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For the Schmidtlets

You brighten each of my days …
even the ones you choose to start before sunrise 


ONE NIGHT CAN CHANGE HOW YOU SEE THE WORLD. 
 One night can change how you see yourself.
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TIME MOVES SLOWER ON FRIDAY AFTERNOONS

“You dropped something.”

I totally miss that the girl is talking to me. She’s sat next to me in English for five months and other than her falsely sweet “Welcome to Cross Pointe” on my first day, the only interactions we’ve had are her indulge-me smiles when she leans across my desk to talk to the girl who sits on the other side of me. One is Jordan and the other is Juliana—I’m not sure who’s who. Both have long, light brown hair and toothpaste-commercial smiles.

She clears her throat and taps my desk with her pencil. Then points to the pink baby sock at my feet. It must have fallen out of my sleeve or the leg of my shorts. Even though all of Sophia’s laundry is washed separately in her organic, hypoallergenic, dye-and-fragrance-free, all-natural, probably-promises-extra-IQ-points detergent, it seems to get everywhere. Especially her socks. She’s just found her feet, and her favorite pastime is freeing them.

It drives my stepfather, Paul, into panics about her catching cold. Even when it’s eighty degrees out. What can I say; the baby is cute and crafty.

I reach down and grab the sock—that little monkey must have managed to kick it into my pocket or stick it down my shirt while I was holding her this morning.

“Thanks,” I say to Jordan/Juliana.

“Is it your daughter’s? It’s so cute.” She’s smiling, but there’s something off about the question. Besides the fact that it’s none of her business, she looks too eager, almost hungry for my answer. “You’re from Hamilton, right?”

“What’s that mean?” I ask, crushing the sock in my hand. I already know the answer. I’m the new kid from Hamilton. And because I didn’t grow up in Cross Pointe, with nannies and beach homes, I must be a teenage father.

At least she has enough decency to blush when she stammers something about, “Well, it’s just—I’ve heard that in Hamilton …”

“It’s my sister’s.” I hate myself for answering. For caring even a little what my Cross Pointe classmates think of me.

“Oh.” She looks me up and down again, like I’m a new person now that I’m not someone’s baby’s daddy. “But it is true about Hamilton, right? Did a lot of your old classmates have kids? I heard they even have a program where you can bring your babies to class. I can’t even imagine a baby in a classroom.”

She draws out “imagine” into three syllables: im-magine. And ends her statement with this absurd giggle.

I bite my tongue so hard.

She leans over and takes the sock from my hand. I could’ve held on to it, but I’m too shocked by her complete disregard for my personal space. “This is so little! I can’t believe you have a sister who’s a baby.”

I wonder what part of my body language or expression makes her think I want to continue this conversation. Does she think I’ve been waiting all semester for her to wake up and notice me? Or maybe she’s just bored because the other half of Jordan/Juliana is absent.

“I just can’t get over it—that’s so much younger than you. Talk about an oops—I bet your parents were shocked.” She’s turning her whole body in her seat, leaning toward me; like she’s starving and will feed off whatever information I’ll share about myself. “Whole sister, or half?”

“When I left for school this morning she was in one piece. I hope no one’s halved her by the time I get home,” I say, taking the sock back and shoving it into my pocket. Then I turn around and continue filling out the I-don’t-feel-like-teaching-on-Friday busywork sheet on the themes in the fussy Gothic novel we’re reading.

I hear her exhale in a huff. I’m sure she’s rolling her eyes and getting ready to make some insulting comment about me to someone nearby, but I don’t care.

I am not providing fuel for their gossip. I am not playing any of their Cross Pointe games.

I’m surviving.

Counting down the school days until graduation. Eleven.

Then I’m out of here.
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23 HOURS, 44 MINUTES LEFT

“Brighton! Why weren’t you at lunch?”

I freeze at the familiar voice. I’d been hoping—just this once, just today—I could make it from my locker to class without being seen, but Jordan latches on to my arm as I walk by the door of Mrs. Watson’s room.

“I had to do something for yearbook.” The “something” had been to take a moment just to breathe. The yearbook room had been a convenient place to hide out and do it.

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” She tsks like I’m being silly and gives my arm a playful shake. “Everyone was looking for you.”

Which is why I hid.

I thought I’d be fine. Until the moment this morning when we were getting ready to broadcast announcements and I glanced at the first story I was supposed to read and almost burst into tears. I don’t know what I would’ve done if Amelia hadn’t noticed and stepped in with a quick lie: “Oh, Brighton, your mascara is smudged! Go, I’ll take your spot—” so I could run off to the bathroom, pull myself together, and lecture myself on being ridiculous. So the captain of the baseball team is named Ethan—same name as my dad. This isn’t news to me. It certainly isn’t a valid reason to cry like an idiot during a live broadcast.

Since then, I’d done a fairly decent imitation of fine during my morning classes, but skipping lunch had been necessary.

“Sorry.” I pluck off my headband, smooth my dark brown hair, then put the band back, using the motions as an excuse to extract my arm from her grip. “What did I miss? Do you need something?”

“Not really.” Jordan shrugs, leans toward me with a conspiratorial smile. “But since you weren’t there, you didn’t hear how Natalie wants to have her graduation party the same day as mine! And we both want the yacht club; so one of us will have to use the clubroom instead of the ballroom. I’m sure Natalie is going to have a fit if it’s her—which isn’t fair, why should I have to be the one to settle? Regardless, you’ll come to my party, right?”

I stare at her for a moment; she’s serious. “Why don’t you two just throw your parties together? You’ll be inviting all the same people, and that way no one has to choose.”

She squeezes my arm again. “B, you’re brilliant! This is why you need to be at lunch! I’ll go find Natalie and tell her it was your idea.”

She dashes down the hall, and I fight the urge to lean against the lockers and shut my eyes. Not just because I hadn’t slept well last night. Or any of the nights this week. Or because seniors do not need party planning advice from juniors—especially not advice that’s so obvious they should’ve thought of it themselves instead of creating drama or asking people to pick sides.

Except now I’m just being rude. I’m sure they’re already combining their guest lists and moving on to debating invitations, colors, and food—

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you—” Jordan is back, standing in front of me and trying so hard to fight a grin. I force myself to look engaged and interested in whatever the new gossip is. “Since you weren’t at lunch today, you also missed my big announcement: I got off the Brown waiting list! I’m in!”

“That’s amazing! I’m so proud of you. Congrats!” My last word gets buried in her shoulder as I pull her into a hug. For a few moments I can shake off my exhaustion and be happy for her. “Oh my gosh! How could you possibly not tell me that first thing? You’ve got to be so excited.”

“Next time come to lunch and you’ll be in the know!” She fake-pouts at me. “Seriously, I only have two weeks of school left—get underlings to do your yearbook tasks; I don’t want you missing any more lunches.”

“I promise.” And I can do that. It’s only today. Today and tomorrow. If I can just survive the next thirty-six hours, I’ll be able to breathe again. But just thinking about them deflates me, drains all the enthusiasm from my voice. “Brown! Wow. I hope Rhode Island is ready for you.”

She doesn’t even notice, just laughs and says, “Of course they’re not! Okay, gotta get to class, but I’m sure I’ll see you tonight. Later, gator.”

I call another weak “Congrats” after her and head toward my own class.

“Hey, Brighton!”

“Hi, B.”

“What’s up, Brighton?”

The hall seems so crowded. All the people passing by, throwing smiles and greetings at me—each one feels like a minor assault of friendliness. Each one makes me more aware of how many sets of eyes are watching—and how big an audience I’ll have if I let myself fall to pieces.

I twist the ring on my finger. I expected it to provide some comfort today, but mostly it just feels heavy, foreign—a constant reminder of what’s happening tomorrow.

I need to shake this off.

Dad had two favorite sayings: Everything looks better when you’re wearing a smile and Eighty percent of any achievement is making the decision to achieve.

So I’ll pull on a smile and be okay. If I can’t quite achieve okay, at least I’m 80 percent closer to it.

I can fake the rest.
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THAT TIME OF DAY WHEN MY LOCKER FIGHTS BACK

I want to kick it open. Leave a big, ugly dent in the front of the metal door. Ruin the perfection of the bank of shiny green lockers. It would earn me a trip to the principal, who would be shocked and horrified at vandalism in her precious school. But maybe then I could get my books without wrestling the lock every damn time.

“Need some help?”

I shouldn’t be surprised she came over. I ignore her. Hope she’ll go away. Not likely, but a guy can dream. She was just talking to Jordan/Juliana from English—who probably told her that I’m the father of an illegitimate child. Or, if Jordan/Juliana had believed me, they were gossiping about how weird it is I’m seventeen years older than Sophia.

Up until the sock thing, the only people who’d acknowledged me today were teachers and the freshman who said “excuse me” when he bumped into me during lunch. Which is fine. More than fine, it’s my preferred way to pass a day in Cross Pointe. And with fifty-seven minutes standing between me and dismissal, all I want is for my crappy locker to open so I can get my Spanish book.

“Sometimes they stick.” It’s the same voice, and it’s closer this time.

“Did I ask your opinion, Waterford?”

Most students in this school couldn’t pick me out of a lineup, but Brighton Waterford can. Which is why she’s standing in front of me with an expectant smile. And why I have a sudden urge to skip Spanish class, just so I can avoid having to get my book or interact with Cross Pointe Barbie.

“Here, Jonah, let me.”

She reaches for the lock. I’m still jamming the release lever up, but even though the combination is in, it refuses to give.

“I can do it,” I say through my teeth, but she nudges me out of her way, then hands me her books. I watch her wiggle the lever side to side.

The green door pops open. Of course it does. She’s Brighton Waterford. Even the lockers adore her.

“There’s a piece of paper in the mechanism.”

“I know. The idiot who had it before me kept it propped open.”

She slides a thin finger into the space and pries out the paper wad, presents it to me like a gift. It’s a math test from two years ago.

“Lots of people do that. It’s not like you need a lock in Cross Pointe.”

I scoff, then realize she’s serious. She’s not just spouting Cross Pointe dogma like the Homeowners’ Association or Welcoming Committee. Of course not. No need for locks and no teenage pregnancy. The town’s like a freaking modern Stepford, except robots have more personality than most of the trophy wives here.

“Sure,” I say as I grab my Spanish book.

“Jonah, no one here is going to steal.”

Was that here a dig at my old school? The teens in Cross Pointe may have more zeroes in their bank accounts and less on the odometers of their shiny cars than they do at Hamilton High, but it doesn’t make them better people.

This is the one bit of the school I can claim as mine.

I want it locked.

I slam the locker door.

“You’re welcome,” she chirps, tugging her books out of my hand.

I ball up the math test and toss it in the trash can across the hall. It’s a dismissal and she gets it, nodding once and flashing me a smile full of perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth.

“Real quick, may I ask you a question?” Apparently she’s not really looking for permission because she rushes on, “I was wondering, are you busy Sunday?”

Any other guy in this school would be falling over himself right about now—I’ve watched them do it for the past five months. I could understand their attraction to her glossy perfection: long, dark hair and the type of milky skin that begs to be touched—if she wasn’t … Brighton.

“I can’t.”

“But I haven’t even told you the details yet.” She laughs like I’m trying to be funny instead of just trying to cut the conversation short. “You know the book drive we’ve been having at school?”

I shake my head.

“Really?” She reaches out and taps a
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