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For Andy and Kate


Chapter 1

Let’s get one thing straight from the very beginning: I am not one of those shrinking-violet fat girls. I don’t sit alone in my bedroom playing Billie Holiday albums while drowning my sorrows in a carton of ice cream. Okay, once—maybe twice—a year, but not every weekend. I have friends, a great job in a vintage record store, and even some minor social status. But I am an overweight teenage girl going to an American high school. It doesn’t take a clairvoyant to figure out there are going to be some issues.

The current issue: Which outfit will maximize the four and half pounds I lost this summer and minimize the remaining flesh? As usual, my mom’s annual summer diet plan for me didn’t result in any magical transformations, so for the debut of my junior year, I decide on my flowy hippie-chick skirt and a black T-shirt with sleeves too long for the heat of early September. I don’t love this outfit. But it fits, kind of. And it’s not hideous. Most of the clothes in my size look like they were designed for retirees in Miami Beach, Florida. I do not like my shirts bedazzled in any way. Someone in the plus-size fashion industry thinks if you put shiny stuff on a T-shirt, no one will notice the size of the person underneath. This particular first-day outfit is nothing tragic, but it’s more of a fashion whisper than a fashion statement.

I climb on the bus and make a beeline for Nash.

“Maggie.” He gives me a slight wave, then covers it by smoothing down his rockabilly sideburns. (He grooms them, no lie, with mustache wax.) I slide into the seat beside him. Nash shifts upward as the seat sags in my direction.

“Move your skinny ass over,” I say.

“Like my skinny ass has a choice?” He moves. “Nice skirt.” Nash squinches up his face like something smells bad.

I sigh. Nash is all about edgy, and my sixties Woodstock wear does not scream edgy. I feel a trickle of sweat drip down between my shoulder blades. 

“Nice hair,” I say.

Nash pats his shellacked do, making sure it has kept its height through the bus ride. Finding all the follicles in place, he turns his attention to me. He fishes a peppermint lip balm out of his pocket and hands it over. He then picks three or four of my long, brown hairs off my shirt. Nash always grooms me like some fastidious chimpanzee mother. Finally, he straightens the silver charm on its chain around my neck. The charm was Nash’s gift to me on the first day of high school. It’s this cool spiral; he says it’s to remind me that he’s got my back. Always. I pretty much never take the thing off.

“Thanks,” I say when he’s done making me presentable.

Nash holds out his hand. “Did you bring the goods?”

I dig in my bag and pull out a Ziploc baggie. Inside is one of my signature breakfast bars, tailored especially for Nash: cashews, chunky peanut butter, oats, cinnamon, dried cherries, and a few dark chocolate chips. I know. Shocking, right? A fat girl who bakes. So cliché. But I started making these bars for Nash a few years back when his dad left and things went to shit at his house. He was living on ramen noodles and cold cereal, so now the bars are part of our morning routine.

I wave the baggie over my head, keeping his breakfast just out of reach. “Who loves you, baby?”

He snatches the bag from my hand and pinches off a corner of the bar, popping it in his mouth. “Mmmmmm.” His mouth is full. “What’s different?”

“A little cardamom. Fewer cherries. It was too sweet.”

“Well done, Mags.”

I wait as he chews, looking out the window at the rows of identical cedar split-levels lining the streets. It’s a decent neighborhood, but it’s in between: not new, but not old enough or cool enough to be vintage, either.

As soon as he finishes breakfast, Nash glances around to see if anyone is listening and leans in close. “Check out the hottie in row two.”

I tilt my head up above the back of the seats and catch a glimpse of tousled, longish brown hair in the left-hand seat. Ducking back down, I ask, “Who is it?” without letting my lips move.

Nash shrugs, and we fan ourselves with our hands. Nash and I have the same taste in almost everything: teachers, music, art, literature, and boys. The good news is we can mock anyone who doesn’t share our aesthetic. The bad news is we have to lay claim to guys we both crush on. There just aren’t that many crush-worthy possibilities in Cedar Ridge.

“Dibs!” we say at the same time.

Nash narrows his eyes at me. We’ve been doing the dibs thing since elementary school, but we didn’t start using it on boys until seventh grade. It’s kind of a running joke with us, this idea that we can have a guy just by claiming him. Never once have any of the crushes reciprocated, but the ritual allows the one with dibs to discuss the object of his or her affection as if romance was a realistic possibility.

“Okay.” I hold my hands up against Nash’s world-famous death stare. “You can have him.” Not a big deal. I’m long past believing in the fairy tale of the handsome stranger who sees past my not-quite-modelesque figure to discover the fabulous Maggie within. After all, that would be some headline: “fat girl snags new guy.” I gaze out the window as the bus turns the corner and rolls along the lakefront. The evergreens still cast long shadows a good distance into the lake from the shore. But starting about thirty feet out, the water glitters with early morning sunlight. I steal another glance at the new guy and cross my fingers that Nash has an actual chance with this one.

When the bus rolls to a stop in the parking lot, we descend into the bustling fray. The kids who drive start streaming in from student parking. I link arms with Nash and move in their direction, hoping to blend into the stream and avoid the shame of being bussies. But Nash stops short, which yanks me to a stop. I look up and see New Guy. He’s a little taller than Nash, with sandy brown hair, tan, freckled skin, and these grass-green eyes casting around for something to hold on to. Nash steers us in his direction, and we come to a halt right in front of him.

“Hi,” Nash says. “You lost?”

The New Guy just looks at Nash.

“Nash Taylor.” He hooks his thumb in my direction. “Maggie Bower. Welcome to Cedar Ridge,” he adds, releasing my arm and giving a little bow. “This way.” Nash sweeps his arm in front of him, ushering New Guy in the direction of the main building. They start to move off, leaving me alone, the current of students flowing around me.

I’m not sure if I should follow, but as Nash chats up the New Guy, he gives a surreptitious head jerk, the universal sign for “get your ass up here.” New Guy doesn’t seem bothered by Nash’s bossiness or by Nash leading him around. That fact alone is surprising. Maybe this one will break our losing streak.


Chapter 2

My first-day jitters turn to first-day boredom as the teachers drone on about rules, deadlines, grading policies, and the joy of learning. The only bright spot is third period English. My friend Cece is already there. If Nash wasn’t my bestie, Cece would probably fill that slot. She’s one of the smartest kids at Cedar Ridge: destined to escape our small Northwest town via the Ivy League. She waves me over, and I slide into the seat behind her.

“I’m so glad you took AP.” She turns around to talk to me. “Everybody took regular English this year. It seems like I never end up in the same class with anyone.” She looks around. “Is Nash taking any AP classes?” Her voice is casual, but I can hear the hope sliding underneath her words.

“He’s taking AP English, but I’m not sure which period.”

Cece sags a little, but then leans in. “Who’s the boy you and Nash were with before school?”

I doodle on my notebook. At this rate, the cover will be filled by lunch. “New guy.” I start filling in a spiral I’ve drawn on the cover. “He was on the bus and Nash swooped. I don’t even know his name yet.”

“Nash seemed pretty psyched,” Cece says.

I never really know what to say when Cece talks about Nash. The only place Cece is dumber than me: guys. Not only has she never had a boyfriend; she is nursing a two-year (and counting) crush on Nash. Yep. Cece has a crush on my terminally gay best friend. It’s sad, really, and it annoys the shit out of Nash, but I understand what it’s like to want something you can’t have.

“Maggie!” Nash sort of hurls himself into a desk next to me. “Hey, Cece. Okay, cool. I was thinking I wouldn’t have any classes with you, Mags. That would be a tragic first.”

“Hey, Nash.” Cece’s trying to be casual, but she has this goofy look on her face that can’t be denied. “I like your shirt.” 

“Thanks!” Nash looks down like he doesn’t know exactly which shirt he spent an hour deciding on that morning. “You like Pollock?”

“Yeah. Obviously. Who doesn’t?” Cece starts chewing on her pencil like a nervous hamster.

“Most of the art establishment, for one. At least when he was alive,” Nash says.

“Of course. I just meant . . .” Cece flounders in the confusion of her own crush.

“You should definitely watch the biopic they did about him. So cool. I can loan it to you if you want?” Nash waits.

Cece’s face goes bright red. She nods, but this kindness on Nash’s part appears to have made speech impossible for her.

I throw Cece a life raft. “So Cece was just asking me about the new guy.”

“Yeah.” She clings to it, grateful. “He’s cute. What’s his story?”

“His name’s Tom.” Nash takes the bait. My little magpie! “He just moved here from . . . Oh, shit. I don’t remember where now. But somewhere fabulous . . .” Ms. Shone starts class, interrupting Nash. But Nash gives me a grin that says he has a lot more to tell me about the new guy.

After a morning of rules and syllabi, I say a silent thank-you to the universe when Ms. Shone discards the usual first-day litany and has us write a poem about one moment in our summer.

My poem’s about lying on the dock at my grandparents’ cabin watching the Perseid meteor showers. The trees lining the lakeshore were inky black, creating a perfect frame for the brighter dark of the night sky. I searched the skies for a couple hours, listening to music until the batteries died. Hundreds of stars fell that night, way too many for wishes. It was one of the few times in my life that I’ve ever felt small. I turn in my poem, crossing my fingers we won’t have to present them tomorrow.


  



By lunch I’m almost comatose. Usually Nash and I meet at his locker, which is near the cafeteria door. But when I get close, he is already walking toward the lunchroom with New Guy, or Tom, I guess. I stop short, but before I can decide to turn around and hide in the library for lunch, Nash waves me over, smiling the smile of the newly smitten. Following them, I only half listen to Nash’s tutorial on lunchroom etiquette and the pecking order. Tom nods, looking around the room as we wind through the line and find a spot at the end of a table. Tom draws some curious looks, because he’s new and because he’s with Nash and me. But Nash is putting it on, making the most of his dibs.

“Tom was telling me about all the amazing places he’s lived,” Nash says as we sit down. “Atlanta, Chicago, Honolulu, Las Vegas.” Nash puts up a finger for each one. “Nine different schools!”

“I’m going for an even dozen.” Tom gives me a smile that I am pretty sure has broken hearts in every one of those places.

“So are you some sort of fugitive?” I pull the top off my yogurt. “Or do you have some rare geographical ADD condition?”

Tom laughs, a throaty chuckle that makes my stomach do a little flip. I remind myself that Nash has dibs and try to ignore the flush of heat climbing my neck.

“No, nothing sinister or medical. And if anyone has ADD in my family, it’s my dad. Let’s just say he has a short attention span where employment is concerned. He’s kind of a computer whiz. Does consulting for all these different companies. He takes a job, finishes a project or gets bored with it, and then moves on to the next best thing. We get dragged along in his wake.”

“That must be so cool,” Nash says.

“That must be tough,” I say at the same time. We look at each other, laughing. “It’s just . . . I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s weird to think of being always new, always unknown.”

“But that’s the beauty of it!” Nash says. “You’re always mysterious. You get to reinvent yourself every time you move. Nobody knows who you are, or who your parents are, or anything about your life.”

I know Nash is thinking about his own family. And the thing about living in a town the size of Cedar Ridge is everyone knows Nash’s story, or thinks they do. He can’t escape it.

Cece and her friend Mike come to the table. No trays. Mike’s got a brown bag and Cece’s holding her Pokémon lunch box. I’ve never figured out if the lunch box is ironic or an authentically geeky move on Cece’s part.

“Hey, Maggie. Hi, Nash,” Cece says. She glances at Tom, but really only has eyes for Nash.

I make the introductions. “Cece. Mike. This is Tom.”

“I like your lunch box.” Tom flashes her that smile. I wonder if he’s making fun of her, but it seems like he’s sincere.

“Thanks.” Cece goes bright red.

“Is it vintage?” Tom asks.

“If by vintage you mean I’ve had it since elementary school.”

“Cool,” Tom says.

Cece waits, fiddling with the yellow plastic handle, Mike lurking behind her. Mike doesn’t seem pleased with the stop at Nash’s table. He’s been not so secretly in love with Cece for a long time, but she’s oblivious to this fact. Mike likes Cece, who likes Nash, who likes Tom, who likes . . . ? Who knows who Tom likes? The endless cycle of high school romance is like that mythological snake eating its own tail. 

“We can make room if you guys want to sit down,” I say, grateful for a chance to not be the third wheel.

Nash gives me a look that makes it clear he doesn’t want Cece sitting down. Not today.

Mike gives Cece a similar look.

“Thanks, but we’re going to eat on the steps. I want to enjoy the sunshine while I can,” Cece says. “Call me later, Maggie?”

I nod and turn my attention back to Tom and Nash.

“Maggie and I are going to travel after we graduate, get out of this town. Aren’t we, Mags?” Nash says, picking up the conversation right where Cece interrupted it.

“That’s the plan,” I say, dipping my spoon into my yogurt and taking a bite.

“Really? Where do you want to go?” Tom asks me, but Nash answers.

“We are definitely going to Paris, for one. And London. God save the queen! Far away. Anywhere but here.”

Nash and I discuss this plan all the time, and I know it keeps him from wanting to throw himself off a bridge when Cedar Ridge threatens to crush him under its small-town weight. I do want to travel, to all those places and more, but I don’t ache to leave like he does.

“I went to England a couple years ago,” Tom says.

“Really?” Nash says. “Did you hear that, Maggie?”

I nod, trying to fly under the radar, stay small.

Nash grabs a napkin and starts sketching. He does that when he’s nervous sometimes. Nash is one of those natural artists, so even a napkin drawing from him is worth keeping.

“I’m dying to visit London, soak up all that British Invasion, punk rock vibe. I bet you can tell us all the cool places to go.” Nash is in full gush mode, sketching and rambling, and he doesn’t notice the creep of pink climbing up Tom’s neck and cheeks. He finishes his drawing: the queen standing in front of the London Eye and holding a pint of beer. He hands it to Tom, who grins.

“Wow! This is amazing! Thanks.” He smoothes out the napkin and sets it next to his lunch.

“So what did you do when you were there?” Nash asks.

“I, um, well, I was kind of young, only eleven.” The blush is back, and Tom sputters a little. He starts gnawing on the nail on his middle finger. He’s trying hard to avoid saying something.

Nash and I both wait. Nash because he asked the question, and me because I am curious about what Tom’s hiding.

Finally Tom spills. “Um, we saw lots of medieval stuff—you know, the Tower of London, knights, castles, that kind of thing.” He’s looking at us like he hopes we’ll fill in the blanks and save him from having to explain the rest.

We’re nodding, but it’s clear we aren’t getting it.

Tom sighs. “I was in sort of a Dungeons and Dragons stage, pretty much obsessed with the Middle Ages, weapons, armor, all that. Every guy goes through that, right?”

Tom and I both look at Nash, realizing at the same time that this phase of adolescent manhood passed him by.

“Okay, maybe not everyone, but I grew out of it. I’m not into D&D anymore. I quit after I got passed over as Dungeon Master.”

“Dungeon Master?” Nash and I ask at the same time, but Tom holds up a hand.

“That’s a story for another time,” he says. “I’ve already humiliated myself enough for a first day of school, and I should know—I’ve had nine of them.” He points his finger back and forth at Nash and me. “Besides, now you both owe me.” He leans back, crossing his arms like he’s won some kind of prize.

Nash and I exchange glances.

“Owe you?” I ask.

“An embarrassing story or fact about yourself. One each.”

Nash starts to protest, but Tom puts one hand on Nash’s arm and holds up his other one to silence him. Nash stops talking. Typically nobody can shush him.

“Not now, but soon,” Tom says.

Nash looks at Tom’s hand on his arm and nods. They start talking about other things: plans for after school, which teachers to avoid.

I keep watching Tom. He’s pretty, but there’s something more going on under there, something different. He’s really listening to Nash, leaning in, keeping eye contact. He’s not looking around for an escape route or scoping out his other options. Not yet. A guy who’s been to that many schools knows that hanging with Nash and me is not the best he could do. Yet here he is. Why? That’s what I want to know. I stare at Tom, mulling over his motivations, when I hear my name.

“Maggie?” The voice comes from behind me.

I recognize it right away, even though I haven’t heard it in a while: Kayla Hill.

“Maggie, is that you?” she says, like we haven’t gone to the same school for a decade.

“Kayla,” I say, my voice cautious. Kayla is at the top of the food chain, no mistake. Her end-of-summer tan stands out against a bright yellow sundress that hugs her curves. Her whole being screams popular. I wonder why she’s decided to go slumming by talking to Nash and me—then I see her wide brown eyes laser-focused over my head at Tom.

“How have you been?” Kayla coos. “It’s been so long!”

“Yeah,” I say. “About four years.”

Kayla laughs this little laugh that sounds like a bell ringing and kind of swats at my arm like I’m a real kidder. But we both know it’s been at least that long since Kayla and I spoke.

“Hi, Nash,” she says, polite but not friendly, then reaches out her hand to Tom. “And I don’t believe we’ve met,” she says. “I’m Kayla.” Tom shakes her hand.

“Tom.” He smiles that killer smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“You’re new, right? I’m on the new student orientation committee.” Kayla smiles back at Tom, and their combined wattage is overpowering. “If you need anything, you let me know.” Her voice is warm and inviting, like caramel, and I remember for a moment what it feels like to bask in Kayla’s glow.

“Will do,” Tom says.

“Bye for now,” she says, waving, and sashays over to some long-lost friends at another table. We all watch her walk away. This is her superpower. It’s like she excretes some sort of mind-numbing pheromone that encourages lesser beings to follow her every move and forget everyone else around them. What surprises me is the bristle of anger and jealousy that runs across my scalp as Tom checks her out.

Kayla and I were sort of friends through sixth grade. I guess everyone in our class kind of got along until then. But around that time, someone made the decision that Kayla was boy-girl party, A-list material and I wasn’t. Lines were drawn, and I landed on the wrong side of the cool/not cool divide. Kayla decided to go along with the horde and dropped me like I was a rabid hedgehog. She just stopped knowing me. And she stopped being the kind of person I wanted to know.

“Maggie,” Nash says, snapping his fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Maggie.”

“Huh?” I say. They are both looking at me.

“Tom was asking you about your afternoon schedule,” Nash says through somewhat clenched teeth. He’s irritated that I haven’t been hanging on their every word.

“Oh, um, honors bio and PE.”

“Me too,” Tom says, bumping me with his shoulder. “Cool!”

I wince at the thought of another tortuous semester of PE, and Tom’s expression changes. Nash kicks me under the table.

“Sorry. It’s not you. One of the PE teachers loathes me.” I kick Nash back. Tom nods, but he doesn’t look convinced.


Chapter 3

By the time lunch is over, I’m ready to escape to my locker, but Tom asks if he can walk to bio with me. People stop to look at him, so we have to navigate the halls by dodging gawking clusters of the curious.

“Small town,” I say by way of explanation.

He hovers his hand protectively near my back and leans in so he can hear my running commentary. I see why Nash laid claim to this one.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve been the new guy a lot.” We sit down at one of the back lab tables.

“No way!” I hear Kayla Hill’s voice for the second time that day. “We have another class together, Maggie?” We had history together before lunch. Kayla ignored me in that class.

“Yeah.” I dig in my bag for a pencil. “Cool.”

“Hey, Tom, I don’t have a lab partner yet.” Kayla indicates an empty table up front.

“Oh, thanks, but I’m going to partner with Maggie,” Tom says.

“That’s great.” Kayla smiles at me but wilts a little. “As long as you’re taken care of.”

“I think Maggie will take good care of me,” Tom says. Now they are both smiling at me like it’s my turn to say something.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “Totally taken care of.”

“Okay, well, see you!” Kayla waves her little wave and takes her perky little butt back to her seat. I rummage around in my bag again, this time searching for my calculator. When I look up, Tom’s eyes are on me, his lips twitching like he’s trying not to laugh.

“What?” I say, rubbing my face and running my tongue over my teeth in case I have remnants of yogurt lingering.

“Nothing. Just trying to figure things out.”

“Figure things out?”

“Yeah. New town. New school. It takes a couple days to put it all together.”

“Only a couple days?” I’m hoping Tom won’t be one of those guys who decide who you are in the first five minutes.

“Usually,” he says. “Sometimes a little longer.”

“I’ve lived here my whole life, and I’m still trying to figure things out. Must be nice to understand it all in less than a week.”

“I didn’t say I’d understand it all. But schools start to look alike after a while, and so do the people.”

“Flattering,” I say. “So we’re all just clones of people you knew at other schools?”

“Not exactly clones. And there are always exceptions. Nash, for example. And you. You’re definitely not a clone.”

I stare at him, wavering between pleasure at not being lumped in with the other Cedar Ridge robots and irritation that he thinks he’s already figured me out.

“Maybe if you took longer than thirty seconds to get to know people, they might surprise you.” I open my notebook, flipping through the pages. The pen sitting on the notebook flies up, arcing over Tom and hitting the floor.

“Good.” Tom picks up the pen and hands it to me with a flourish. “I love surprises.”


  



Tom falls into step beside me as we swing into the hallway after class. “Look, I’m sorry if I—”

“Don’t sweat it,” I say, smiling and speeding up a bit. I can’t be late to PE on my first day.

“You in a hurry?” Tom says, matching my pace. “I thought you hated PE?”

“I do. But I hate detention more, and Ms. Perry despises me. If I suit up late, she sends me straight down—do not pass ‘go,’ do not collect two hundred dollars.”

“Ah, the bitchy PE teacher. A high school archetype,” Tom says.

“The skinny, bitchy PE teacher who exercises excessively to make herself forget that what she really wants is a brownie. With nuts.”

“So, why does she hate you?”

I know why Ms. Perry hates me. She hates me because I’m one of those girls who eat the brownie. I glance at him, squeezing my science notebook tight against my body. Nash claimed Tom, so there’s no need for me to impress him. That doesn’t mean I’m going to freely discuss my flaws and nutritional choices with a cute guy I just met.

“Who knows? Maybe she’s scared of my intellectual prowess. Maybe she can’t handle my epic dance moves. Who cares? She’s crazy.” I stop at the entrance to the girls’ locker room. “You’re down there. Next door on the right. The one that says ‘Boys,’” I add.

“Good to know.” Tom backs down the hall a few paces. “See you inside.”

He pauses at the next door, pointing; his eyebrows raise in question. I give him a thumbs-up and descend into the PE locker room, which may not be actual high school hell, but it’s certainly one of its waiting rooms.


  



The locker room is already full of half-dressed hard-bodies when I get there. I make my way to a semi-hidden corner behind some lockers and heft my backpack onto the bench. Next comes my best version of what my old swim team coach used to call a deck change. I put the gym clothes on, then wriggle my street clothes out from under them, thereby exposing the least possible surface area of skin and undergarments.

This may seem like a lot of effort to avoid a few seconds of vulnerability, but it’s a necessary survival mechanism. We’ve been dressing down for PE for four years, but it only took two weeks to figure out that the girls’ locker room is fraught with dangers. And don’t even get me started on the subtle art of using technology to reveal other girls’ dirty little secrets. Cell phones are officially banned but constantly in use. Expose your body in that room, and you better be sure that the only thing that gets out there is that you are perfect in every way.

Once changed, I file out with the other girls, tugging my shorts and shirt over my widest parts. Tom stands with some sophomore and junior boys, and he waves when I walk in the gym. I wave back but line up near the door.

Ms. Perry grimaces when she sees me, checking my name off the list on her clipboard. She raises her whistle to her mouth with a skeletal arm. One shrill blast and the chitchat dies down. We line up, count off, and go to our respective corners. I look around for Tom. He’s headed right for me, grinning. He gives me a thumbs-up and plants himself next to me. Some of the other kids are looking at him and whispering, but that comes to an abrupt halt at the sound of Ms. Perry’s whistle.

“These will be your activity groups for the semester,” Ms. Perry shouts. The four teachers begin to move to the four corners.

I close my eyes and say a silent prayer to the PE gods: Not Perry. Not Perry. Not Perry . . . When I open my eyes, Ms. Perry is standing in front of our group, her clipboard out, whistle clenched between her teeth, and her eyes on me. She blows the whistle. I flinch.

“This group’s with me. Fall in for three laps around the field, and meet me by the north soccer goal in eight minutes. Go!”

Students leap into action, streaming around Ms. Perry and filing out the door and into the sunshine. In Ms. Perry’s presence, I am like a hunted rabbit, frightened and frozen. Tom and I end up at the back of the pack. By the time we pass her, she is already shaking her head and making marks on her clipboard.

“Wow, she really likes that whistle,” Tom says, loping beside me.

“You have no idea.” I try not to pant as I lumber through the first few hundred yards of the run. You wouldn’t think it to look at me, but I am actually a pretty active person. I was a competitive swimmer for four years, until the end of eighth grade, followed by a brief, obsessive volleyball phase during freshman year. I walk and hike for hours in the cedar and fir forests that surround our town and hardly break a sweat. But running has always been my downfall. Any fitness or strength I gain through other activities exits my body the minute I accelerate to even a slow jog. Watch me run and you’ll assume I’m one of those kids who lie on the couch eating Cheez Doodles and watching reruns of Saved by the Bell. When I run, I sweat. I wheeze. I clump around like my legs are formed from lead.

I do not want Tom to see me at my worst. “Hey, listen, save yourself! She said eight minutes, and we’re already behind. Running: not my forte. Making Ms. Perry like me: also not my forte. No reason to hitch your wagon to my falling star. That’s PE suicide.” I am breathing heavier now, and beads of sweat start to form on my forehead, under my bra, behind my knees.

“No, I’m good,” Tom says, jogging beside me, not a drop of perspiration on him.

I look around. We aren’t at the very back of the pack—some of the girls are walking—but we aren’t going to make the eight-minute mark either. I put my head down, working to keep my breath even and think of a way to avoid becoming a panting, red, sweaty mess in front of Tom. No go. Even if he ran ahead, he would be there waiting at the end. Oh well. If the sight of me post-exercise grosses him out, he can suck it. “You really should go faster. There’s still a chance Ms. Perry won’t hate you.”

“Nope. I’m fine. Just enjoying a leisurely run with my new best friend.”

“New best friend? Seriously? Doesn’t all this new-kid-with-a-heart-of-gold shit get old?”

Tom laughs. “Too much?”

“Yeah. Maybe a little. Are you always this friendly?”

“I guess so. It sort of becomes automatic when you’ve moved as much as I have. You learn to make a good first impression.”

“Ahhh, so this isn’t the real you? After a few days, you’ll turn into a total jerk?”

“Maybe not a total jerk. I think I’m only occasionally jerky.”

“Doesn’t it wear you out to be so charming?”

“You have no idea.”

We jog for a bit without talking, the only sound my laboring lungs sucking in air.

“If you lift your chin up instead of looking at the ground, you’ll get more oxygen,” Tom says.

I pretend to ignore him, but after a minute I lift my chin and find my breathing sounds and feels a little less desperate. After a few hundred yards of actual oxygen intake, my legs feel stronger too. And with my chin up, I can see the hillside of evergreen trees sloping behind the school and smell the late summer blooms from the hedge of heather growing along the fence line.

We finish the run in silence, and in spite of how it began, it isn’t the worst three laps I have ever run. We don’t make it in under eight minutes, and most of the rest of the class is waiting in the bleachers, bored, watching us down the home stretch. Some varsity wrestlers moo when I cross the finish line.

Tom stops, staring at them. He glances at me to see if I heard. I roll my eyes and sit on the bottom row of bleachers.

Tom climbs a couple rows up the bleachers toward the wrestlers. “Hi,” he says. “Did you just moo at me?”

The wrestlers look confused.

“Is this some sort of Northwest welcome? Should I moo back?” he asks. “Or maybe some other farm animal sound is more appropriate. A pig, maybe? Or a chicken?” Tom clucks at them, and they shift from confused to pissed off. A couple people snicker. Tom turns his back on them and sits down on the bleachers next to me. Ms. Perry says nothing, but I can see her draw two large zeroes on her clipboard.


Chapter 4

It is almost seven when my mom walks in the kitchen that night. She kicks off her heels, drops her keys in the owl-shaped bowl on the counter, and hangs her bag on the back of one of the kitchen chairs. It tips over backwards, spilling her files out on the kitchen floor.

“Bring a little work home?” I say, watching her gather the folders and shove them back into the bag.

She puts it by the living room door, rights the chair, and collapses into it, rubbing her feet through her stockings.

I pour her a glass of wine and bring it to the table, kissing the top of her head.

“Thanks, honey. Yes, a little. I take the files for a ride in my car, then take them right back to work the next day. There’s never enough time to get all my students’ papers graded. Not if I want to do it right.” She sips the wine, closes her eyes, and sighs.

Her eyes pop open. “How was your first day? Tell me all about it. Who’d you see? What did you learn?” She watches me pull a pan of my homemade mac and cheese from the oven. The bread crumbs are golden, and the pale cheese bubbles around the edges of the glass baking dish.

Mom frowns. “Mac and cheese? It looks great, honey. But I think we need to start eating healthier, don’t you?”

I pull a bag of mixed greens from
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