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On the first turn, I think about my orchestra uniform: a knee-length black skirt, soft and silky between my fingers.

On the second turn, a stack of sheet music, pieces I’m halfway through learning or planning to learn.

On the third turn, I slam into the seat in front of me. The boy three rows ahead jerks forward, too, but it’s a backpack he guards instead of a viola case.

On the fourth turn, the world bursts with noise. Smattering applause of broken glass. A startled scream from a little girl. Yellow streetlight that is too bright and thick and long. The trees whirl around us; it’s hard to tell whether they are gliding around on a sheet of ice or we are.

Finally we stop spinning.

There is no sound.
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AN HOUR EARLIER

An hour earlier

About thirty miles outside of Caldwell, we pick up the last set of passengers. An elderly Asian couple and a teenage boy who looks about my age—seventeen. The couple sits in the second row closest to the doors, but the boy keeps walking through the aisle, rubbing his palms together and breathing on his hands to warm them.

He scans the bus as he enters the aisle, surveying the seating options. There are five or six other passengers, a small enough number that we’re not wrestling for armrests or invading each other’s personal space, which is the single worst thing about public transportation, especially on Saturdays. I’m near the back of the bus, just in case we get a surge of people.

The boy passes the drowsy-looking college student on the left whose jet-black hair flops down over his eyes. He stops a few rows from my seat, on the right side of the aisle.

Behind me, a mother shushes one of her two elementary-school-age kids.

I watch as the boy peels his backpack off his shoulders and places it on the seat closest to the window. The backpack is half unzipped, the short metal legs of a tripod sticking out. He glances up at me, catching my eye, just as I’m about to look away.

“God, it’s cold,” he says, rubbing his palms over his shoulders.

“I know, it’s freezing,” I say back disappointingly. Uninterestingly.

I notice that he’s completely underdressed for this cold. His hair is tucked under a black wool beanie, but he’s wearing a thin cotton shirt pushed up at his elbows. No coat, no scarf. How has he not frozen to death?

“Jackets help,” I blurt out, past the acceptable response time. Then add in a slightly more normal voice, “Or so I’ve been told.”

The boy assesses me and breaks into a grin that takes up his whole face as he looks down at how he’s dressed. “Hmm. I might have to try that one of these days.” His smile makes a funny feeling slide through my stomach. He hesitates a moment, then sits with his back to me, three rows ahead.

I pull out my phone to check the time and see three texts from my mom, asking how the trip is going and what time the bus arrives so she can pick me up from the station. I send her a quick response before sticking the phone back in my pocket.

“What do you play?” the boy asks a few minutes later, turning his entire upper body around to face me. He nods at the case occupying a seat next to me. The bus to Caldwell this morning got me there four hours before the concert started, so I’d brought my viola in case I found somewhere to practice and kill time while I waited.

“The viola,” I say. Why do I always spend so much time hoping someone will talk to me, only to have absolutely nothing to say when they do?

Presumably just to witness my verbal ineptness, Goth College Guy rouses a little and turns back to look at me. He blinks a few times, then turns around again.

“I don’t know one thing about the viola,” the boy says, grinning at me. I know I’m on a concert high—“outside my lane,” as my pilot father might say—because something about the grin elates me. His smile is so easy, his face so open, that I feel like he must do it a lot—which, of course, ought to put me back inside my lane. He probably smiles like this at everyone.

But staying firmly in the wrong lane, I smile back and speak a little more quietly, in case anyone is trying to sleep.

“Well, they look a lot like violins but they’re not.” I hear myself quickly going down the path of many Violas Are Not Violins activists who have gone before me, so I change directions. “Rumor has it that Jimi Hendrix started off playing the viola.”

“Really,” the boy says, and, God bless him, pretends to be interested.

“Yeah. I actually just came from watching a concert,” I say, wanting to keep the conversation going. “Not Jimi Hendrix. Obviously.”

“Obviously,” the boy repeats, teasing, and something flutters inside me again.

“Pretty sure dead people don’t have concerts.”

I might be rambling, but he is playing along. “I’ve never been invited to one,” he says.

I laugh. It slips out quickly, without permission, and Goth Guy rouses again to glare at me. But the boy looks pleased he’s made me laugh.

I drop my voice to a whisper. “Unless it’s just that they’re exclusive. Think how many people would pay to see a Ghost Mozart concert,” I joke. Then, sobering up, I add, “It was actually this orchestra at Samberg Auditorium.”

“Were they any good?”

“They were incredible,” I say.

My mind swivels back to the performance, especially to the second movement of that Bach orchestral suite. I could see why it had become famous as “Air on the G String.” Through that dark, echoing auditorium, the sound stretched across all the empty space and reeled me in closer. A long musical finger, crooked at me.

I’d heard it before, but there was something about that piece. Something different and powerful. I’d clung to the armrests until the very last note ended.

Now I blink back into reality, realizing the boy is still looking at me.

“What about you?” I ask, embarrassed by my lapse in attention. “Where are you coming from?”

He looks out the dark window then and tugs on his hat. “Long story, but my piece-of-shit car wouldn’t start.”

He grins again as he speaks, and I wonder if “piece-of-shit” is actually code for a Lamborghini and why blood rushes to my face every time he smiles.

“That sucks,” I say.

He shrugs. The kids at the back of the bus are arguing over something while their mom threatens to confiscate it. It feels awkward to keep talking across three rows, so the boy turns back to face the front and I finally force myself to pull out Great Expectations, the book we’re discussing in English class.

We stop for gas at Riverton, and the boy gets off behind the driver. The mom, a short woman with light brown hair to the middle of her back, shepherds her kids down the aisle.

“I don’t waaaanna go to the bathroom,” the little girl whines, her brother following her, skipping between the seats. The girl’s hair is almost identical in length and color to her mother’s. The mother gives me this look I can’t explain when she walks past me, then hurries her kids along.

When I squint out the window, I see the boy standing next to the bus driver, smoking. Both of them march in place, trying to stay warm, tufts of cigarette smoke intermingling with the clouds of their breath. It’s judgmental of me, but the discovery of Smiling Boy’s nicotine problem makes it easier to dismiss any connection we might have shared. He’s a random boy on a bus in the middle of January.

The family comes back on first, and I feel the mother’s gaze on me again, but this time she jerks her eyes away when I look up. As if she’s embarrassed to have been caught staring. She walks to the back of the bus and retrieves a sweater and backpack, then the three of them relocate to the very front of the bus, opposite the couple.

I wonder what her problem is. I self-consciously check the cover of my book. Does Great Expectations have some reputation for being super racy that I’m not aware of?

My face is back in my book when the boy and bus driver get on again, but the letters quickly blur into meaningless squiggles, and I doze on and off for the next hour.

I wake up to the spinning.

The bus sliding out of control, careening off the road. The other passengers screaming. Underneath it: the sound of sharp things breaking and blunt things—heads, elbows, backs—slamming.

Then I’m flying forward, falling. A sharp, hard pain pierces the side of my head.

Everything goes black.
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I wake up to a light so blue and harsh its mere force seems to pry my eyelids apart. The air smells like antiseptic, and I’m lying in a bed that isn’t my own. Wires extend from a machine beside me like thin plastic tentacles.

I’m in a hospital room.

When I try to sit up, it feels as if someone is plucking the inside of my skull like a string instrument, but without the relief of music. I lie back down and groan to make it stop.

“You’re okay, hon,” someone with a thick Southern accent says, rubbing my shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

The assault of murky, too-bright light slowly shifts into the image of a middle-aged woman in green scrubs standing by my bed.

I make an incoherent sound, but the nurse seems to be fluent in those because she nods and says, “Yes, I know. You hit your head during the crash. Do you remember that, Addison?”

My mind drifts back to the bus.

The spinning.

The boy a few rows ahead.

It takes three tries before I manage to get any words out. “Y-y-yes. Is everyone okay?”

The nurse nods. “You were all extremely lucky. Some minor injuries here and there, but everyone’s going to be just fine. With how slick those roads are tonight, it could have been a lot worse. Maine in winter is no joke.”

She keeps talking, explaining that we’re in Greenvale Hospital, forty minutes from Lyndale, and about ten minutes from the crash site. That we were brought here by ambulance.

“Can you sit up for me?” the nurse—a tag on her shirt says MEGAN—asks a few minutes later. Her voice is soothing and maternal, and it makes me feel small and safe. The way I did in elementary school, when my mom would look after me on days I was home sick. I slide up in bed, and she adjusts the pillows behind me, then lets me lean back. It turns out I’m not connected to any of the wires by the machine, so my movement is not restricted. But there’s a bandage on the top of my right arm—a cut, the nurse explains, but nothing too serious.

Nurse Megan hands me two white tablets and a small paper cup half full of water. “Those will help with your head.”

The pills are huge; I can still feel them in the back of my throat after I’ve swallowed.

“So we’ve finally gotten hold of your mom. She was so, so worried on the phone, and I understand she’s on her way over as we speak.”

Any other time, I’d roll my eyes at that. Of course my mom is so, so worried. Of course she’s jumped into her car, ready to come and save me from a thousand unseeable dangers, but right now, I only feel relieved.

I could have died tonight.

“And”—Nurse Megan scans the room and then picks up my viola case and hands it to me—“I believe this belongs to a Miss Addison Sullivan.”

“Thank you,” I say, reaching for it. I’ve never been more grateful for the labels across the back and stitched on the inside. I open the case and immediately begin scouring every inch of my viola for scratches or dents.

“The medics said they used it to ID you before they found your proper ID.”

“Oh,” I say. I like the idea of that, of being found by my instrument—the same way I feel found when I play.

“What’s the verdict? Will it live?” Nurse Megan asks with a chuckle, and I’m embarrassed to realize I’ve been holding my breath. But my viola looks fine.

“I think so,” I say, shutting the case. “So, the other passengers…they’re here, too?”

For some reason, the smiling boy’s face keeps appearing in my mind. I want to ask about him, where he is, but I realize I don’t even know his name. And is it creepy to do that? I mean, we had one conversation.

“They are. Brought most of you in ambulances. Are you worried about someone in particular?”

“Yes. Well, no. I mean…we just met on the bus tonight. It’s not like we’re friends or anything.” Despite the water, my throat is still parched. “We talked a little. I just wanted to make sure he was okay.”

If my rambling is evidence that my faculties are returning to me, I’m not sure being without them is any great loss.

The nurse gives me a weird look now. Knowing. “I’ll see what I can find out for you. Do you know his name?”

I shake my head. “But he’s tall. My age-ish. Big smile.”

Nurse Megan is grinning at me now, like she missed the part where he’s a boy I just met, like any second now she’ll break into a soliloquy about young love or Shakespeare.

Luckily, just then the doctor raps twice on the door and comes in. Dr. Kennedy is tall and in her mid-thirties, with fashionably cropped hair and tired-looking eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses. It seems like she’s been up for hours, but she smiles kindly at me and says it’s nice to see me awake. I guess she saw me when I was first brought in. She has me sit up now and checks my reflexes, shines a light into my eyes, and exchanges medical-speak with Nurse Megan.

“I think we’ll keep you overnight, Addison,” Dr. Kennedy says. “Just to make sure you don’t have a concussion and that that head is doing okay.” She inspects my right temple, which is not bandaged or anything, just heavily bruised. They don’t know what hit it, and I don’t remember, either.

After Dr. Kennedy leaves, Nurse Megan follows her, winking at me in the doorway. “I’ll see if I can find your friend.”

“Thanks,” I say nonchalantly, but I feel my cheeks heating up. Thank God my skin is dark enough that you can barely tell when I’m blushing.

I’m curious to know what she’ll find out about the boy. Does he live in Lyndale? What is his name? How injured is he?

I lean back and shut my eyes, trying to appreciate the lessening pain in my head, courtesy of the painkillers.

A few minutes later, Nurse Megan bursts into my room.

“Good news! Your young man is doing well. Broke his elbow, but they’re putting it into a cast as we speak,” she says.

“Oh, thanks,” I say, suppressing the urge to say not my young man.

“His name is Bo, in case you were wondering,” she says, coming around to my side of the bed. When she reaches me, I see that she’s frowning. “Not that it’s my place to judge, but he’s a little bit sour, isn’t he?”

“Sour?” I repeat while the image of his smile flashes in my mind. God, she didn’t tell him I was asking for him or anything embarrassing, did she? I mean, maybe it freaked him out and that’s why he seemed annoyed….

“The lip rings. The black hair. I’m sure it’s my bias talking because my daughter’s ex—well, one of them—was exactly like—”

“Oh, Goth Guy!” I say, remembering the glare he’d given me for talking. “That’s not who I meant.”

“It’s not?” She is visibly relieved. “I thought he seemed a little old for you, too. Who do you mean, then?”

I describe him again, the best I can. I tell her we picked him up at Raddick, where the elderly couple got on. That he’s tall and has a local accent and wasn’t wearing glasses.

“Hmm, maybe I missed him. I have to do some charts, but I’ll check with the ER after. He might have been taken to another unit.”

When Nurse Megan comes back a few minutes later, she still has no lead. “There’s no record of him. He was probably well enough not to be admitted,” she says, sounding disappointed that she won’t get to play matchmaker tonight. “Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” I say, feeling silly.

It’s silly that I sent my nurse on a wild-goose chase to find a boy I spoke to for a few minutes at most. It’s silly that the memory of his smile is stuck to my mind when I don’t know the first thing about him.

Still, it feels a little sad to think that I’ll never know his name.
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“I knew something like this would happen.” Those are my mother’s first words when she bursts into my hospital room. “I knew it.”

She seems to be on the verge of tears as she outmaneuvers the bandage on my arm to envelop me in a tight hug. She smells like the berry tea she loves, and I shut my eyes and breathe in the scent of her. I don’t know whether it’s exhaustion or the scare of the bus crash, but my own eyes prick with unexpected tears.

I blink them back quickly, because if my mother is always looking for reasons to worry, I am always looking for reasons not to worry her.

“And you wanted to drive tonight,” she says when she finally releases me. “It’s snowing now and it’s coming down hard. Even getting here, I had to go at a snail’s pace. You’d have been sitting alone in a ditch somewhere.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, technically apologizing for what could have happened instead of what did. “Where’s Caleb? Did you call Dad?”

“I did,” is all the acknowledgment she gives my last question. “Caleb was having car trouble again, and I wanted to get down here as soon as I got the call, so I couldn’t wait for him to get home. He told me to tell you he’s glad you’re okay, though,” Mom says, sitting on the edge of my bed.

“Thanks,” I say. What Mom doesn’t know is that “car trouble” is code for the rare occasions when my older brother goes to a party. They are usually high school parties, because parties thrown by people who go to the community college he attends in Lyndale are famously lame. Though maybe nothing is lamer than the fact that he has nowhere better to be on a Saturday night, despite having graduated from high school a year and a half ago. The worst thing I can imagine is being stuck the way my brother is, held in place by some invisible force, your entire life on repeat, when there’s so much else out there.

“What have they done to you?” Mom asks, jostling me out of my thoughts. She’s inspecting my bandage now, the thin hospital gown I’m wearing.

“Who? The aliens?”

Showing no relief that my sense of humor is still intact, Mom ignores me. “The nurse said they were keeping you overnight for observation because you lost consciousness. And that they had given you something for your head? How is it feeling now?”

“Better,” I say.

“When they called, I thought…” Her voice is shaking and she looks small in this brightly lit room, the way I felt when I first woke up. Maybe hospital rooms make everyone small. “If something had happened to you, Addie…I was so afraid.”

“I’m okay,” I tell her.

She nods, but she doesn’t seem convinced. To my mother, it’s always as if the worst has already happened. Or that it’s always, perpetually, on the verge of happening. “Thank God you were close to Lyndale,” she says, rubbing my back while I lean forward.

“Your father is in Florida tonight.” She says this as if “Florida” is code for the second level of hell, and not where he always has his layovers. In fact, before my parents split up five years ago, they used to talk about us moving there permanently, since my dad seemed to spend more time there than he did with us in Lyndale. “I called him, but it went to voice mail. I had to email him. To tell him his daughter was in the hospital.”

“He’s probably sleeping off his jet lag or something,” I say, but Mom just half snorts, like she can’t even bother with a full one.

She settles into the rollaway bed Nurse Megan arranged to have brought in for her and turns on the TV, flipping distractedly through the channels. Naturally, she stops at Channel Se7en, the station she works for, and we watch it for a while until Nurse Megan knocks and brings Mom a blanket. I told Mom she could go home and come back for me tomorrow, but she dismissed the suggestion like it wasn’t even an option.

An hour later, with the TV off, I start to feel groggy and my mind slowly hums to a stop. It’s peaceful and quiet when I drift to sleep. But then, what feels like mere seconds later, my eyes fly open and every trace of sleep is gone.

In the dark, my mind is wild with thoughts of spinning buses. The foreign shadows on the hospital wall morph into ghosts.

You’re awake.

You’re alive.

It’s okay, I tell myself.

“Air on the G String” reverbs through my mind, the whole evening reverbs through my mind, and I think of the boy again and wonder where he is tonight.

“Go to sleep,” Mom says softly into the darkness.

“How do you know I’m not asleep?”

“Mother’s intuition.” I hear the smile in her voice. My mother told me once that with both Caleb and me, she would stay awake watching our chests rise and fall at night when we were babies to make sure we were alive. She felt almost that her watching us kept it happening—the rising and the falling of our chests, the breathing. And she’d do it until Dad dragged her away from our cribs and to bed. Knowing we were okay made her sleep better.

I hate that she still believes the closer we are to her, the safer we are. Her belief kept me from sleepovers and swing sets and the underappreciated horrors that are bouncy castles (she actually says this about them), and sometimes I’m afraid it could keep me from the rest of my life. She would wrap me and Caleb in Bubble Wrap and tuck us into her china cabinet if she could.

Usually I have no patience for her obsession with keeping us sheltered, but tonight her presence makes me feel safe and stable, like the bus has finally stopped spinning, like everything is going to be okay.

“Night, Mom.”

“Good night, Addie.”

I try to fall asleep so she can.
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“Lord in heaven, girl!” Katy says in an over-the-top Southern accent (my fault for telling her about my nurse) when she sees me on Monday, holding her arms open all the way from her locker to mine, a length of about fifteen lockers. When she reaches me, she crushes my body against hers. “I nearly had a Cardiac Event. I should have gone with you!”

I laugh, choking a little on her lavender perfume. “Why? You’d just have gotten hurt and given your mother a Cardiac Event.”

“I would not,” she says indignantly, referring to the insinuation of getting hurt—not the part about her mother, because Katy’s mother would have had a heart attack, and Katy would have enjoyed it.

I peel off my coat and stuff it into my locker. “Let me take a good look at you,” Katy says, clasping my cheeks in her palms. “You look like you got punched.”

“I got, like, four hours of sleep on Saturday night and then three last night,” I say, suddenly self-conscious about my puffy eyes. I’d been hoping they weren’t obvious.

“Poor thing,” Katy hums. The pain in my head is completely gone, and my thick black hair is covering the bruise on my temple. “And the arm?” She gives my bandaged arm a thorough inspection, then says, “Shouldn’t affect your playing. I give you a few more decades.”

“Thanks, Doctor.” I pick up all the books I’ll need until third period.

Katy is carrying her own violin case, even though we’ll have time to go back to our lockers before orchestra; she claims to need the time to socialize between periods. Even now, as we make our way to English class, she’s waving at and small-talking with people all the way down the hall.

Sometimes the fact that Katy and I are best friends seems like a minor miracle. When I changed schools after the first year of middle school, I found a small group of girls to follow around for the next two years, never fully included and never getting beyond surface-level friendship. Katy moved here from D.C. in ninth grade with her mom, and from the second she laid eyes on me in the viola section, she hated me. I realized quickly that she was jealous of my playing, and I tried not to take it personally. Mrs. Dubois is a little partial with solos—I’ve had seven in our last nine concerts, even though the viola is not the most popular solo instrument—and it wasn’t the first time a fellow musicophile hadn’t liked me.

I learned fast, though, that Katy’s hatred was on a different level from any I’d been used to. Acting was, after all, her first passion; music was her second, her backup. I’d walk into practice and the laughter would abruptly stop, with Katy shooting me a quick look of disdain or guilt, making it seem like her group been talking about me, even if they hadn’t. Or if I whispered to ask which bar Mrs. Dubois was talking about, she’d turn icily, pretending she hadn’t heard.

It was three months after she’d moved here—when she found out through the grapevine that I had no intention of ever applying to Juilliard, her holy grail—that she started speaking to me. That day, Mr. Quinn had been showing us a video in bio class, something about how new memory procedures had revolutionized neuroscience and the treatment of trauma, and we were supposed to be taking notes so we could debate the ethical pros and cons. I’d just scrawled Informed Consent on the top of my page when Katy, who was sitting behind me, tapped my shoulder with her pencil. I turned, and she tilted her head in the direction of Mr. Quinn, dozing with his mouth open at an empty desk near us, a tiny line of drool beginning to snake down his chin. I couldn’t suppress my grin, and Katy coughed to cover a laugh.

Before we bonded over music, Katy and I bonded over people. Over Mrs. Dubois and the loud, clashing patterns she wore, though she herself was timid and sweet and so quiet we couldn’t hear her speak unless we were silent.

Today, as she passes us in the hallway, Mrs. Dubois is wearing one of her signature outfits, a flowing turquoise skirt with bright yellow diagonal stripes, and a brown shirt with orange polka dots. One slight lift of Katy’s left eyebrow, her patented expression, and we both giggle quietly.

We bonded over Paulie Wentz, a perpetually sunburned wannabe surfer, whose presence in senior high orchestra can only be explained by Mrs. Dubois’s adamant belief that music is about not how well you play but how joyfully you play. Paulie is joyful all right, and actually a nice kid, but there is no better description for his playing of the French horn than glorified fart sounds. Katy and I physically have to turn our bodies away from each other when he plays, or we will be gone forever.

And we bonded over Gilbert and Sullivan. Katy is Gilbert, since my last name is Sullivan, but their personalities fit us, too. Sullivan composed some of the most incredible operetta music, and Gilbert wrote the stories that went along with the music. To Katy, it is the other way around—the music molds around the story, covering it, accompanying it, but for me, the music always comes first. It has to. We argue about it all the time.

We disagree on Juilliard, too. My first choice is NYU, major undeclared, but Katy swears she came out of the womb intending to go to Juilliard for theater.

“The plan was for the doctors to cut the umbilical cord, clean me up a little, and then send me straight there. But my mother missed the memo and kept me for seventeen years.” She says this with such solemnness that I always laugh, no matter how many times I’ve heard it.

I discovered the viola in fifth grade, the first year we had orchestra in elementary school, and everyone went scrambling for the flute, recorder, or clarinet. Miss Root played us short recordings of all the different instruments in an orchestra to introduce us to their “voices” so we could find which of them best matched ours. For the viola, she played Lionel Tertis’s performance of Brahms’s Viola Sonata in F Minor, and I fell in love with its full, heavy sound. Miss Root said it was one of the few instruments that used the alto clef, and I thought maybe that explained why it sounded a little bit lonely. Even when the melody it played was joyful, I liked that its sound was tinged with a trace of sadness and that the pockets of space between the notes were so deep, it sounded like you could hide entire worlds in there.

Katy can’t understand how I could possibly be interested in another school—though the irony is that she would not have befriended me if I had wanted to go to Julliard. It’s so odd, now that I think about it, how she seemed to figure that being friends with me somehow affected the probability of her getting in, or not getting in, as the case might be. But we’d spent hours filling out application forms together and editing the essay she sent off to Juilliard in December. My NYU application was a month later, in January, and we’d worked on it together, too.

Juilliard—being totally immersed in music—has just never been something I wanted. Music, unless you write it, is always vicarious. It’s written by a composer in a particular manner with a particular style. It’s somebody else’s story, and even if you can relate to it or find yourself in it or hide yourself in it, it doesn’t belong to you. When I explain this to Katy, she always says something like, “Well, write your own story, Sullivan.” But you actually need a story in order to write one. You need peaks and valleys, crescendos and decrescendos, and things that wreck you and put you back together. It’s not like I’m some tortured emo kid; I have a pretty happy life. But there’s something in me that’s always wanted a little more than I know.

I love my viola. Many times a week, I play so hard I sweat, play till all the world melts away in the heat, and hours feel like seconds, or seconds like hours. And sometimes when I stop playing, the world seems so empty and quiet that I just want to curl up at the foot of my bed and cry.

I love losing myself in the sensation of playing, in the distraction and competitiveness of orchestra, and feeling more awake than ever when I do. But I want to love something else just as much. Something that’s a part of my story. A new place, a little street-side café, a class in college I signed up for just because, a person I haven’t met yet.

The truth is, I could probably find those things at Juilliard—or anywhere else, for that matter. My mom is hoping it’ll be at the community college Caleb goes to, at least for a year. But I want to go someplace where I can’t hide behind anything—not the town I’ve lived in all my life or my overzealous parents. Not even music.
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“So do you think Bus Boy is from Lyndale?” Katy asks, rummaging in the compartment between us for something. The mall parking lot is crowded for a weekday afternoon, but there isn’t much else to do in a town this aggressively on the smaller side of medium, and I fully expect to run into half the people we’ve just been cooped up for hours with at school. “Check the glove box for me?”

I comply, rifling through a mess of insurance cards and hair ties and tiny bottles of lotion, despite the fact that I have no idea what we’re looking for.

I told Katy that I met a cute boy on the bus, even though a minute-long conversation qualifies more as a non-story than anything else. Still, the thing about best friends is that they make you feel like your non-stories matter.

“I have no clue,” I say as we both climb out of Katy’s car. She stands with her hands on her hips, frowning. I can’t tell whether she’s trying to think of where to look next or just unimpressed with the lack of information I have on Bus Boy.

“Well, how do we send out a search party if you can’t give me a less generic description than tall and cute? What did he look like? How tall is tall? What color hair did he have?”

“It was dark and he was wearing a hat!” I say defensively. “Anyway, he’s probably not even from around here.”

“That’s too bad. Now, if only you’d be open to letting me find you a hot guy. Or at least letting us go to places where you could meet one.” To Katy’s disappointment, the fake IDs she got us almost two years ago have gone untouched—mine, Kathleen Kelly, after the character from You’ve Got Mail, one of my favorite movies, and Katy’s, Beatrice Lane, Beatrice for the character in the play Much Ado About Nothing. “I mean, you’re seventeen and you act like the freaking black widow.”

“The spider or the superhero?”

Katy rolls her eyes, pulling open the trunk of her car. “Neither. You act like you’re completely over love.”

“Um,” I say. “I think I’d have to have been under or in it, ever, to be over love. Pretty sure making out with Acrobat-Tongue Grant in seventh grade doesn’t count as love.”

“My point exactly,” Katy says before her head disappears into the trunk of her car.

“What are you looking for?” I ask when she comes up for air a few seconds later.

“My silver bracelet—the one I always wear? I’ve told you that, like, three times,” she says, irritated.

“Oh, right,” I say, though I have no memory of this.

“Just the way I told you we were hanging out after school and then I had to chase down the bus for two blocks to stop you from leaving with it. Exercise-induced asthma is no joke. And what senior even voluntarily takes the bus? God.”

She’s joking, but I can hear the annoyance in Katy’s voice. I have been a little out of it all day. Apparently, two nights tossing and turning will do that to a person.

“It was not two blocks,” I argue. “Anyway, I forgot. Sorry. And taking the bus is not voluntary—I told you my mom wouldn’t let me have the car this morning. She wouldn’t even let me out of her sight all day yesterday.”

“Attachment disorder. I don’t think I’ve seen a more severe case of it,” Katy says in a know-it-all voice, shaking her head as she shuts the trunk. “When one individual is unreasonably and detrimentally attached to another.” Katy’s mother is a clinical psychologist, which is where Katy picks up phrases that sound like they’ve come from some yellowing medical textbook. It really should have turned my best friend into the best-adjusted seventeen-year-old in all of Lyndale, but it has only served as fuel for her lifelong hypochondria. Katy doesn’t get headaches; she gets migraines. Anaphylaxis instead of allergies. Influenza instead of a cold. Everything is a Psychological Episode.

I’ve always suspected this had something to do with Katy’s father leaving, remarrying by the time she was five, and sending gifts in lieu of visiting. Her mother works long, hard hours, but she does respond to crises. If Katy wants attention, she—or someone she knows—had better be On the Brink.

We maneuver our way through the parking lot, sticking close together so we don’t lose each other. There is one other high school in town—Meridian—and it seems their entire student population had the same idea of crashing the mall, too.

I don’t really know anyone from Meridian High, while Katy can’t go anywhere without seeing people she knows.

Within seconds of getting into the movie theater lobby, Katy is kicking a girl in the kneebow, and they are squealing and hugging and talking about community theater stuff. I never feel more out of place than when I’m among Katy’s other friends. They, like Katy, are a certain breed of people: bright, confident, funny. They talk louder than they have to; they grab one another’s shoulders and hands and cheeks. They exclaim and lunge and weep and enunciate. I feel lonely in such a specific way around them—like only half of me has shown up.

Some of Katy’s friends are nice enough—once or twice, someone came up and started talking to me as if we knew each other, though Katy wasn’t even there. I didn’t want to be rude, but I could only stare at them listlessly before mumbling something and escaping. When I told Katy about it, she said it sounded like so-and-so from Meridian, and not to worry about it.

Still, these ones—a girl with white-blond hair and her boyfriend—are acting as if I’m invisible, so I tell Katy I’m going to get our tickets and then head for the concession area. I’m looking around for the shortest line to join when I see him.

A hundred-watt smile.

Tall. Skinny.

The boy from the bus.

And he’s looking right at me.

Before I think better of it, I am making my way over to him. He’s standing behind the concession counter but not manning a register.

“Hey!” I exclaim as I reach him. “It’s you!”

“Hi!” he says brightly, looking just as pleased to see me. That warm feeling twirls in my stomach again. Where does a person learn to smile like that? On anybody else, it would look goofy, but he’s pulling it off.

He adjusts his black cap, the Cineplex’s logo—CINEXPERIENCE—stamped across it and on the rest of his uniform.

“Are you okay? You just disappeared after the accident, and you weren’t at the hospital. I was…looking for you.”

His eyes twinkle a little bit when I say that. And they’re gray, the closest to silver a human’s eyes are allowed to be. I didn’t notice that two nights ago. “You were?”

My face gets warm, ears hot.

“Well, kind of. I mean, I wasn’t. The nurse…my…” Shut up, Addie. I need a diversion. “So you work here?”

He looks down at his black CINEXPERIENCE T-shirt, then back up at me. “How awkward would it be if I didn’t and I was wearing this?”

I laugh. “Well, it seems like a fun place to work. Cheap Movie Mondays excluded,” I say just as—as if on cue—someone’s shoulder rams into mine, pushing me forward.

“Shit, sorry!” the person says. I turn around and see that the voice belongs to an Indian guy with short black hair and dark rectangular glasses. He is carrying about five bags of popcorn, three supersized drinks, and a bag of cotton candy. No wonder he didn’t see where he was going.

“That’s okay,” I say, about to turn away when the boy’s expression suddenly changes. His eyes widen in something like surprise or recognition or confusion.

“Hey…there,” he says. He’s looking at me now in a way that can only be described as gaping, and it’s making me uncomfortable. I want to go back to talking to Bus Boy, who is also witnessing this.

“Am I in your way?” I ask at last, because I can’t think of why else he’d still be standing here. That seems to shake him out of his stupor.

“No, um, you’re fine,” the boy says, readjusting his grip on the bags of popcorn in his arms. Another second’s hesitation. “Well, bye,” he says, and takes a step backward.

“Dude, we’re going in without you!” a male voice calls from somewhere across the lobby, presumably to him, and then breaks into a fit of snickers.

The Indian boy rolls his eyes, sighs, and finally turns around to head back to his friends. There are so many people clustered throughout the lobby that I lose him before I see which group he joins.

I turn back to Bus Boy, who is looking at me with an amused expression.

“Sorry, that was weird,” I say to Bus Boy as a woman wearing the same black CINEXPERIENCE shirt he is reaches across him on the counter for a pile of napkins. She glances up at me. “What’d you say?” she asks, giving me a look that is both puzzled and impatient.

“Um, nothing,” I say, waiting for her to realize that I was not talking to her.

She pauses a second, then narrows her eyes at me and goes back to work. Is she annoyed at me for distracting Bus Boy from his work?

“Maybe I should let you—” I start to say, but before I can finish speaking, someone is grabbing my arm and yanking me across the lobby.

“Katy! Why are you yanking me?”

“And why are you spacing out in some corner of the lobby when you were supposed to be getting us tickets? Look how much longer the line is now!” We stop at the end of a line on the opposite side of the lobby from where I just saw Bus Boy. “I know you haven’t been sleeping well and are possibly concussed and yada yada yada, but I swear it’s like you’re having a Psychological Episode.”

“I found him!” I say, completely ignoring her previous statements. “Bus Boy! I just saw him.”

Katy finally releases her iron grip on my jacket sleeve. “You saw him here? Why would he be here? Did you talk to him?”

I nod, unable to stop the grin from spreading across my face. “Not for long, but yeah.”

“So what’s his name? Did you get his number?”

“I was getting to it when someone dragged me away,” I say.

“I didn’t even see him,” Katy says, a frown creasing her face. “Where is he?”

I look back across the lobby, but there are too many people in the way. “He’s all the way on the other side.”

“I did really want to see this movie, but we can blow it off to chat him up, if you want,” Katy says, wriggling her eyebrows at me.

I give a long-suffering sigh. “No, let’s see the movie.” The lady at the counter didn’t look amused by me hanging around to talk, and I don’t want Bus Boy to get in trouble, but I act like I’m making the ultimate sacrifice for Katy’s benefit. “The things I do for you.”

She bumps my shoulder with hers. “The things I do for you. You don’t even know.”

As we wait, she starts telling me about how she’d been hanging out with Mitch Enns yesterday and had just driven him home—“Hanging out sounds a lot like making out,” I interrupt to point out—when she realized her bracelet was gone. I feel guilty for not remembering when she first told me it was missing, because she sounds more upset about it than I’ve seen her about anything in months. But she lights up quickly when she recognizes someone in the line next to ours. “Addie, this is Lena from Act! Out!”

Me and the girl wearing a winter jacket over a spandex volleyball uniform exchange polite “Nice to meet yous,” but she and Katy do most of the talking while our respective lines inch forward. I’m still mildly annoyed that I didn’t get to say a proper goodbye to Bus Boy. Not to mention find out his name.

We are apparently doomed to minute-long conversations. Still, I’m relieved he’s okay. And the fact that he lives in Lyndale means I have a good chance of seeing him again.

I replay today’s conversation in my mind.

My mind hitches a little on his smile. The way it starts so slowly and then stretches, magnifying quickly across his face. Maybe I am having a Psychological Episode because it makes me think of physics: How quickly does the twitch of lip corners accelerate into the kind of smile that makes a stomach somersault?

Another question: Am I so starved for male attention, as Katy claims, that I overreact every time a boy smiles at me?

We reach the counter, and Katy is starting to spout off our order when I realize that it’s not that I’m desperate or lame or lovesick.

His smile makes me feel something I’ve never felt before.
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BEFORE

Early July

(eighteen months ago)

Thick air sticks to my body, hanging on so tightly it’s hard to believe other seasons exist that aren’t summer. I sigh with relief as I enter the air-conditioned movie store, my phone buzzing in the pocket of my dress. I try to tuck my hair out of my face, but it is prime frizz season and my hair won’t be reasoned with. I inherited my mom’s aversion to heat and the same tight ringlets as my father’s sisters from St. Vincent, so July is always a delight.

The store looks dead, which isn’t a surprise, since nobody really borrows DVDs anymore. At Home Movies is the last of its kind in Lyndale, and adults like my mom who have lived here forever and can remember the days of video stores and ice cream trucks and children playing in the streets till sundown are weirdly nostalgic and protective of it.

Though the checkout area is empty, I can hear movement, muttering going on underneath the counter. I’m enjoying the store’s miraculous coolness too much to wonder about the source of the sound. I pull my phone out and brace myself for one of twenty texts from my mom, reminding me to grab one thing or the other for our family movie night. Or one of twenty texts from Katy, detailing her, by my count, decade-long road trip.

The message is a picture of four pairs of bare feet on asphalt, a crowd of toes. I pick out Katy’s feet by the black nail polish she started sporting when school let out. In another picture, she’s standing beside a road sign that says CURVES AHEAD, pouting seductively and holding her hands up like a show queen. The silver bracelet her dad sent her three years ago that she never takes off is catching sunlight, so it looks like she’s giving off both angelic glow and sex appeal. It’s very confusing.

There is no actual text. No Missing you, boo! or How are you holding up? which I don’t expect from Katy to begin with. But I do expect some sympathy, if only out of consideration for my plight. She is exactly where I want to be at this moment. In a car, breeze blowing though her piss-straight hair (her words, not mine), on her way to New York City for three whole weeks. A trip being funded by Katy’s dad, of course. New York is, like, seven hours from Maine, but Katy and her theater friends are making a whole trip out of it, stopping over at Hampton Beach and a million other places. I, on the other hand, am picking up DVDs for a movie night with my mom and older brother.

I spent all of April and May pleading with my parents to let me go on the trip with Katy, and all of June pouting when they refused, derailing my plans for a great summer and possibly my only chance to see New York before I move there. If they let me move there.

Being stuck at home is bad enough, but it was during the summer when Dad left four years ago, so July and August are famously gloomy in my family. Katy says it’s like our version of seasonal affective disorder.

Maybe it makes me a horrible person—I get that it’s sad my parents aren’t together—but I don’t feel as upset about it as everyone else in my family does. It just feels like so long ago.

Still, we rallied last week for an awkward dinner at Café Amore to celebrate my sixteenth birthday and Caleb’s high school graduation a couple of weeks ago. My parents are always self-conscious when we’re out anywhere as a family. We used to get a lot of weird looks from strangers, acquaintances staring too long, squeezing my mom’s shoulder as they passed or patting Caleb’s head uninvited. When I was younger, there were even times I wondered whether it was because my dad is black and my mom is white. But the weirdness happened even when my parents weren’t around. I got strange looks from classmates’ parents and the occasional special treatment from teachers; it was sympathy more than gawking. I guess my mom being on Channel Se7en makes her moderately famous in a smallish town, and the gossip about my parents splitting up was big news at some point. The odd attention happens much less now, but I remember my parents hated it then and still seem wary of it happening again. So our celebratory dinner basically consisted of uncomfortable small talk, Caleb looking like there were a million places he’d rather be, and me overcompensating to make everyone feel more at ease.

On weekday mornings for the next two months, I’ll have lessons at the home of Clarence, a retired viola instructor Mrs. Dubois introduced me to last year. Mostly, it’s an excuse to play for Clarence, since her arthritis prevents her from doing so now and she says recordings never sound the same. So I’ll play pieces I’m working on and she’ll give me notes and we’ll talk music for an hour. Then I’ll spend the rest of the day biding time, practicing, and reading (something off next year’s reading list so I’ll be ahead in English class in the fall) before doing it all over again.

The one and only relief about being home this summer is not being crushed in a car with Katy’s the-yuh-trical friends. I was drawn to Katy for her energy, her commitment to being herself, but some ugly, secret part of me wonders whether I’m Katy’s best friend because she needs someone she doesn’t have to compete with. For Juilliard, for attention. Whether the moment something or someone better
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