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      “Today. It has to be today.” I zip up my coat and study the large snowflakes falling from the sky.

      Mom sighs and leans over the sink. She’s scrubbing the frying pan so hard I’m sure the non-stick finish is floating around in the dirty water.

      The scent of pancakes and bacon is clinging to every corner of the kitchen, taking all my air.

      “I told you, Corbin, when the snow lets up you can take the car. But I’m not comfortable with you driving during this storm.”

      “I’m twenty years old! I know how to freaking drive. Christ, I learned how to drive in the snow.” I slip the piece of mica I found for Aspen into my pocket, press it between my fingers. I went for a walk in the woods yesterday, wanting to find something special for Aspen before the storm. She collects stuff like this, loves anything that twinkles. She and her mom don’t have any money and I don’t want to make her feel bad by buying her something because I know she can’t do the same for me and it bothers her.

      But I have to give her something. I have to. Mica and homemade chocolate eclairs are her favorite.

      Mom turns toward me, her hands dripping with suds. “I don’t care how old you are. You’re not taking the new car out right now. When you get a car of your own, and you aren’t living under my roof, you can come and go as you please.”

      This argument isn’t about my safety. It’s about the stupid new car. I should have known. I’m so hot with anger I want to burst. I pull my hand out of my coat pocket so I don’t break Aspen’s gift because, fuck, I want to break something. But it won’t be that.

      “Well, I can’t afford a car right now since you and Dad make me pay half my tuition. To a college I don’t even want to go to.” The front steps are covered with wet, snow. Not that I care. I’m going to go see Aspen.

      I clench my jaw, the dishwater swooshes, Mom scrubs harder. I narrow my eyes on her.

      “You’ll thank me one day, Corbin.” She glances at the Tupperware container of eclairs on the kitchen island. “You need to be practical. You can’t just open some restaurant without a business degree or … something.” She turns to face me. “And why does it have to be today? Why do you have to meet up with Aspen today? You’ve seen her almost every day since you’ve been home on Christmas break. You skipped Christmas Eve dinner, and I made pot roast. Your favorite.”

      “I told you, Aspen needed help wrapping her gifts.”

      Mom shakes her head. She always shakes her head when I tell her what Aspen needs.

      I roll my eyes. I already know what she’s going to say.

      “You know, you bend over backwards for that girl and she walks all over you, Corbin.”

      My face burns and I unzip my jacket a few inches. It doesn’t help. “She doesn’t. You always say that, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. You want to keep me young, trapped. You want me to do whatever you want instead of what I want. Just say it. You think I should be a lawyer like Dad. You think I’m wasting my life.”

      Mom throws her hands up in the air and a few bubbles land on her brown hair that’s pulled back in a ponytail, loose and wavy. She’s still in her pink robe even though it’s almost noon. And she’s telling me how to live my life? Maybe she needs to get dressed and worry about herself and the fact that my dad is probably with his secretary right now. There’s no way work is so important that he had to leave after Christmas breakfast.

      Wiping her hands on the front of her robe, she says, “I know what’s best for you⁠—”

      “You don’t!” I scream. “You don’t. You don’t even know what’s best for you.” I lunge for the car keys sitting on top of the pile of mail at the end of the counter, then the eclairs. I have to get to Aspen. I have to. Nobody can stop me.

      “Corbin! Corbin, get back here!”

      I stop in my tracks but don’t turn around. “Hey, Mom? Where’s Dad?”

      My face heats. I shouldn’t have said it, but I can’t take it back now. We both know what I’m saying without actually saying it. The silence hurts my ears and I run outside and open the door to the white Volvo. The brand new white Volvo that I guarantee was meant to distract my mother.

      I can apologize and deal with any consequences later.

      I turn the wipers and defrost on full blast. When Mom opens the front door, I’m backing out.

      There’s only a little window of cleared snow, but I can see fine. Aspen lives five miles away and the flakes are getting bigger. The snow will stop soon and we only got a few inches. And I obviously can’t go back into the house now. Back into the mess that I made messier.

      I hate my dad. Who leaves their family after Christmas breakfast to “work”?

      I will never cheat on Aspen, never. I mean, she’s not mine, yet. But that will change after today.

      My knuckles are white, my shoulders hunched as the tires move over the slushy road.

      Mom may never understand why I had to go see Aspen today. I guess she doesn’t have to. If I don’t get there today, I’ll lose my nerve like I always do. I told myself last night that this time it will be different. If driving to her in a storm on Christmas morning to confess my feelings doesn’t show Aspen how serious I am about her, nothing will.
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      Heavy wet flakes are falling fast, the ground covered with a heavy blanket of snow. But Corbin said he’d be here today, and I know he will be. He’s notorious for doing what he says he’ll do. Especially for me. Hopefully, he’ll bring those eclairs he makes. He knows they’re my favorite, and it’s not like we have any kind of special Christmas breakfast like most families.

      My best friend, Grace, says if I tell Corbin to jump, he’ll ask how high. He’s a good friend, and that’s what good friends do, right? I’d do anything for Grace. And I’d do lots for Corbin too, but most of the time he’s away at school and I’m stuck here in this stupid town for a little longer.

      I fish for the squirt bottle under my bed, and smile when I see it. My mom hates it when I spray the rocks on my windowsill. She says this will make the sill rot, but when these little nuggets get wet, they twinkle, even when it’s cloudy outside.

      The fact that it gives me such sweet satisfaction probably means there’s something wrong with me, but I think that’s what happens when you grow up poor. You get selfish, protective of the things you have because you’re afraid something will happen to them. At least that’s what I heard in a movie once.

      I take my favorite rock, hold it up to my ceiling light. Even though one lightbulb has burned out and the glass shade is thick with dust, my rock looks like diamonds. It’s some kind of quartz, and I imagine taking little shards of it, wrapping them with gold wire and making earrings. There must be a way to do that.

      Mom’s voice runs through my head. If we had money, our lives would be so different. I’d be happy.

      I cringe when she says that. Probably because I agree and I don’t want to be like her. At all. Someday soon I’ll have as many real valuable, pretty things as I want thanks to Kurt. Not that rocks aren’t real. Or valuable. But you can find them anywhere. You do have to search for the extra pretty ones and Corbin is good at that. Maybe when he finds out about Kurt and me, he’ll still help me look for them and still go for walks in the woods with me. Maybe nothing will change.

      My stomach churns when I hear his car pull in the driveway. Yup, Corbin always does what he says he’s going to do. He really is a great friend. And I’m sure he’ll understand what I’m about to tell him. I have to tell him. It’s the right thing to do. Besides, Kurt said if I don’t tell him he will. Now that would be cruel.

      I slip the pinky ring off my finger and hold it in front of the window. The tiny band of diamonds sparkles and I smile. It’s literally the nicest thing I’ve ever had. Mom doesn’t even know about it. She’d probably take it, tell me we need the money for food then buy cigarettes instead.

      Kurt’s mom helped him pick this ring out and while I love it, I’m embarrassed to wear it. I’m probably the only twenty-year-old in Leeds Falls who lives at home with her mom,  needs state aid, and wears diamonds.

      I smile when I hear Corbin’s muffled voice asking my mom if she wants him to shovel the driveway. Shoving the ring in my pocket, I step out into the hallway.

      Corbin is kneeling down, feeding the woodstove, a look of relief comes over Mom’s face, a Tupperware container in her hands.

      Eclairs.

      Maybe I should sell the ring and give her the money? I can get out of this thing with Kurt.

      No. He’s my ticket. My way out of this small town, a way to get away from my mother.

      Corbin turns and looks at me over his shoulder as I enter the living room, his lips curling into the same comforting smile he always gives me. His sandy hair sprinkled with snow, cheeks red. My gut feels like it’s loaded with stones. I’m not sure how I’m going to do this. How I’m going to get through this conversation. What will happen to us? The friendship we’ve shared for so long can’t end when I tell him that his best friend is my boyfriend. It can’t.

      There’s a chance he won’t understand. He doesn’t know what it’s like to grow up dirt poor. Besides, he gets to go off to college. He’ll meet someone soon. In a way, he’s left me behind. I’m stuck here bagging groceries, trying to save enough money to open my jewelry shop one day. He’s probably not in love with me like Grace says. It’s pure pity.

      He closes the woodstove and shoves his hands in his jeans pockets, his long legs taking a few strides toward me. Corbin always looks like he’s stepped out of an L.L. Bean catalog. His blue and white flannel is new. I bet he got it for Christmas. Mom and I exchanged homemade gifts this morning. No new shirt for me.

      He gives the plant in the corner that’s strung with lights the side-eye. “Look what I found for you, Twinkles.” He takes one more step toward me, presses a piece of mica in my palm, his eyes sparkling.

      I close my fingers around it, wanting it as close to me as possible, but careful not to press too hard because I don’t want to shatter the shiny mineral. “Thank you,” I whisper. He’s called me Twinkles since I told him I collect shiny rocks because I love the way they twinkle in the light.

      When he finds out about Kurt, will he still call me Twinkles?

      “It’s not as sparkly as some of those rocks you have in your room, but I thought it was pretty cool. I thought you’d like it.” He rocks back on his heels, his wool socks are wet and I shiver.

      “It’s the coolest. Absolutely the coolest.”

      “I brought eclairs, too. Two for each of you,” he says, his eyes darting between Mom and me.

      My stomach rumbles. Mom clears her throat and stalks to the front door, a cigarette between her fingers. “I put them in the kitchen, Asp. I’m gonna go have a smoke.”

      “Aspen, I really want to talk to you about something.” His voice quivers.

      My heart skips a beat. He knows. Kurt must have told him even though he promised he wouldn’t.

      He also promised we’d move anywhere when he graduates from the University of Maine; that he’d take care of me, get me out of here. Then he gave me the ring that’s hiding in my pocket. The ring that feels too heavy to keep close to me.

      All these feelings of guilt will pass once I’m out of here. Away from my mom who embarrasses me. Away from this place where everyone knows we have nothing.
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