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      Carnival Wishes is a collection of short stories that take place the summer before the first book in the Mountain Creek Drive series.

      Each story gives a little background on some of the minor characters from our respective books. They can be read before or after reading through the series, but our hope is this will be an enjoyable addition to the Mountain Creek collection.

      Colleen from Stage Kiss

      Amanda from Leah’s Song

      Amy from Chasing Love

      

      Happy reading!

      Kayla, M. F. and Daphne
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      As annoying as it could sometimes be, having an older sibling did have its advantages.

      When other freshmen were still standing on the corner at o-dark-thirty waiting for the bus to come pick them up for school, I was riding to Rosemark High in my brother’s beat-up Honda. While other students were nervous about freshman hazing, I knew I was protected by Manny. And while my classmates were carrying paper maps of the school with the fastest route from their locker to their homeroom highlighted in yellow, I’d been told everything I needed to know before stepping foot inside the double doors for the first time.

      Unfortunately, having an awesome brother like Manny Ferrera came at a cost.

      Every morning that I got into Manny’s car, I missed out on spending quality time with people my age while standing at the bus-stop. I was grateful that I’d never experienced a swirly as part of my high school initiation, but it went so far that guys were afraid to approach me because of my older brother’s biceps.

      And so I walked through the double doors of Rosemark High alone every day for two straight years.

      But all of that was going to change—starting this summer.

      My parents were busy helping Manny prepare for his first year at Colorado State University. As the first in our family to go to college, it was kind of a big deal. Plus, he’d been accepted with a generous football scholarship. My parents were thrilled. Our grandparents were ecstatic.

      And it was quite possible I was the happiest of all. Why? Because all of this meant Manny would be living on campus over an hour away from our small town of Marlowe Junction.

      I was free. No longer would I be Manuel’s kid-sister—avoided by the cutest guys and befriended by girls just looking for an in with the star quarterback. I was free to just be Amy Ferrera.

      There was only one problem.

      I wasn’t exactly sure who that girl was.

      But I was determined to find her.

      Three weeks before school started again, I stood in front of the full-length mirror that hung on the back of my bedroom door. I examined my reflection—everything from my tan skin to my wide hips. Child-bearing hips, my mother called them. She loved telling me that it was a gift to know I’d be able to give birth to my children easily.

      I was in high school, for crying out loud! Birthing children was the furthest thing from my mind. Especially since I’d yet to experience my first kiss, thanks to Manuel and his over-protective brother act.

      I continued to stare at myself in the mirror. My dark, tightly curled hair reached down to my elbows. When it was wet, it almost reached my butt. It was too long, too heavy. I decided it would be the first thing to change. Eleventh-grade-Amy needed a fresh, grownup look.

      I eyed my desk, knowing there was a pair of scissors in the top left drawer. My mother would kill me if I did it myself. Cutting your own hair was bad enough, but curly hair required a special touch. Something I lacked, considering I’d never cut any hair in my life—not even my Barbies growing up.

      I resisted the urge and instead walked out to the living room. My mother was sitting at our dining room table, looking over the latest packet from CSU. When she heard me enter the room, she looked up with a warm smile on her face. “Mija,”—my daughter—“sit down.”

      My mom waved her hand at the empty seat across from her. I slid into the chair and watched her as she tucked a small strand of hair behind her ear. She observed me with her warm eyes for a few seconds before speaking.

      “I still can’t believe my baby girl is turning seventeen in a couple of weeks. You’ll be a junior. And Manny is moving away for college.” She shook her head as tears filled her eyes. “You two are growing up too fast.”

      “Not that fast,” I sighed, and tried not to roll my eyes. She had been like this for weeks. “Besides, Manny won’t be that far away. It’s barely over an hour drive. I’m sure he’ll come home all the time.” But not too often, I thought. “Thanksgiving. Christmas. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll still bring plenty of laundry home to keep you busy.”

      She smiled at me and wiped the slight moisture from her eyes. “Oh, Amy. One day, you’ll see. Children grow up too fast.”

      “So you tell me.”

      Still smiling, she added, “But that’s not why you came in here, is it? To talk about how fast you’re growing up. Tell me, mija.”

      A lack of friends my own age made my mom basically my best friend. Something else that would also hopefully be changing this year.

      I bit my lip. “I was just thinking about how I’d like to get a little makeover before school starts.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Nothing too extreme! Not all my clothes or anything.” I spoke quickly to reassure her. We weren’t exactly the Hiltons. I’d need at least a partial scholarship if I wanted to go anywhere but the local community college. “But maybe a haircut?”

      A hand flew to my mom’s chest. “Oh, Amy, not your hair—es precioso.”

      “Yeah, it’s beautiful, but it’s also very heavy!” I put on my best puppy eyes. “Just to my shoulders?”

      She examined me, getting up from her seat to run her fingers through my hair. She weighed it in her hands, letting it fall softly down my back. She made a small sound of affirmation. “Go downtown to the salon and ask for Bonnie—no one else.”

      “Yes, Mamá.” Bonnie had been cutting my hair since I was old enough to get my hair done. And yet, my mom felt the need to remind me every time I went that she was the only one allowed to take scissors to it.

      She reached into her purse and handed me some money. “And please be careful.”

      “Yes, Mamá,” I repeated. I turned and walked out the door as slowly as I could, using all of my restraint not to run before she could change her mind.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I was walking into A Royal Hairness.

      Yes, the name was cheesy. And the décor was just as bad—deep, purple walls, rhinestones around all the mirrors, a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. But it was where all the best stylists in Marlowe Junction worked, including Bonnie.

      Thankfully, she was working, and she even miraculously had the time to take a walk-in, which meant I was soon sitting in a chair (fashioned into something resembling a throne) and staring at my reflection once more. I wiped my clammy hands on the fake ermine-lined cape and tried to calm my racing heart.

      Bonnie proceeded to touch and lift my hair in the same way my mom had. “Your hair is gorgeous. Do you know how many women would kill for these curls?”

      I’d heard the exact phrase more times than I could count, but smiled politely. If my hair was as coveted as these women would lead me to believe, it was a wonder I hadn’t been killed and my hair harvested yet. Apparently, ringlets had a way of making women murderous.

      “It’s just too much hair,” I explained. “I thought it would be pretty if it were…” I trailed off as I thought about how my mom would react if I came home with the haircut I really wanted. I took a deep breath and squeezed my eyes shut. If was going to reinvent myself this year, I was going to have to take some chances. Plus, it was only hair. It would grow back.

      “I want it just past my shoulders,” I blurted before I could come to my senses. I peeked open an eye, terrified she’d throw me out.

      Bonnie’s eyes went wide. The older woman putting her hand on her hip. “That’s over twelve inches when you consider your curl.”

      I met her gaze through the mirror, silently pleading with my eyes. I didn’t expect my mom or my hairdresser to understand what this meant to me. It was more than a haircut. It was shedding the old Amy, and allowing the new girl to emerge.

      Bonnie broke eye contact and shook her head. A shadow of a smile passed across her lips. “We’d better head over to the hair washing station and get started then.”

      I couldn’t contain the smile that spread across my own face. It was by sheer willpower that I kept my squeal to myself. But I may have skipped a little on my way to the sinks.

      She washed my hair, giving me a scalp massage in the process, and I closed my eyes, trying to picture how I’d look with an entire foot less of hair. Before I knew it, I was back in the chair watching in the mirror as she sectioned my hair off.

      “So,” she said, as she made the first cut and I watched as a massive amount of hair fell to the ground. “Are you going to the carnival this weekend?”

      I shrugged beneath the plastic cape that was secured over my shoulders to shield me from the hair she was cutting. Realizing she couldn’t see me with her focus on the task at hand, I said, “I don’t know.”

      Bonnie clicked her tongue. “I thought all you kids in Marlowe Junction went to the carnival. Heck, anyone under the age of 18 within a twenty-mile radius usually shows up. That was the best part back in my day, talking to all the boys from St. Joseph’s.”

      I had barely spoken to any local boys, so I doubted I’d be talking to anyone, no matter where they came from.

      “I’m afraid to go on the rides,” I said quietly. “So that leaves me with funnel cake and rigged games.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little funnel cake,” she said with a smile. “Food is another good reason to go to the fair.”

      I did love carnival food. “But then what?” I asked.

      “Well, I was just doing Brigitte Kuguar’s hair the other day. She and her cutie pie husband are doing a fortune-teller booth to raise money for her charity. I forget which one…” Bonnie’s voice trailed off, and her gaze became unfocused.

      After an awkwardly long pause, she gave her head a little shake and started cutting my hair again. “Doesn’t matter what it’s called. She’s really into it. Might be fun to have your fortune told.”

      “But she isn’t really psychic.”

      Bonnie caught my eyes in the mirror and winked. “Don’t tell her that. She’s convinced she’s communing with the dead or something.” She laughed. “I don’t believe in all that mumbo-jumbo, but maybe it would be good for a few laughs.”

      I thought about it. Getting your palm read by someone who was pretending sounded like the kind of thing that would only be fun in a group. And thanks to Manny, I was still without a group.

      Maybe Mrs. Kuguar could point me in the right direction of my new group of friends. Ha!

      I continued to daydream about all the things I would do differently junior year, and I must have been zoning out pretty bad because when Bonnie said, “Have a look,” and swiveled my chair, I wasn’t prepared to see what greeted me.

      The girl in the mirror was beautiful. My mouth split into a wide smile. It was even better than I could have imagined, and I’d been picturing this for a long time. Kind of crazy what a haircut could do for my appearance, right?

      “Wow,” I breathed.

      Free of the extra weight, my curls bounced happily, giving my hair healthy volume. The layers Bonnie cut framed my face, hiding the fullness of my cheeks without completely covering my face.

      “Do you like it?” Bonnie asked, standing behind me as I ran my fingers through my shorter locks.

      I giggled, the smile still plastered to my face. “It’s perfect!”

      She unfastened the furry cape from around my neck. Once she’d set it down on the counter, I swooped in to give her a hug. “Thank you so much.”

      She held me tight for a moment, then pulled out and looked me right in the eyes.

      “You’re welcome, sweetie. It turned out better than I thought. Maybe, just maybe, your mom won’t kill me for cutting off so much.”

      “She would never…” I started to argue, but Bonnie fixed me with a look instead.

      “Do you really think I can do your mama’s hair for ten years and not know what she likes and doesn’t like.” She put her hand on her hip. “Especially for her baby girl?”

      My cheeks heated.

      “It’s fine,” she said, waving a hand. “You look gorgeous, and I knew what I was getting myself into. Just make sure you knock ‘em dead at the carnival this weekend.”

      “You mean while I’m shoving my face full of fried food?”

      She let out her own giggle.

      “Exactly.”
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      On the way home, I stopped by Walgreens.

      If I were going to reinvent myself, it would take more than getting a few inches of hair removed. The haircut was terrific, it really was, but I didn’t want it to stop there. I had always gotten a decent amount of attention from guys with just my standard powder and Chapstick. Without Manny in the way and a little extra cosmetic help, I knew this would be the year I finally got that kiss.

      I walked up and down the makeup wall with a frown crinkling my brow. There were hundreds of products begging for my attention—every imaginable shade of lipstick, even weird colors like blue and green. There were mascaras to lengthen or plump your lashes. Not to mention the array of eyeshadows hanging from small hooks off the wall.

      I took a deep breath, grabbed a blue hand-basket, and started loading products into it—seven different lipsticks, two giant eyeshadow palettes, mascara, false lashes, blush, and three bottles of nail polish.

      When I was done there, I walked over to where the magazines were displayed. If I was going to spend the money my abuela gave me as an early birthday present on a hundred dollars' worth of makeup, I should also know how to use it. I grabbed a copy of Teen People, Teen Cosmo, Seventeen, and even the grownup version of Cosmopolitan magazine—just to be safe.

      When I was done there, I made one
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