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Dedication

For Vivienne and Aurelia, my sweet peas





Epigraph

Sometimes, what you’re looking for is already there.

—Aretha Franklin
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Chapter One

The Cat’s Out of the Box

I’ve counted my birthday savings three times, and at this rate, I don’t think I’ll ever have enough money to clone myself. I guess it doesn’t help that cloning people isn’t really a thing yet. Trust me, if it was, my mom would’ve already taken me in to make an identical model. One for her. One for Dad. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy.

But since there can only be one Sweet Pea, my parents have decided that the next best way to deal with their divorce is to have two houses. Two completely separate houses on the same street that look just about as identical as two different houses could. Similar paint and rugs and even furniture. Mom gets the original, and Dad gets the dupe, which makes sense since the old house belonged to Nana—Mom’s mom—before she died.

I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about which of my things to take to Dad’s house, but I’m what Mrs. Young calls a “visual learner,” so this morning Oscar Rivera, my best (and only) friend, and I took an old roll of Dad’s blue painter’s tape and split my room in two. It reminds me of the blue line down the middle of the gym that Coach Jeffers uses for dodgeball, which, if you ask me, is even crueler than the section on rope climbing we did last fall. Not only do your classmates have a popularity death match picking teams, but then they get to peg you with rubber balls too. Hopefully packing up my room won’t be quite as traumatic.

“What’s your mom gonna say when she comes home and finds your room like this?” Oscar asks, his shiny black hair swirled into a perfect mold, using his latest discovery from the drugstore: pomade, a sticky hair product that comes in a glass jar and Oscar swears is a miracle.

I shrug as I take a second to process the damage. My room looks like someone came in with a giant eraser and just wiped away half of the whole place, leaving the other side in its usual state of perfectly organized mess—unmade bed, mismatching socks stuffed under the bed, and stacks of old homework and newspaper clippings piled up on my nightstand. “I won’t be home to find out. It’s Dad’s night.”

Since there are only seven days in a week, every other week Mom and Dad take turns with who gets me for three nights and who gets four nights. Mom says it’s “imperative” that neither of them is perceived as the “dominant parent,” but if you ask me, all you have to do to figure out which of my parents is in charge is ask yourself who’s making the rules to begin with. If you guessed Mom—ding, ding, ding!—you’re right.

I split the books by alphabetical order. Mom’s house gets A through M and Dad’s house gets the rest. The division of all my other belongings was much slower and more snooze-worthy. But as Oscar constantly reminds me, if I ever need anything, I’ll be two houses down the street, separated only by Miss Flora Mae’s hulking two-story house.

“At least you didn’t cut your sheets in half,” he says and reaches down for a box with SWEET PEA’S DESK STUFF scrawled across the side.

“Lift with your knees!” I say, mimicking what I’ve heard Mr. McMullan shout at his employees from behind his desk at Love’s Hardware.

“I wasn’t built for grunt work,” says Oscar as he heads for the door. “You got the last box?”

“Yup. See you over there.”

I squat down to tape the flaps of the final box shut before standing, doing my best to lift with my knees. What does that even mean anyway? And why did I cram so much stuff in this box?

But then, just as I steady myself, a growling meow vibrates from inside the box.

“Holy crud!” I snap and drop it on the rug. Another meow, this one a little softer. “Oh, Cheese! I’m so sorry.” I rip the tape from the box. “Cheese, you gotta forgive me, buddy.”

Cheese is my fifteen-pound orange tabby. No wonder the thing was heavier than I expected! He leaps from the box full of random desk clutter and saunters out of my bedroom, his tail slapping the door frame.

“Cheese!” I call once more. “I wasn’t paying attention. I’m sorry.” What can I say? The cat can hold a grudge. Like kitty, like owner.

I tap my index finger to the side of my head, hoping I’ll remember to give him a few extra treats tonight to make up for my rude behavior. Cheese was our big family Christmas present when I was six years old. I was given the honor of choosing his name and decided to call him Cheese, because he . . . looked like cheese? I don’t know. I was six, okay? In hindsight, I should have named him after my favorite cheese: Havarti.

With a sigh, I give up on the tape and fold the flaps of the box over before taking one last glimpse at my room. Crisp white trim with peach wallpaper and newspaper and magazine clippings pinned randomly all over every surface. A few Miss Flora Mae I? advice column classics, neat pictures of places I can’t even believe exist from Dad’s National Geographic subscription, and a few strips from the comics section of the Valentine Gazette. I still remember painting the trim with Mom and Dad and the way Mom squealed when Dad ran a wet paintbrush down her back.

I think I sort of get what adults mean when they say, “If these walls could talk.” Let’s be real, though. The thought of talking walls spooks me out big-time.

As I step backward out the front door of the house, the screen door creaks as it shuts behind me. “Goodbye, home,” I whisper mournfully.

“A tad dramatic, don’t you think?” calls Oscar.

I whirl around.

“Just wanted to make sure you didn’t need any more help.” He stands on the sidewalk. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your big moment.”

I huff, blowing my thick black bangs into the air. “I wasn’t having a moment.” I look back at the house—a redbrick one-story with white trim and a bright-blue door (Mom’s addition)—only slightly different from every other house on the block except Miss Flora Mae’s. “Okay, maybe I was.”

“And the Academy Award goes to . . . Sweet Pea DiMarco!”

I look off into the distance. “I’d like to thank the little people—and by little people, I mean my best friend, Oscar. My Academy Award is the most exciting thing to ever happen to him, so let’s have a moment of silence for how sad that is.”

“Har, har,” he says. “You know I’m the talent in this relationship.”

I laugh. “If you’re the talent, I’m the brains.”

He swings the gate open for me. “Well, let’s get a move on it. I’m starved. And I was promised pizza in exchange for physical labor.”

“Don’t pretend like you wouldn’t have done it for free,” I say, walking through the gate. “You love me. I’m your best friend.”

He laughs dryly. “You’re my only real friend.” He points to Cheese sitting in the window. “Did you hear that, Cheese? I’m her best friend!”

That gets a real laugh out of me. One time when Oscar was spending the night, Cheese fell asleep on his face. Oscar woke up sneezing every five seconds. I explained to him that it was a sign of affection, but Oscar, who is just a little bit allergic to just about everything, swore that Cheese had a jealous vendetta against him.

Outside of Cheese, though, Oscar is my best friend and I’m his, but since my parents announced their divorce—or as my mom called it, their “mindful division”—he’s been there every step of the way, and somehow it’s brought us even closer.

We walk in silence past Miss Flora Mae’s house, where we can see her sitting in her sunroom on her typewriter, watching us over the top of her gold reading glasses. Her long silver hair is wrapped into a bun on the top of her head, and her white skin is soft with wrinkles that I used to always want to trace with my finger when I was little.

Miss Flora Mae’s house is the only two-story house on the block. A long time ago it was a pure white with black shutters, but now it’s a little dingy, with graying edges and chipping paint. The big wraparound porch and the second-floor balcony are still a pretty incredible sight. But I guess people figured out that scientists weren’t lying when they say heat rises, because out here in Valentine, Texas, where it looks like someone just plopped our town down in the middle of a desert, no one really messes around with tall buildings unless they have to. So Miss Flora Mae owns one of the few two-story houses on this side of town, which was mostly built up in the last fifty or sixty years.

Oscar looks away quickly, careful not to make eye contact with my neighbor.

“She’s not gonna put a curse on you,” I tell him.

He shakes his head. “That lady knows everyone’s dirt. She’s like your mom, except your mom actually has to keep everyone’s secrets. It’s her job. But people just write Miss Flora Mae and dump out all their feelings for her advice column. She’s bound to know something awful about everyone in this town.”

He’s right. Mom’s obligated to keep secrets in a way Miss Flora Mae isn’t. Mom calls it “doctor-patient confidentiality.” Heck, even when someone says hi to her at the grocery store and I try to nose around to find out if they’re even a client of hers, she winks and says something about everyone knowing everyone in this town.

“Well, you’ve never written to Miss Flora Mae,” I tell him, “so you’ve got nothing to worry about—unless there’s something you’re not telling me . . .”

He rolls his eyes. “Trust me. I’m not that desperate.”

His reaction makes me clam up. I’ve written Miss Flora Mae three times in my life, and not once has she ever written back. It’s the kind of thing I try to push to the furthest corner of my brain along with every other unanswered question I have.

Dutifully, Oscar opens the gate to the house just on the other side of Miss Flora Mae’s, and I trudge up the steps to my dad standing in the doorway.

This house was only empty for two weeks after the Cordova family moved out before Mom came up with her “genius” idea for Dad to live on the same street as us. For the last four months, Dad lived in the El Cosmico Hotel in a room with two double beds so that I could come over and stay with him. During the day the El Cosmico is a pretty run-down place, but at night, when it was harder to see the dust and dead roly-polies in the windowsill, I actually sort of liked sitting out by the pool with Dad under the glow of the flashing hot-pink letters and neon-green cactus of the sign. But I know Dad was getting pretty down with motel life and not having a real kitchen to cook in.

“It’s a big night,” Dad says. “First night in the new house.” He throws his arms up, gesturing to the house behind him. “Not too shabby, huh, Sweet Pea? And I’ve got some curry chicken pot pie in the oven.” Dad pushes his fingers through his hair. Mom used to call it one of his nervous tics—fidgeting with his hair. I’m white, like both my parents, but like Dad I’ve got an olive-y undertone and have the same black hair as he does. It’s wiry and thick, like his bushy eyebrows, which it looks like he passed on to me too.

I give the tiny porch one good look, trying my best to give this place a chance. The only thing that makes this house feel more like home than Mom’s place is Dad’s beat-up work truck out front—a black pickup with a bed full of scaffolding and painting supplies. “Same street. New house.”

“I even painted the door to match,” he points out. And sure as heck, he did. “I was thinking we’d get a porch swing just like—”

“Mom’s,” I say flatly. I shake my head and point to the door. “You got the wrong shade of blue.” I feel immediately bad as I turn to Oscar and say, “Let’s go.”

Sometimes Oscar says the wrong things at the wrong times, but right now he’s got my back and follows me into my room in my new second home. And because he’s a true best friend, he even slams my bedroom door for me because my hands are full.
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Chapter Two

The Most Important Meal of the Day

“Sweet Pea?” asks my dad as he knocks on my bedroom door the next morning. “First breakfast in the new house! How do you want your bacon?”

“You can come in,” I tell him, the covers pulled up over my face. In the last year, Dad has gotten a little weird around me. He’s careful about giving me plenty of time to answer him before he comes into my bedroom, and the last time I had to dress up for Easter Sunday, he said my dress was flattering. Flattering! What kind of word is that?

It started two years ago when he was pulling the laundry out of the dryer and held up my training bra for both me and my mom to see. He laughed and told my mom he must have accidentally shrunken one of her sports bras. The laughter stopped immediately when he noticed the color draining from my face. I yanked it out of his hands and marched to my room, slamming the door behind me. (I guess you could say I’ve got a thing for slamming doors.) It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know. But the whole suddenly-having-to-wear-a-bra thing is bad enough without making it Dad’s business too.

I moan from beneath the covers. Spending the night without Cheese felt just plain wrong. After Oscar and I shared a pizza with Dad, I tried bringing Cheese over here to stay with me, but he kept pawing at the screen door. Mom even bought him an identical litter box for Dad’s house and went through the effort of sifting out clumps from his old litter box to mix in with his new litter so he’d recognize his scent. That’s real dedication. But it’s like Cheese is staging his own one-cat revolution and he’s the only one who’s not playing along with this “mirror living” nonsense.

“Extra crispy on the bacon,” I tell my dad. “And scrambled cheesy on the eggs.”

“Cheesy eggs and super-dead bacon. Coming right up!”

I wait for the door to close behind him before I throw my sheets back and slink out of bed.

Last night was my first solo night with Dad at his new house, and this morning will be our first solo breakfast. I guess most families get together for dinner, but with Mom’s crazy client schedule, our thing was always breakfast. So rolling out of this bed knowing that only Dad will be waiting at the kitchen table makes Monday morning feel even more Monday than it already does.

I reach into my closet and pull out my own personal uniform—jean shorts, black high-top sneakers, and a black-and-white-striped T-shirt. Dad wears the same coveralls to work every day. When I was a kid I asked him why he never wore different colors, and he said that geniuses wear the same thing every day so they can save their brain power for more important decisions. I don’t know if I’m a genius, but I like the idea of saving brain power. So for me, it’s usually dark shorts, pants, or even a skirt and a black-and-white-striped shirt. Sometimes a headband if I’m feeling sassy. Miss Flora Mae says I always look like I’ve just robbed a bank, but that she can appreciate my consistency—whatever that means. My closet might be a little boring, but at least it makes it a smidge easier to deal with the limited clothing options out there for a thirteen-year-old girl who’s nearly sized out of the juniors’ department.

After getting dressed in a striped T-shirt, black denim shorts, and a yellow headband, I shut the door to my new bedroom behind me and stand there for a minute in the dark hallway. Dad’s bedroom, with the door wide open, sits at the end of the hallway, but just past my room is something Mom’s house never had—a third bedroom. I think Dad’s third bedroom probably just has a bunch of his old stuff in it. But I feel a little funny going in it since the door is closed.

Most houses on our street have only two bedrooms. They’re all the same style—except, of course, Miss Flora Mae’s, which has a style all its own. I call Mom’s house Sweet Pea Headquarters 1.0. We used to live in an apartment above Mom’s practice downtown, but when Nana died when I was in kindergarten, she left us her house, and it’s been home ever since. Dad’s house—or Sweet Pea Headquarters 2.0—is the bigger version, with a third bedroom and a wider garage.

Dad tried buying furniture that looks like all the stuff in SPHQ 1.0, but there’s no good way to copy Nana’s kitchen table, complete with scratches on the legs from when Cheese was a kitten. The whole place kind of reminds me of the Halloween costume I bought at Green’s Grocers last year. From far away, I looked exactly like the zombie prom queen I’d envisioned in my head, but the longer I looked, the easier it was to see that nothing about my costume was close enough to the real deal to actually be scary. Honestly, the scariest part about it was the tag on the inside that said KEEP AWAY FROM OPEN FLAME! HIGHLY FLAMMABLE MATERIAL!

In the kitchen Dad is half-dressed in his usual gray coveralls with the top hanging around his waist and with a fresh undershirt up top. Mom never let him wear his coveralls in the house before, but now I guess Dad can make his own rules.

My dad is a painter. Not some fancy-schmancy art-school painter. He paints houses and buildings and rooms and basically anything that could need painting. Sometimes, though, businesses ask him to come paint designs in their windows, like for holidays or big sales. He’s never said so, but part of me has always wondered if he secretly likes those special jobs best.

“How’s the bacon?” Dad asks through a mouthful of hash browns.

I brush my toes against the leg of the kitchen table, just to be sure there are no claw scratches from Cheese. “Very dead,” I tell him.

He kisses his fingers like a chef. “Maybe we could make some baked ziti tonight?” he asks. “Then catch up on Jeopardy!?”

“I think Mom has Mondays,” I remind him. I moved in on a Sunday, and the plan is that Dad gets Friday, Saturday, and Sunday while Mom gets Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and each of them takes every other Thursday. If that sounds confusing to you, join the club. When Dad was still at the El Cosmico, we didn’t have much of a schedule, but I guess him moving into an actual house made things feel more real.

He nods. “Right, right.”

The thought of my dad, sitting here just two houses over eating dinner and watching Jeopardy! by himself while Mom and I are together is the kind of thing that stings. It reminds me that, despite my two matching bedrooms and the short walk between my parents’ houses, they are divorced. D-I-V-O-R-C-E-D. No matter how pretty or normal they try to make it feel.

I still can’t help but think they could have stuck it out. There had to be a better way.

Dad shakes out the paper and clears his throat. “‘Dear Miss Flora Mae, my son is getting married to a big-city girl who’s a little full of herself. She’s a lawyer in Dallas and has got it in her head that no one will come out to her wedding if she has it out here in Valentine. How do I convince them that the West Texas landscape is the perfect backdrop for their dream wedding instead of that godforsaken concrete jungle known as Dallas? Yours truly, Mom on a Mission.’”

I squint, wiggling in my chair as I concentrate. Of all our family traditions, this is one of my favorites. Dad would read us Miss Flora Mae’s advice column over breakfast while me and Mom took turns answering the letter aloud. Sometimes our answers were spot-on with Miss Flora Mae’s, and other times, we were just as stumped as the person who’d written in. Mom’s advice was always a little too perfect. The kind of stuff that sounds easy but is hard to actually do. My style was a little more down-to-earth. Nobody’s perfect. What’s the use in pretending?

“Sounds like this girl’s a little bit of a bridezilla,” says Dad.

“A what?” I can’t help but picture a half lizard, half human in a puffy white wedding gown and glittering veil, slithering down the aisle, claws full of a bouquet of flowers and a tail dragging behind her.

Dad chuckles. “A monster bride,” he says. “Someone who’s hard to work with. Not all that flexible.”

“Well, mayyyyyyybe this mom should just let her son’s fiancée plan the wedding she wants?”

“Dear Mom on a Mission,” Dad says in an official-sounding voice, “perhaps a parent’s most noble mission is to do whatever will make their child happiest, and in this case that includes your future daughter-in-law’s plans for her concrete-jungle wedding. This is one safari you won’t want to miss.”

“Clever,” I say through a bite of cheesy eggs.

I finish my breakfast and fill up my water bottle before grabbing my backpack and lunch. I give Dad a quick hug goodbye and sprint to the bus stop at the end of the street before it leaves me behind. On the bus Oscar is waiting for me with a saved seat in the second row.

He lets out a yawn so big I can see his tonsils. “How was night one?”

I pause and think about telling him that I felt my whole body hiccup every time the house creaked in the middle of the night or that it was weird to see Dad’s family pictures piled up in a box instead of hanging on the wall or that I couldn’t find the hand soap when I went to the bathroom.

Instead, I shrug. “It was fine.” I shake my head. Oh heck, who am I kidding? “It was weird,” I blurt. “It was like waking up from a dream but then just finding out you’re still dreaming. Like, it was my room, but it wasn’t. Everything was just a little bit off.”

“I don’t know why your parents don’t just do like what my tía and tío did. Tía Lisa kept the house and Tío Rudy got a tiny little one-room apartment at the edge of town before moving to Odessa after he met his new girlfriend in the Classifieds section of the newspaper.”

Oscar comes from a large Mexican family and sometimes just listening to his mom talk on the phone to her sisters is more interesting than most TV shows, but his tía Lisa and tío Rudy were the first divorce in the family ever, making them the big family gossip for a long time now. “Aren’t the Classifieds for, like, used furniture and odd jobs?”

His whole body flops dramatically when he shrugs. “Maybe people try to trade their boyfriends for recliners?”

“A recliner sounds way better than a boyfriend,” I say, trying my best to hide the way the thought alone of a boyfriend makes my mouth go dry. “Well, I don’t want my dad to move-move. You don’t think he’d actually do that, do you? But maybe he doesn’t have to live one house down from my mom, and maybe his place could look totally different. Like it’s just his instead of theirs.”

He shakes his head. “White people are weird.”
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Chapter Three

The Comeback Kid Minus the Comebacks

Rochelle Cordova moved away four weeks ago, and nothing has been the same since. Rochelle was nice, I guess. We weren’t exactly what I would call friends. But she changed my life in two major ways just by existing. First, her family moved out of the house that Dad is now renting, making this whole twinning-parent-freak-show thing possible.

Second, and more importantly, Rochelle was the ice cream in mine and Kiera Bryant’s ice-cream sandwich, which is to say that in class she sat behind Kiera and in front of me. God bless anyone whose last name starts with the letter C, because unless Kiera or I drop dead or we get a new student with a C last name before the end of the school year in just a few weeks, Kiera and I are stuck sitting close enough to touch until the final bell of seventh grade rings.

Kiera. My ex-best friend. It’d be better if there was one simple reason why we stopped being friends, but it was the kind of thing that happened slowly and then all at once. She started hanging out with a group of girls in the next grade—the kind of girls who even make teachers feel uncool. She’d invite me to tag along with her, but it didn’t take long before both of us figured out that I was way out of my league with her new friends. The more time we spent apart, the more reasons I found to be annoyed by her. But then we’d do something—with just the two of us—like slumber parties at my house or trips to the bowling alley while our dads played for their league, and I’d remember all over again why we were friends. Kiera was actually really funny as long as I wasn’t the butt of the joke. But then the summer after fourth grade created too much space between us, and when we went back to school in August, it was a little too easy for hurt feelings to turn into a distance we couldn’t seem to close up again. Mom says good things are worth fighting for, but sometimes it’s hard to remember why something was good to begin with.

It was like I used to love chicken and dumplings until one day I had it and the chicken wasn’t cooked all the way. I nearly ralphed right there in the middle of Honey’s Diner. I was so grossed out that I haven’t been able to bring myself to try it again, no matter how good it smells. Blech. Dad says it left a bad taste in my mouth.

So I wasn’t too pleased when, after the weekend Rochelle and her family moved back to San Antonio, I came back to find Mrs. Young had ambushed us by removing Rochelle’s desk and leaving me to stare at the back of Kiera Bryant’s head, her braids gathered into a loose ponytail at the back of her neck. And now even though I can’t see her face, I just know she’s judging me. I can see it in the way her shoulder blades pinch together every time I open my mouth. Nobody new ever moves to Valentine, so the likelihood of our alphabetical dilemma carrying over into eighth grade is high.

I’m not a quiet or shy person. I’m not exactly loud either—okay, maybe a touch dramatic like Oscar says—but something about Kiera makes me quieter than a mouse. Like, I don’t even want to breathe in the wrong direction in case she notices me and decides to remind me that, to her, I’m nothing more than her ex-BFF reject.

“Okay, class, I’m passing out the review for the life science test,” says Mrs. Young, who’s wearing bright-yellow pants and a navy-blue shirt with constellations stitched all over it.

I like Mrs. Young. For a teacher, she’s pretty awesome. She’s kind of round in a way that reminds me of myself if I were actually cool and knew what to do with my hair. She also wears neat-colored lipstick like lavender or blue or orange.

“Don’t forget to check out the bulletin board during morning break. There are some tips and tricks for your research projects.”

I let out a loud groan. Ugh . . . the research project. I still haven’t figured out
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