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This is dedicated to anyone who has ever felt hopeless and didn’t believe they could have a happy ending. You are worthy.





Please note that this book contains themes
about and nongraphic references to suicide




ONE

Do you want to know a secret?

I mean, when has the answer to that question ever been no? Even if you’re sure it’s gonna lead to something like doom, there’s still a part of you that needs to answer yes, right? A part that wants to know more than anything else.

I know all about secrets. The good ones: Christmas presents and ditching class, hidden boxes of Funfetti mix for birthday cakes. And the hard secrets—the ones that gnaw until they work their way free of you like a scream. The bad ones that are less secret, more lie: I’m fine, Coley (she wasn’t). I’ll call my therapist (she didn’t). I’ll be here after school (liar, liar, liar).

Once upon a time, I thought I had a handle on it. A juggling act: Mom’s secrets and mine, never the two should meet. But it all came crashing down.

And now I have no mom and a dad who barely has a hold on the meaning of that word, and there are way too many things simmering under my skin. Secrets that are more like truths when you winnow them down:

I’m not like other girls.

And no, not in that bullshit way guys use to try to compliment you. Please—give me some credit here.

You watch the movies, you hear enough songs, you read the love stories, and they all tell you how it’s supposed to go:

Girl is double-braided, freckled sweetness. Light-up sneakers and torn jeans as she plays and skips and twirls on the city sidewalk. Girl is unbothered. There’s no gnawing question. There’s no What if you’re …

So Girl grows up. Girl gets the boy next door tripping over his feet, or the football player missing his throws, or the quiet geek proving his worth (while getting hot during a makeover montage; let’s be real). And then Girl marches off, arm in arm with her guy, happily ever after. The road’s so well-worn there’s probably a trench in the middle of it. It’s the road you’re supposed to choose. The one everyone expects you to travel.

But you, the girl not like other girls … you look down that road, and it’s not shiny and bright. The thought of it doesn’t make you feel any of the ways ever described in story or song. And those people, they’re not all lying—which means there’s a secret you’re keeping even from yourself. That feeling you can’t—and now maybe won’t—name.

You push it down. You ignore it like it’s a plant that’ll shrivel away. But you’re the thing that’s shrinking.

And one day you learn: it’s not that you’re not like other girls.

It’s just that you’ve never met a girl like you.

And then, you do. You meet her.

And suddenly the songs make sense.




TWO

LJ User: SonyatSunrisexoox [Public Entry]

Date: June 8, 2006


[Mood: blah]

[Music: “SOS”—Rihanna]

Bored. Bored. Bored.

Nothing ever changes in this town. Except I think it’s getting hotter. Maybe that Al Gore movie is right.

I’ve been reduced to talking about the weather, sweeties. Someone save me from this terrible fate! Tell me there’s a party or a plan or something happening tomorrow. I am in desperate need of distraction.

xoox

Sonya



Comments:


	TonofTrentonnn:
	I can distract you anytime.

	SonyatSunrisexoox:
	Ew, Trenton. That’s not what I was talking about.

	SJbabayy:
	Lol, Trenton, do you ever think of anything else?

	SJbabayy:
	Want to hit that club tomorrow? Alex was saying he knew a guy who could sneak us in.

	SonyatSunrisexoox:
	Yes! Call Alex!

	MadeYouBrooke23:
	Didn’t Trenton tell you? I told him to when we were at the piercing studio. It’s Lake Day, baby! But I have to wait for my mom to go to work cause she’s still mad I got my belly button pierced.

	SJBabayy:
	Wait. You got your belly button done and you didn’t ask ME to come with?

	SJBabayy:
	Why was Trenton with you?

	SonyatSunrisexoox:
	Yeah, Brooke. Why was Trenton with you?

	MadeYouBrooke23:
	He offered me a ride cause I couldn’t borrow my mom’s car since she’s all anti-piercing. Remember? I told you about this! Weirdos.

	SonyatSunrisexoox:
	Whatever. Call when you get to the lake, I guess.






THREE

So here’s the thing: I’m not supposed to be here. Not like I’ve ever felt like I’m supposed to be anywhere. I’m never white enough. Never Asian enough. Never … enough.

But here I am in Bumfuck Nowhere, Oregon. There are more trees than people around.

I miss the sounds of life, you know? People on the streets. Sirens. Honking and talking and the lights and the buzz that come with a bunch of homes crammed into a tiny space.

But here, it’s quiet and spread out, and crickets chirp—like, actually chirp. The shadows the trees cast everywhere make it all even greener, until you’re so soaked in the palette you might as well be a leprechaun.

I’m not supposed to be here, yet I am. Flung into the middle of the Oregon wilderness with my not-so-long-lost-just-deadbeat father. But I guess some things force some deadbeats to rise to the occasion—the occasion here being there was no one else left.

Mom was gone. And that felt so real and so fake at the same time.

I didn’t want to move here. I told him as much. Once I realized who he was—which took a full ten seconds after I opened the door and stared at this frayed man, with gray in his hair, trying to place him.

I guess he was lost in a way. Lost inside fuzzy memories that don’t go past three years old. It’s kind of hard to remember that distant a memory.

And now I don’t just get to remember. I get to live with it. With him. In the land of green and silence and no public transportation.

It’s, as they say, fucked.

I know I should be glad Curtis didn’t abandon me completely. He could’ve let me go into the system. I think I’m supposed to be glad he didn’t.

Pretty low bar, if you ask me. But that’s kind of my life lately. All I’ve got is crumbs, and I keep scrambling for them because there’s nothing else.

Curtis doesn’t know how to be a dad. And even if he does figure it out, I certainly don’t know how to have a father, and I learned the hard way that the only person you can need without getting hurt is yourself. So I think we’re pretty much screwed, both of us secretly counting down until I’m eighteen and I can get out and he can be rid of me.

Such a low bar. Is this what Mom wanted for me? God … who am I kidding?

She wasn’t thinking about me. I have to tell myself that she wasn’t thinking about me. That if she had been—if my name or eyes or smile or any part of me had broken through the fog that’d settled over her—she wouldn’t have done it.

The thought of me would’ve stopped her. (Because I wasn’t there to stop her.) Told you I was scrambling for crumbs.

I’m awake before my alarm, so I turn it off and pull the covers back over my head, even though it’s already hot at nine in the morning. I hear Curtis in the kitchen, rustling around getting ready to leave for work as I hide in my blankets. He’s restless. A restless soul. She used to call him that, the times I got her to talk about him, when I was younger and interested. When I was younger and thought Maybe he’ll come back.

She’d smile when she said it, but it was a strange mix of bitter and sweet. Like she could never figure out which way to feel about him. I wonder if she ever did. Figure it out.

Was there clarity at the end?

Regret?

Did anything break through the gray-thick fog that had cloaked her and our apartment and our lives for those months before …?

I can’t think about it. If I do, then I’ll think about that day and the weeks before, and that will lead to the months when I was telling myself it was okay, but I knew it wasn’t. And it’ll all circle into: Why weren’t you better, Coley? Why weren’t you faster? Why didn’t you realize how bad it was?

There’s no good or easy answer to any of the questions, so I’m just gonna keep running from them, thank you very much.

Curtis leaves for work, and now that the house is empty and there’s no risk of awkward breakfast time, I fling myself free of the blankets. I’ve been here for over a week, but my boxes are barely unpacked. If I unpack, then it’s permanent.

But it’s not like I’m deluding myself. I know I’m stuck here. I’m just delaying the unpacking a little. Even though it’s inevitable. That’s why there’s that whole saying about people denying the inevitable. It’s a human condition or something.

I’m acting perfectly normal.

He’s left coffee in the maker. I stare at it for a second, wondering if it’s a peace offering. He bitched at me the second morning I got here when he caught me drinking it. Like it was gonna stunt my growth or something. Like he should have a say in what I put in my body, after all these years of ignoring me.

If it’s a peace offering, it makes me even madder than if he just forgot. I know I’m supposed to be grateful … and I think there’s a part of him that’s kind of confused I’m not. There’s that low bar I was talking about again. An ant could hop over it.

On the fridge, there’s a note and a twenty-dollar bill tucked under a plastic grape magnet: MOVERS FOUND YOUR BIKE. GO MAKE FRIENDS.

I pocket the twenty and trash the note. I try not to think about the countless notes I have tucked away in a tin somewhere in those boxes I haven’t unpacked. My mom liked scribbling stuff down for the fridge. Quotes and song lyrics and jokes and affirmations. Sometimes, when she was low, I could track when she was pulling out of it because she’d start filling the fridge door again. But it hadn’t been a sure science.

Not the last time.

GO MAKE FRIENDS. He writes that like it’s easy. Like I have anything in common with anyone out there. Maybe if some other girl out there is delaying some inevitable shit, I guess. But that’s not exactly something you can ask someone when meeting them. That’d just be weird.

I think about staying home all day, in defiance of his note. But Curtis’s still enough of a wild card that I don’t know how he’d react. He hasn’t yelled at me or anything. But you never know. All I’ve got is some stories of him fifteen years ago and the knowledge that I was easy for him to let go of.

And staying in this house with its swamp cooler and no real AC is like being in hell. So I grab my bike and ride off. Maybe I’ll stay out too late. It’s not like he can say he’s worried. Or that I have a curfew.

I’m pretty sure it didn’t even occur to him to give me one. Amateur.

The neighborhood Curtis lives in is frayed at the edges, but it’s trying not to look it. Kinda like him. The houses are old and as neat as you can keep them when you can’t really afford to. In the tiny, mowed yards, the grass is patchy, like even the earth knows it’s no use. It’s given up.

“Howdy!”

It’s such a weird greeting, I just stare at the lady before I zip past her.

“Yeah!” I call back, tossing it over my shoulder like a dumbass. But really, who says Howdy? Is this what I can expect? That would suck. School’s gonna suck. I’ve got the summer’s reprieve, but it’s not like Curtis’s gonna let me ditch senior year.

I get out of the neighborhood and cross the big stone bridge that has no bike lane or sidewalk, so the truck behind me thinks it’s helpful to honk every few seconds even though I’m going as fast as I can. The dude eventually just pulls ahead of me, but not before flipping me the bird. Nice show of small-town friendliness.

As I bike across the railroad tracks, I think about trying to hop a train. Letting it carry me off to the unknown.

It’s something my mom would’ve done back in the day, I bet. Ride the rails or whatever they call it—there’s probably a cooler term. She was fearless, my mom. Totally the type to hop a train and leave everything she knew behind.

We’d always been a team, she and I. But it turned out we were playing a game I didn’t understand, and we both ended up losing. All I ever seem to do is lose things.

Finally, I get a glimpse of civilization instead of just a bunch of scrubby houses and trees. It’s so hot, the horizon shimmers as I spot the strip mall, making it look almost magical instead of just the source of some AC. Sweat trickles down my back as I pedal into the parking lot. There’s a Chinese place, a tanning salon called Sunkissed, with a creepy kissy-face sun logo … and there, an arcade, with a big sign: WE HAVE AC. A few stores are boarded up next door, and there are some guys skateboarding over the speed bump. I guess you take your concrete where you can get it out here in the land of trees and two-lane roads.

I swing my leg off my bike, wheeling it toward the post near the arcade—the perfect spot to chain it up. Do you even chain your bike up in Oregon? Do people not steal here? No. Of course not. People steal everywhere.

Screech! The sound of car wheels coming too fast and too close rakes through me, and I jerk back so fast I go down, elbows scraping into the pavement, my bike clattering over me, pedal cramming into thigh as a minivan careens toward me.

My life doesn’t flash in front of my eyes. It’s just Ow and then Shit! and then …

Nothing.

My eyes are screwed shut. I don’t realize it until I don’t feel the impact. I have to force them open, my face and body squinched, ready for the crash.

“Holy crap!”

“Oh my God—Trenton!” a girl’s voice says.

“What! What?! She came out of nowhere!”

“You’re an idiot!” she snaps and I can’t help but dazedly agree: Trenton is an idiot.

I push up off my scraped elbows, wincing, and when I take in the driver who almost killed me, he actually grins at me like that’s gonna charm me. There’s another boy in the front seat, but he’s not grinning; he looks as shell-shocked as I feel.

“Trent! I can’t believe you,” the girl shouts out a window, and then the door slides open and she steps out. Striped shirt, cropped high and effortless. Some girls can just wear clothes, you know? She’s a stretch of tan skin and long legs. Dark hair, brushing down her shoulders. She tucks it behind her ears as she hurries toward me. I track the movement, snagging on the color of her nails, that funny color between purple and blue: periwinkle.

I’m more breathless now than I was on the ground, when I was sure I was gonna get smushed.

Her dark eyes—bottomless, endless, fearless eyes—meet mine, and it’s like almost getting hit all over. A cataclysm to the senses.

I can’t zoom out. I can’t get perspective.

She is the only thing I can see.




FOUR

“Are you, um, good?” the girl asks.

She’s the kind of pretty that’s undeniable. With some girls, it’s a toss-up. Don’t think I’m being a jerk here. I definitely fall into the “some girls” category. More cute than anything, you know? It’s just how it is. I’m a realist.

But this girl—she’s beautiful. Head-turning, I-lost-my-train-of-thought-mid-sentence beautiful.

She’s looking right at me, and I have to snap out of it and answer, but I’m frozen. The asshat driver is standing there, laughing like the fact that my bike’s on the ground is the funniest thing in the world.

“Hello?” The girl waves a hand in front of my face impatiently.

I scowl at her. “Yeah. I’m good.”

She casts a glance over her shoulder at the tall boy, flapping her hand at him in a kind of quieting motion, but when she turns back, she’s kind of smiling at his antics.

I huff and grab my bike, stalking off to chain it up. Back to reality, because this day has been shitty so far. I mean, I guess the asshole could’ve actually run me over instead of almost.

I’m killing it with the low bars today.

“You came out of nowhere!” the boy calls as I storm off toward the arcade, and I hate that my cheeks burn, and I fight off the urge to flip him off. Instead, I chain my bike against one of the steel poles and duck inside, trying to ignore my stomach. When that doesn’t work, I tell myself it’s jumping because of my near-death experience.

Adrenaline makes you feel all sorts of things. I just need to cool off.

Which is going to be hard, because the “AC” the arcade bragged about outside on the sign is a rickety fan that doesn’t even oscillate. Great; just great. I’d be cooler at home.

It’s still a breeze, though. I’ll take anything at this point before the ride back.

The rest of the arcade is dimly lit but glowing from the games—three bulky rows of machines. There are Foosball tables and air hockey behind them, and a tiny food area to my right with chipped Formica tables crammed inside. I plant myself right in front of the fan and close my eyes, trying to find some kind of calm.

“Dude, that guy at the club was about to stroke out,” crows a voice to my right. “He couldn’t keep up! And SJ! Bam! Down she goes.” He laughs loudly.

I try to ignore it.

“You’ve gotta stop pulling this shit, Trenton,” someone scolds. The other boy. “You almost gave me an asthma attack.”

One of my eyes cracks open.

“What if SJ got hurt?”

That’s her voice. How do I know it already, after just a few words spoken?

“Didn’t see you stopping for SJ, Sonya,” Trenton sneers.

The fan’s barely doing anything in the cooling department, so I flap the hem of my shirt back and forth, trying to encourage the airflow. God, it’s hot.

“Hey.”

The moron who can’t drive has talked enough now that I recognize his voice, too. So I don’t turn around.

“Hey, come on, hottie.”

I’d say he’s like a dog with a bone, but a dog actually obeys orders. Boys like that? They don’t.

“Leave her alone,” says the other guy.

“I’m just being friendly! Come on, come over here.”

I look over my shoulder, but I skim over him as the other boy claps his hand over Trenton’s mouth and he ducks away. My focus goes to her: Sonya, he called her. She’s sitting between the two boys at one of the Formica tables, and when she looks up, I move forward. Trenton lets out a pleased sound, like it’s him I’m coming for, but there’s a quirk to her mouth that makes me think she knows the truth.

“Did you want something?” I ask Trenton.

But before he can respond, the arcade doors slam open so dramatically, they make the rickety tables rattle. A girl with bangs and bloody scrapes on her knees comes hobbling over. “What the fuck, you guys!?” she spits at the three sitting down before she slumps into the empty chair I’m standing next to. “I can’t believe you left me all on my own with that pissed-off bouncer. If my knees get scarred, you’re paying for my plastic surgery.”

Trenton laughs. “You should chill. Maybe get me a Coke?”

Pigtails swats at Trenton. I almost admire her restraint, because I would’ve gone for a punch. “I went down for you, asshole! You get me a Coke. And a pretzel. I deserve carbs.”

“I’m sorry, babe,” Sonya tells her, slinging a soothing arm around her neck. “The boys made me run. I had no choice.”

“You’re never on my side,” Pigtails grouches at her, and then her gaze rises to me, standing there like a total loser-lurker. The disdain in her eyes makes my cheeks heat up just as they were starting to cool down. “Who’s this?” she asks, cuddling closer to Sonya.

“The girl I almost killed,” Trenton says, eyes glinting. “Though, if you look at it another way, the girl whose life I saved by hitting my brakes at just the right moment. My mom would be so proud.”

I don’t even bother to answer. I should leave, but I can’t seem to make my feet move.

“SJ, did you hear from Brooke about the lake yet?” Sonya asks.

“Not yet.” Her gaze flicks to me again. “So, you are …?”

“Coley.”

“What’s your deal?” SJ asks. “Do you just not talk?”

“I talk,” I say.

“You know they say the smartest people are the quiet ones, because they listen,” pipes up the other boy. The nice one I automatically like more just because he’s not Trenton.

“Oh, great,” Trenton sneers. “Another smart girl. Just what we need.” He leans forward, his grin pure lech. “I bet you’re a good listener, Coley.”

“Well, you certainly say a lot of dumb shit, so it’s a pretty easy job,” I tell him.

“Oh my God,” SJ says as Sonya starts laughing with her. The boys gape. But SJ’s attention slides away from me. “Brooke got back to me. We’re on the north side of the lake today.”

“Awesome,” Trenton says, getting to his feet, and it’s like he’s the king or something, because they’re all getting up at his cue. I step back, away from her, as Sonya scoots her chair from the table and stands.

They walk past me like I’m not even there, but as they go out the door, she looks over her shoulder at me one last time, and I can’t help it. I follow.

The heat is still oppressive when I walk outside. I bend down to unlock my bike, trying to ignore them grouped down the way as Trenton gets the minivan.

“Hey! Coley!”

I look over my shoulder. She’s halfway inside the minivan already, Trenton scowling in the driver’s seat.

“We’re meeting some friends at the lake,” Sonya continues.

“Okay,” I say.

She rolls her eyes and then snaps her fingers at me. It’s rude and it’s pushy.

My stomach drops like I’m on a roller coaster when the snap’s followed by: “Well, are you coming with?”

It’s like a split screen in my mind, the options: Curtis’s house-that-isn’t-home or this girl.

Anything’s better than Curtis.

“I’m coming,” I say.




FIVE

Sonya plucks the keys out of the ignition. “Alex, you move up front. I’ll ride in back with Coley.”

She gets out and opens up the back, waving me over. I go before she starts snapping at me again, because I’m not sure I’m supposed to like the leaping thing it makes my stomach do. Bossy. Is that what she is?

I would’ve given that label to SJ before Sonya got all impatient on me. Now I’m wondering: Did I almost get run over by the summer version of the cool kids’ table? What am I doing here? I should just tell her I have to go. That’s exactly what I’m going to do. As soon as I round the corner of the van, I’m going to say it: “I just remembered, I’ve gotta be somewhere.” Play it cool and just … bike off before this gets messier. No one wants me here but her.

Why is that the thing that roots my feet to the ground when she smiles at me?

“There’s lots of room,” she says, bending down and grabbing the spokes, and it’s like I’m looking to memorize her, every detail absorbing into me. Those periwinkle nails of hers, not quite purple, not quite blue: a question mark of a color for a question mark of a girl.

“Careful,” I warn her as the wheel spins forward.

“I got it.” She lifts the front of my yellow bike and I grab the rear wheel, hefting it in.

“Hurry up!” Trenton calls from the front.

“I could’ve biked,” I tell her as she shuts the back.

She laughs. “Have you been to the lake?”

I shake my head. “I just moved here.”

“Well, that explains why I’ve never seen you before,” she says. “Anyway, lake’s like a half hour by bike. It’s way too hot for that shit. Come on.”

Sonya clambers into the back bench seat and I follow, the stale smell of weed and corn chips hitting my nose. SJ’s sitting in the middle captain’s chair, with the boys in the front, and she turns back to talk to us as we buckle up.

“So, Coley, did you just move here?”

Sonya waves her off airily. “That’s old news. Coley’s already filled me in.”

SJ rolls her eyes. “I was just asking a question! Where did you live before?”

“San Diego.”

“A real city.” Sonya sighs enviously.

“It’s not like it’s L.A. or New York,” SJ scoffs.

“It’s definitely not,” I say, and she blinks at me, thrown that I’ve agreed with her.

“Do you miss it?” Sonya asks.

The canned answer is no. The truth is so much more complicated.

“This is definitely different,” is what I finally say. But it’s like she can read in between the lines, because she scoots a little closer and pats me on my leg. My entire mouth goes dry at the touch.

“We’ll make you feel at home in no time,” she says. “You’re lucky you found us.”

“Lucky I almost got run over?” I ask dryly.

“Hey! I’m doing you a favor, transporting you and your dirty bike in my van,” Trenton calls from the front. My stomach turns a little; I hadn’t realized he could hear us all the way in the back. My eyes flick up, and there he is, watching me in the rearview mirror. He has kaleidoscope eyes—not in the Beatles sense, but in the way that they seem knowing, but then with a small shift they’re sly and shiny bright with a fever that can boil over.

“Just ignore him, please, I beg of you,” Alex tells me, clasping his hands together.

“I should dump you all on the side of the road,” Trenton mutters.

“Ditch me again, and I’ll make sure you’re roadkill,” SJ shoots back.

I have to duck my head so I don’t cough, I’m choking so hard on laughter. The SJs of the world are definitely not fans of girls like me, and this SJ wasn’t giving me any reason to think differently, but sometimes bitchy humor is universal.

“You tell him, SJ.” Sonya leans back in the seat, stretching her arms. Her fingers drape over the back of my seat, periwinkle nails standing out stark against the fading maroon plush.

“Don’t you start on that girl-power rah-rah shit, Sonya,” Trenton says as he pulls into a parking lot surrounded by, you guessed it, more pine trees. Is there any other kind of tree in this town?

She doesn’t answer. Her fingers drum against the seat, little crescendos of annoyance. As the boys get out, I wonder if her tongue hurts from biting her words back so hard.

“Come on, Sonya, we need to find Brooke,” SJ urges as we pile out of the van.

“Go ahead,” I tell her when she hesitates, and SJ lets out a frustrated huff. “I just need to lock up my bike.”

SJ laughs. “No one’s gonna steal that piece of crap.”

“SJ.” Sonya shakes her head.

“Oh my God,” SJ says disgustedly. I focus hard on the pavement. “Come on. Your friends are waiting, Sonya.”

She grabs Sonya’s hand and tugs her toward the path through the trees. I turn back to the minivan and pop the back open, pulling out my bike. It doesn’t matter if she’s looking back at me. It doesn’t.

I chain my bike to one of the light poles, then head through the trees after them. Everything’s darker under the canopy of the pines, until the path spills out into a clearing.

My eyes snag on her instantly, even though she’s already down by the bank. Far away from me, but I would’ve found her even if she was across the lake. She laughs at something SJ says, her head tilting back, and the sun shines on her like it’s an eighties movie about camp or something.

She fits here, with boys roughhousing in the water, girls in bikinis sunbathing on towels spread across the rocky shore, a bonfire crackling, Igloos full of sweating beer cans set on one of the picnic tables.

I don’t fit here. At all. Oh my God, why did I come here? She didn’t even wait for me. I should just go.

“Hey, Coley!”

Shit. I look to the right. Alex waves me over from his seat on top of the table near the coolers. At least he’s got an open Altoid tin of rolling papers and weed balanced on his knee. Maybe I can handle this if I’m stoned.

I can’t run now, so I join him. Alex doesn’t have the frat-bro sheen that Trenton does, and I wonder where he fits in all this. Every friend group is like a see-saw: there’s always someone reaching out to balance everyone. When I sit down next to Alex and he smiles, affable and handsome—he’s got to have girls cooing over his dark hair—I wonder if he’s the one who steadies everything.

I try not to glance over my shoulder too obviously. Just a quick look. But Sonya’s not even facing our way. She’s kicking a striped ball at one of her friends—probably the Brooke that they’d mentioned at the arcade. It’s like I don’t even exist.

“I was wondering if you got lost in the woods,” Alex says.

“The path was pretty clear,” I say, turning a little on the picnic table, so I don’t have to look over my shoulder at the waterline. At her.

“Just make sure you stay alert. There are bears out here.” His eyes twinkle as he teases me, letting me in on the joke. So I play along.

“Oh yeah, I fought off three of them on the walk here. With my bare hands.”

He laughs at the bad pun.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Sonya kick the beach ball into the water, stripping off her shirt as she bounds into the water, the white wake of her splash shining against the red of her bikini. My stomach dips as she disappears under the water, shimmering like a mermaid when she surfaces, and then I have to look away, because if I don’t, I’m going to go as scarlet as her bathing suit.

“Are you living in town?” Alex asks.

“Yeah.”

“Then no bear violence will befall you. You gotta be a little more careful in the boonies; my ex has to lock up her trash.”

“Not gonna lie, that sounds kind of terrifying. Rats and cockroaches were my main wildlife nemeses in San Diego.”

“Wait until you see the forest centipedes.”

“Ew!” I shiver at the thought. “All those little legs creep me out.”

“I totally agree.” He taps the ground herb from the tin into the folded paper, rolling it shut with easy, practiced movements. He holds it out to me. “I feel like I owe you one of these, considering we almost ran you over.”

“I absolutely agree with that logic,” I say, taking the joint and tucking it in my pocket. “Thanks.”

“Sure. Let me know if you need to be hooked up. Just herb, though. I don’t mess with anything else.”

“Cool. I’m not into anything else.”

“Straight edge, huh?”

It makes me laugh. There’s something relaxing about him.

Out of the corner of my eye, Sonya wrings water out of her hair at the edge of the lake, chatting with SJ, laughing at something she says, gesturing wildly in response as the other girl dissolves into giggles. Sonya slings an arm around SJ’s neck, pressing an exaggerated kiss against the top of her head and then pulling back to fake swoon, SJ catching her before she falls back into the water.

What a drama queen.

I want to know everything about her.

“I really hope we didn’t scare you too much in the parking lot,” Alex says earnestly. “Trenton is …”

I swear to God, saying his name summons him, because he comes bounding forward, three other boys trailing after. Trenton shakes his soaking-wet hair toward Alex like he’s a dog. Water flies everywhere, and Alex yelps, throwing himself bodily over his setup.

“What the hell, Trenton! My papers!”

Trenton just laughs.

“You swimming?” Trenton jerks his still-wet head toward the lake.

“Nope,” I say, the “p” popping a little, hoping he’ll take the hint.

He doesn’t. At all. “What’s wrong?” he asks. “Can’t get wet?”

My stomach drops horribly at the innuendo.

“Jesus Christ, Trenton,” Alex snarls.

But Trenton just snickers. “Don’t worry, I can help with that.”

Before I can even think about snapping at him, he ducks down and just goes for me. He’s got at least a foot of height on me and scoops me up like I’m a bag of flour, slinging me over his shoulder.

Goddammit, I hate guys like him. Guys think it’s funny to pick you up whenever they want. They think it’s hilarious when you twist and turn and try to get free; they think it’s an excuse to grab at the parts of you they’re not supposed to.

Fucking guys. You’re not supposed to grab any part of someone unless they want it. It’s not that hard to understand.

“Could you put me down? I’m not wearing a suit,” I say, aiming for calm, because this is the kind of guy who laughed instead of freaked over almost running me over. He wants me to be pissed. And I am. But I’m fighting to not give in to his bullshit.

My hair swings back and forth as Trenton jogs toward the beach, laughing hysterically, his grip on me tight. Blood rushes into my face, and I seriously consider pantsing him then and there in revenge. But he’s already splashing into the water, and the ends of my hair drag in it, and there aren’t really biting fish, right? I just made that up in my head. This is Oregon. Not Australia where everything wants to kill you.

He swings around, spinning in the water, and black spots dance along my vision—the sudden blood rush to my head combined with the spinning making me so dizzy it’s hard to fight. I flail, trying to get upright, and the shift of my weight makes him stumble and then spin, the two of us tumbling awkwardly into the water with a crash. The water’s murky and not like being in a pool at all, but the wet shock of it is enough to banish the dizziness. By the time I struggle to my feet, I pretty much hate everything, especially when I see Sonya ankle-deep in the water, her hair slicked back from her face, staring at me, and the most absurd thought strikes me as our eyes meet and her eyebrows draw together: Were you coming out here to get me?

“What the fuck’s wrong with you?” Trenton demands, getting right in my face, blocking Sonya from my vision. He splashes water at me with his big, meaty hands. “I was just playing! I wasn’t going to throw you in!”

I finally give in and flip him off. He doesn’t deserve another word. None of them do. I slosh out of the water and stalk right past everyone staring at me, toward my bike. Fuck all of this and all of them. Fuck Curtis and his “go make friends” bullshit. What friends? Why would I want to be friends with these people, except that “they live here”?

What a horrible reason to be friends: proximity.

This is never going to be home. And now I’m gonna get a ton of grief at school because I didn’t giggle when a guy carried and tossed me into the water caveman-style.

“Hey, wait!”

I keep going, even though it’s her voice. I can see her out of the corner of my eye as I head across the parking lot. She’s pulling her striped shirt back on over her bikini top but doesn’t stop to button it up, and I try to focus on the way the red ties of her suit are knotted around her neck instead of on anywhere else.

“Are you okay?”

I get to my bike, and my hands grip the handles. Every time I move, my shoes squish with water and what I hope is just mud and not that gross algae.


“Trenton can be an asshole sometimes,” she says, with an embarrassed little grin that makes my stomach turn. “But I swear, he’s a good guy. I’ve known him forever.”

“I’m sure he’s a good guy,” I say, and the sarcasm drips off my words faster than the water from my hair.

“Hey.” She frowns at me, her eyebrows scrunching into a V. “Don’t be mad at me,” she says. “I came all the way out here to make sure you were okay.”

“All the way out here. As in, up the path and across the parking lot to the road?”

That little V gets deeper. A part of me wants to push. To see how deep that frown of hers can get, because she looks like the kind of girl who isn’t built for it, and when she does, it’s more cute than angry. There’s no gravity to it.

But this day—I’m done with it. My hair’s dripping down my back, and thank God I pulled on a gray tank top this morning instead of a white one, or Trenton probably would’ve insisted that I stay.

“Look, I don’t know you or your friends. I don’t know anyone here. And then you just—” I close my mouth. God, I’m so tired. Wet and tired and done. “What he did was fucked up. And not stopping it—it’s just fucked.”

She rolls her eyes. “You came with us to the lake.”

“You asked me to come!” I snap. “I don’t know you people. I’m starting to wonder if I want to. That guy’s an ass.”

Her face smooths out suddenly. No more frown. “Look, I don’t know what happened back there with you and Trenton, but I didn’t do anything but come out here to see if you were okay.”

“Why didn’t you try to stop him?”

Her frown’s back, and then off her face in a second, like a glitch in a video. It happens so fast I almost think I’ve imagined it, but then she says, softer this time, “I didn’t know how—”

She’s like gasoline on a fire that’s already burned for months. “So you just go along with whatever he wants?”

“What? I do not!” she says, overlapping me.

“—as long as you get to be a part of it. Always gotta be the center of attention, even when your good guy’s acting like trash.”

“Wow,” she says. “Harsh. And untrue.”

“Then what was that out there?” I fling my arm toward the lake, staring her down. She’d asked me out here, talked to me the whole ride, and then bounced off like I wasn’t cool enough to hold her interest. It shouldn’t hurt so much, so fast. But it does.

“I—” She’s not fighting the frown anymore. I’ve either pissed her off or stumped her. I’m not sure which, but I’m not sure I care at this point.

“I don’t have energy for people who make excuses,” I say, going for bravado and hating how it comes out a little weak, and then I stalk off. I think at least I look kind of badass, but my heart’s hammering and then it feels like it skips right out of my chest when she yells:

“Who the fuck do you think you are?”

She’s following me. It’s a feeling I’ve never had before, because when a guy follows you, it’s scary, not thrilling. But this is …

It’s like I can count every beat of blood in my veins.

“You don’t have any right to judge me,” she rages behind me as I keep walking, dizzy with the heat of her words, unable to run from her because then she’d know.

Know what, Coley? I don’t even know.

“I mean, what the fuck? Who do you think you are? You’re just some … mean, grumpy bitch!” On the last word, she grabs my shoulder and whirls me around.

It’s like all the heat’s gone to my face and is about to pour out of my eyes in tears. I can’t run or breathe, and really all I can
OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





OEBPS/images/piii.png
HAYLEY KIYOKO

0





OEBPS/images/p026.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
N

HAYLEY KIYOKO





OEBPS/images/pv.png





