enough to break through my tears and
make me smile.

“She needs a good scream,” Nina says,
stabbing a toothpick into a cube of cheddar. “Screaming will clear
her lungs of all this bad energy.”

“The barn would be a perfect place for
that,” Granny says. “It’s well insulated. No one calls the cops out
here, so you’ll be free to scream all you want.”

“Perfect!” Nina pushes up from the floor,
reaching for another handful of snacks. “Let’s go.”

The barn is a tan metal building with a
concrete floor, a small loft, and lots and lots of junk. I never
met my grandfather since he died shortly after I was born, but he
was something of a mechanical hoarder. Two ancient tractors sit
rusting in the main area of the barn, but the walls are lined with
shelves of old sewing machines, engines, parts of motorcycles, and
other random mechanical junk that would probably be an antique
lover’s dream.

The barn door closes with a rattle, kicking
up dust that sparkles like microscopic stars in the glow of the
skylight beaming down on us.

“All right.” Nina cracks her knuckles,
squatting down a bit like a wrestler preparing to tussle. “Let’s do
this.”

“Are we seriously going to scream in a
barn?”

She looks me right in the eyes, her
expression devoid of any sarcasm. “Yes.”

“What, like this?” I take a deep breath,
toss my head back, and let out a yell.

“No!” she yells back, putting her hands on
her hips. “That’s pathetic. Do it again.”

I scream again, this time tightening my
fists at my sides.

Nina tsks, shaking her head. I get the
distinct impression that this is also how she paces around when she
coaches little kid soccer teams in the fall.

“That’s not the scream of a broken
heart—wait, give me that,” she says, snatching the phone from my
hand. I didn’t even realize I was still holding it, unconsciously
checking for texts every few minutes. She places it on a wooden
table next to an ancient telescope I’ve never seen before. “Now
yell like your heart is actually broken, you rebel scum!”

I quirk an eyebrow and she shrugs. “All that
Star Wars stuff in your motel has worn off on me.”

I take a deep breath, close my eyes, toss my
head back, and scream. This time my voice isn’t sharp and
dainty—it’s an anguished roar. Nina cheers me on, and I yell again,
turning in a circle to get all this sad, broken energy out. My
voice reverberates across the junk, like a disco ball of sound
waves flooding every inch of the barn.

I don’t know if it’s helping mend all the
pain in my heart, but I do know that it’s fun.

“Oh, shit.” Nina grabs my wrist. “Emma!”

“What?” I say, dizzy from yelling. I open my
eyes.

“Your phone is on fire.”


Chapter Two

 


It’s not fire. It’s smoke.

A bright pink smoke rises off my phone.
Pink, like a new star formation in the galaxy, emitting a gorgeous
cotton-candy hue, rising in a thin line that curls up into the air.
My body warms as I approach it. A concentrated beam of light hits
my phone screen, shooting out from the telescope’s eyepiece, which
is hovering right over the antique wooden table where Nina had
placed my phone.

I reach out, mesmerized.

“Emma, don’t!” Nina says, but she’s not
close enough to see what I see.

My phone is perfectly fine. I pick it up,
turn it over, and click on the screen, blinking in surprise when I
see a photo of my mom. She thought she was funny when she changed
out my lock screen image to be a goofy picture of her, wearing her
dark rimmed glasses and sticking out her tongue, instead of what it
used to be, a picture of Jonah and me. His arms wrapped around my
shoulders. His lips pressed to my cheek. My eyes, sparkling with
the high of being in love.

I turn off the screen.

“What the hell was that?” Nina looks around
as if intimating the empty air to do it again. But everything is
quiet and perfectly normal.

“I don’t know.” I shove my phone in my
pocket and peer down at the telescope. All evidence of the pink
smoke has vanished—only floating bits of dust and bright summer
sunlight beams across the cluttered room from the skylights
above.

“That was weird.”

“Yeah.” I nod, peering at the device in
front of me. “This telescope is dope.”

It’s old. Definitely antique. It’s thin and
narrow, made of a goldish metal. Brass, maybe. It’s about three
feet long and sits on an attached dainty metal tripod. I’ve never
seen it before, but I also never explore the barn. Over the years,
I’ve only come in here a few times to help Granny transport her
plastic bins of holiday decorations before and after each
season.

Leaning over, I lift the eye piece and peer
through it. The cap on the other side is off, hanging from a brass
chain, but peering through the telescope shows me nothing but black
darkness. I tilt it up toward the skylight, but still can’t see
anything.

“Must be broken.”

The barn door rattles open. “I don’t hear
yelling,” Granny sing-songs, shoving the door open wider with her
hip. She’s carrying the charcuterie board. The green olives have
been refilled after Nina decimated them. “I bought a ton of food
for the summer, so I can’t let it go to waste. Plus all that
yelling should give you an appetite.”

“I love being here,” Nina says, dunking a
piece of cheese in jalapeno marmalade before popping it in her
mouth.

All I’ve had to eat all day is the chocolate
milkshake we got at the start of our two-hour road trip and one
single pretzel, but I’m not hungry. Curiosity burns in my belly
instead.

“Granny, where did this telescope come
from?”

“Same place all this other crap came from,”
she says, glancing around. “Joe found it at the flea market. He
loved gazing out at the stars.”

“Just like Emma,” Nina says. She stacks
cheese and slices of pepperoni between two crackers and bites down
on it, not caring about the crumbs that land on her shirt.

“Just like Emma,” Granny repeats, reaching
over and squeezing my upper arm. I notice her eyes dip to my
necklace, a white gold pendant of my star sign, Taurus, made with
small diamonds connected to look like the constellation. It looks
like a sideways stick figure that’s missing a head. Granny got it
for my sixteenth birthday.

“Well, it’s broken now,” I say, poking at
the eyepiece that almost ruined my phone a moment ago.

“It’s always been broken,” Granny says with
a chuckle. “The sign on it at the flea market said it was
broken.”

“So why is it set up like it’s ready to look
at the sky?” I ask. Of all the haphazardly stashed junk in this
barn, the telescope looks like it was placed right here under the
skylight on purpose.

She shrugs. “Who knows why your grandfather
did the things he did.”

“Okay.” Nina claps her hands together in
front of her chest. “All three of us—one big final scream—and then
we will have successfully started our summer off right.”

Granny holds out her hands to us, and we
form a triangle in the center of the barn. She counts down from
three, and then we all yell at the top of our lungs. I can’t help
myself. I belt out exactly what I’m thinking.

“I hate you, Jonah Pena!”

Granny and Nina look at each other, eyes
wide, before turning to me.

“That’s it,” I say with a shrug. “That was
the scream that cured me.”

Laughter fills the barn, and although it
only lasts a second, it’s true. For one tiny little moment, I am
cured of this heartache. I am happy. I am whole.

Then a few seconds later the pain jolts
back, cracking open my chest again. Maybe it’ll take more than one
evening at Granny’s house to mend my broken heart, but that’s okay.
I’m here for the summer.

****

“We should do something for Granny,” I say,
hours later when Nina and I are crawling into the guest bed in my
mom’s old bedroom. It’s almost midnight, which is early on the
scale of summer vacation bedtimes, but I haven’t slept since Jonah
dumped me, and the drive was long, and screaming at the top of your
lungs for an hour will drain you.

“Like what?” she says, digging deodorant out
of her backpack and slopping it under her arms. Her hair is still
damp from her shower and she smells like crisp, summer days and
cute boys.

She bought shampoo from the men’s section of
Alan’s Grocery where we’d stocked up on essentials after scarfing
down Granny’s chicken enchiladas for dinner. It’s a good-smelling
shampoo, but it reminds me too much of Jonah. He always had that
same chemically manufactured boy smell from using products like
those.

From freshman year until just one week ago,
I thought boy smell was the greatest smell ever, followed by
coffee, and a freshly laundered basket of motel linens, still warm
from the dryer. I spent three years leaning into Jonah, snuggling
against his collarbone, breathing in that artificial woodsy,
mountain air scent that clung to his skin. When we’d first started
dating, he loaned me his hoodie, and I’m embarrassed to admit I
slept with that thing for two weeks, my heart fluttering every time
I inhaled the scent of him.

It smells better on Nina.

When I had decided to stay here in Pine
Grove for the summer, I imagined nights spent cuddled up with a
pint of ice cream and sad movies, and my sad music playlist, and
sad walks around the town’s only park. But now Nina is here and
Granny seems thrilled for our company, and the summer feels like
it’s just bursting with potential.

I consider my suggestion, trying to think of
a nice thing to do for the woman who has everything she wants.
“Donuts,” I say, snapping my fingers. “We should get up early and
sneak out and grab a dozen donuts from that place she loves.”

“The square donut place?” Nina says.
“Yes.”

Pine Grove doesn’t have chain stores like we
do in the city. Its one and only donut shop is family owned, and
their donuts are squares with circle holes in the middle. I don’t
know why they chose to break the circular donut tradition, but
they’re delicious and Granny loves them. When I was a kid and would
spend weekends with her, she’d always take me to get a square donut
before dropping me off back at home.

“We’ll have to get up early. Like
early, early.” I reach for my phone and open the clock app.
“Granny is usually up by 7:00, so we should get up at 6:00.”

“Okay, but only because Granny Dot is the
coolest grandma on the planet.” Nina says, yawning as she crawls
into bed. “I only wake up early for cool grannies and track meets
and that’s it.”

I snort and set my phone’s alarm for 6:00 in
the morning. With the lamp off, the room blooms into darkness, save
for the little pink and green plastic stars stuck to the ceiling.
Mom said she’d put them up there when she was a teenager, and
they’re still here all these years later.

“Emma?” Nina whispers beside me in the
bed.

“Yes?” I whisper back.

She rolls over. In the darkness, I picture
her facing me, but all I see is a blurry lump against the backdrop
of the window behind her. “Does your heart feel any better?”

Her voice is so hopeful that I’ll say yes. A
twinge of guilt tugs at the back of my throat. I could lie to make
her feel better. If it were anyone else, I probably would lie. But
there’s no point in bending the truth with your best friend. I love
her too much to treat her like a fool.

I take a shuddering breath. My mind shows me
pictures of Jonah, even though I don’t want it to. The worst part
is that my subconscious only reminds me of the good times. The
happy times. Not the day he broke my heart. Not the guilty, awful
way he looked as he told me he didn’t want to be my boyfriend
anymore.

I exhale. “Not really.”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I say, peering at the dozens of
plastic stars above me, an imaginary galaxy leading to nowhere.
“Maybe tomorrow.”

I don’t know when I drift off to sleep, but
the piercing lullaby of my phone alarm wakes me up exactly at 6:00
in the morning. With my eyes closed, I reach over, feeling for my
phone. I knock something else to the floor instead. Weird. There’s
nothing on this nightstand except my phone and
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