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Prologue

Once upon a time there was a pair of pants. They were an essential kind of pants—jeans, naturally, blue but not that stiff, new blue that you see so often on the first day of school. They were a soft, changeable blue with a little extra fading at the knees and the seat and white wavelets at the cuffs.

They'd had a good life before us. You could just tell. I guess a thrift shop is like the pound in some ways. Whatever you get there owes a lot to its previous owners. Our pants weren't like the neurotic puppy whose parents left it alone, barking itself hoarse from morning till night. They were more like the grown-up dog whose family loved it but had to move to an apartment building or maybe to Korea (is it Korea?), where people sometimes eat dogs.

I could tell the pants hadn't come to our lives because of tragedy. They'd just witnessed one of those regular but painful life transitions. That, it turns out, is The Way of the Pants.

They were noble pants, but unassuming. You could glance over them and just think, “Okay, pants,” or you could stop and really look at the beautiful complexity of colors and seams. They don't force you to admire them. They are happy just doing their basic job of covering your butt without making it look fatter than it actually is.

I got them at a thrift shop at the outer reaches of Georgetown that's sandwiched between a store that sells water (I don't know about you, but I get that free at home) and a health food store called Yes! Whenever any of us mentions Yes! (and we work it in whenever possible) we always shout Yes! at the top of our lungs. I was tagging along with Lena and her younger sister, Effie, and their mom. Effie was there to buy a dress for the sophomore prom. Effie isn't the kind of girl who just gets a red spaghetti-strap thing at Bloomingdale's like everybody else. She has to get something vintage.

Mainly I got the pants because Lena's mom hates secondhand clothing stores. She says used clothes are for poor people. “I tink that is dirty, Effie,” she kept saying every time Effie pulled something off a hanger. I secretly agreed with Mrs. Kaligaris, which gave me a certain feeling of shame. Truth was, I yearned for the clean mindlessness of Express, but I had to buy something. The pants were folded innocently on a shelf by the counter where you pay. I figured maybe they'd been washed. Also, they were only $3.49 including tax. I didn't even try them on, so you can tell I wasn't serious about owning them. My butt has specific requirements for pants.

Effie picked out a little mod dress that was aggressively antiprom, and Lena found a pair of beat-up loafers that looked like they'd belonged to somebody's great-uncle. Lena has big feet, like size nine and a half or something. They are the only part of her that isn't perfect. I love her feet. I couldn't help wincing at those shoes, though. It's bad enough to buy used clothes, which are theoretically washable, but used shoes?

When I got home I put the pants in the back of my closet and forgot about them.

They came out again the afternoon before we all went separate ways for the summer. I was going to South Carolina to hang out with my dad, Lena and Effie were spending two months in Greece with their grandparents, Bridget was flying off to soccer camp in Baja California (which, turns out, is in Mexico. Who knew?). Tibby was staying home. This was our first summer apart, and I think it gave us all a strange, shaky feeling.

Last summer we'd all taken American history, because Lena said you could get a better grade in the summer. I'm sure Lena did get a better grade. The summer before that we were all CITs at Camp Tall Timbers on the eastern shore of Maryland. Bridget coached soccer and taught swimming, Lena worked in arts and crafts, and Tibby was stuck in the kitchen once again. I helped in the drama workshop until I lost my temper at two demonic nine-year-olds and got reassigned to the camp office to lick envelopes by myself. They would have fired me straight out, but I think our parents actually paid them to have us work there.

The summers before that are a blur of baby oil and Sun-In and hating our bodies (I got big breasts; Tibby got no breasts) at the Rockwood public swimming pool. My skin got darker, but not one strand of my hair turned the promised blond.

And I guess before that . . . God, I don't know what we did. Tibby went to a socialist day camp for a while and helped build low-income houses. Bridget had a lot of tennis lessons. Lena and Effie splashed around in their pool day after day. I think I watched a lot of TV, to be honest. Still, we managed to find one another for at least a few hours a day, and on the weekends we were never apart. There are the years that stand out: the summer Lena's family built the pool, the summer Bridget got chicken pox and gave it to the rest of us. The summer my dad moved away.

For some reason our lives were marked by summers. While Lena and I went to public elementary school, Bridget went to a private school with a bunch of other jocks, and Tibby was still going to Embrace, this tiny, weird school where the kids sat in beanbag chairs instead of desks and nobody got any grades. Summer was the time when our lives joined completely, when we all had our birthdays, when really important things happened. Except for the year Bridget's mom died. That happened at Christmastime.

We started being “we” before we were born. We were all four born at the end of summer, within seventeen days of one another: Lena first, at the end of August, and me last, in the middle of September. It's not so much a coincidence, as the reason we started.

The summer we were born our mothers took a class in aerobics for pregnant women (just picture that) at this place called Gilda's; they were the September group (Lena came a little early). Aerobics was really popular then. I guess the other members of the class weren't due to pop till the winter, but the Septembers were so dramatically pregnant, the teacher was worried they might explode at any moment. The teacher would alter the routines for them. “Septembers!” she would bellow, according to my mother. “Just do four reps; watch it! Watch it!” The aerobics instructor's name happened to be April, and as my mother tells it, they hated that woman.

The Septembers started hanging out after class, complaining about their swollen feet and how fat they were and laughing about April. After we were born—miraculously all girls, plus Bridget's twin brother—they formed their own little mothers' support group and let us all squirm on a blanket together while they complained about not sleeping and how fat they still were. The support group disbanded after a while, but the summers when we were one and two and three they'd still bring us to Rockwood. We'd pee in the baby pool and take one another's toys.

The friendships between our mothers sort of deteriorated after that. I'm not sure why. Their lives got complicated, I guess. A couple of them went back to work. Tibby's parents moved to that farm way out on Rockville Pike. Maybe our mothers never really had much in common besides being pregnant at the same time. I mean, they were a strange group when you think of it: Tibby's mom, the young radical; Lena's mom, the ambitious Greek putting herself through social work school; Bridget's mom, the Alabama debutante; and my mom, the Puerto Rican with the rocky marriage. But for a while there, they seemed like friends. I can even remember it a little.

Nowadays our mothers act like friendship is an elective—falling somewhere down the list after husbands, children, career, home, money. Somewhere between outdoor grilling and music appreciation. That's not how it is for us. My mom tells me, “Just wait till you get serious about boys and school. Just wait till you start competing.” But she's wrong. We won't let that happen to us.

Eventually our mothers' friendship stopped being about them and came to be about us, the daughters. They became sort of like divorced people, with not much in common but the kids and the past. To tell the truth, they are awkward with one another—especially after what happened to Bridget's mom. It's like there are disappointments and maybe even a few secrets between them, so they just stay on the fragile surface.

We're the Septembers now. The real ones. We are everything to one another. We don't need to say so; it's just true. Sometimes it seems like we're so close we form one single complete person rather than four separate ones. We settle into types—Bridget the athlete, Lena the beauty, Tibby the rebel, and me, Carmen, the . . . what? The one with the bad temper. But the one who cares the most. The one who cares that we stick together.

You know what the secret is? It's so simple. We love one another. We're nice to one another. Do you know how rare that is?

My mother says it can't stay like this, but I believe it will. The Pants are like an omen. They stand for the promise we made to one another, that no matter what happens, we stick together. But they stand for a challenge too. It's not enough to stay in Bethesda, Maryland, and hunker down in air-conditioned houses. We promised one another that someday we'd get out in the world and figure some stuff out.

I can pretend to be a deep, faithful, and instant appreciator of the Pants, or I can be honest and tell you that I was the one who almost threw them away. But that requires backing up a little and telling you how the Traveling Pants were born.
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“Can you close that suitcase?” Tibby asked Carmen. “It's making me sick.”

Carmen glanced at the structured canvas bag splayed wantonly in the middle of her bed. Suddenly she wished she had all-new underwear. Her best satin pair was sprouting tiny ropes of elastic from the waistband.

“It's making me sick,” Lena said. “I haven't started packing. My flight's at seven.”

Carmen flopped the top of the suitcase closed and sat down on the carpeted floor. She was working on removing navy-blue polish from her toenails.

“Lena, could you not say that word anymore?” Tibby asked, wilting a little on the edge of Carmen's bed. “It's making me sick.”

“Which word?” Bridget asked. “Packing? Flight? Seven?”

Tibby considered. “All of them.”

“Oh, Tibs,” Carmen said, grabbing Tibby's foot from where she sat. “It's gonna be okay.”

Tibby took her foot back. “It's gonna be okay for you. You're going away. You're going to eat barbecue all the time and light firecrackers and everything.”

Tibby had nonsensical ideas about what people did in South Carolina, but Carmen knew not to argue with her.

Lena let out a little hum of sympathy.

Tibby turned on her. “Don't make that pity noise, Lena.”

Lena cleared her throat. “I didn't,” she said quickly, even though she had.

“Don't wallow,” Bridget urged Tibby. “You're wallowing.”

“No,” Tibby shot back. She held up hands crossed at the wrist in a hex sign to ward off Bridget. “No pep talks. No fair. I only let you do pep talks when you need to feel better.”

“I wasn't doing a pep talk,” Bridget said defensively, even though she was.

Carmen made her wise eyebrows. “Hey, Tibs? Maybe if you're nasty enough, you won't miss us and we won't miss you.”

“Carma!” Tibby shouted, getting to her feet and thrusting a stiff arm at Carmen. “I see through that! You're doing psychological analysis on me. No! No!”

Carmen's cheeks flushed. “I am not,” she said quietly.

The three of them sat, scolded into silence.

“God, Tibby, what is anybody allowed to say?” Bridget asked.

Tibby thought about it. “You can say . . .” She glanced around the room. She had tears welling in her eyes, but Carmen knew she didn't want them to show. “You can say . . .” Her eyes lighted on the pair of pants folded on the top of a stack of clothes on Carmen's dresser. “You can say, ‘Hey, Tibby, want those pants?'”

Carmen looked baffled. She capped the polish remover, walked over to her dresser, and held up the pants. Tibby usually liked clothes that were ugly or challenging. These were just jeans. “You mean these?” They were creased in three places from inattention.

Tibby nodded sullenly. “Those.”

“You really want them?” Carmen didn't feel like mentioning that she was planning to throw them away. Bigger points if they mattered.

“Uh-huh.”

Tibby was demanding a little display of unconditional love. Then again, it was her right. Three of them were flying off on big adventures the next day, and Tibby was launching her career at Wallman's in scenic Bethesda for five cents over minimum wage.

“Fine,” Carmen said benevolently, handing them over.

Tibby absently hugged the pants, slightly deflated at getting her way so fast.

Lena studied them. “Are those the pants you got at the secondhand place next to Yes!?”

“Yes!” Carmen shouted back.

Tibby unfolded them. “They're great.”

The pants suddenly looked different to Carmen. Now that somebody cared about them, they looked a little nicer.

“Don't you think you should try them on?” Lena asked practically. “If they fit Carmen, they aren't going to fit you.”

Carmen and Tibby both glared at Lena, not sure who should take more offense.

“What?” Bridget said, hopping to Lena's aid. “You guys have completely different builds. Is that not obvious?”

“Fine,” Tibby said, glad to be huffy again.

Tibby pulled off her dilapidated brown cargo pants, revealing lavender cotton underwear. She turned her back to her friends for the sake of drama as she pulled on the pants. She zipped, buttoned, and turned around. “Ta-da!”

Lena studied her. “Wow.”

“Tibs, you're such a babe,” Bridget proclaimed.

Tibby tried not to let her smile get loose. She went over to the mirror and turned to the side. “You think they're good?”

“Are those really my pants?” Carmen asked.

Tibby had narrow hips and long legs for her small frame. The pants fell below her waist, hugging her hips intimately. They revealed a white strip of flat stomach, a nice inny belly button.

“You look like a girl,” Bridget added.

Tibby didn't quarrel. She knew as well as anyone that she looked skinny and shapeless in the oversized pants she usually wore.

The pants bagged a little at her feet, but that worked for Tibby.

Suddenly Tibby looked unsure. “I don't know. Maybe somebody else should try them.” Slowly she unbuttoned and unzipped.

“Tibby, you are crazy,” Carmen said. “Those pants are in love with you. They want you for your body and your mind.” She couldn't help seeing the pants in a completely new way.

Tibby threw them at Lena. “Here. You go.”

“Why? They're meant to be yours,” Lena argued.

Tibby shrugged. “Just try them.”

Carmen could see Lena glancing at the pants with a certain amount of interest. “Why not? Lena, try ’em.”

Lena looked at the pants warily. She shed her own khakis and pulled them on. She made sure they were buttoned and sitting straight on her hips before she glanced in the mirror.

Bridget considered.

“Lenny, you make me sick,” Tibby offered.

“Jesus, Lena,” Carmen said. Sorry, Jesus, she added to herself reflexively.

“They're nice pants,” Lena said reverently, almost whispering.

They were used to Lena, but Carmen knew that to the rest of the world she was fairly stunning. She had Mediterranean skin that tanned well, straight, shiny dark hair, and wide eyes roughly the color of celery. Her face was so lovely, so delicately structured, it kind of gave Carmen a stomachache. Carmen once confessed her worry to Tibby that some movie director was going to spot Lena and take her away, and Tibby admitted she had worried the exact same thing. Particularly beautiful people were like particularly funny-looking people, though. Once you knew them you mostly forgot about it.

The pants clung to Lena's waist and followed the line of her hips. They held close to the shape of her thighs and fell exactly to the tops of her feet. When she took two steps forward, they appeared to hug each of her muscles as they shifted and moved. Carmen gazed in wonder at how different was their effect from Lena's bland uniform of J. Crew khakis.

“Very sexy,” Bridget said.

Lena snatched another peek at the mirror. She always held herself in a slightly awkward way, with her neck pushed forward, when she looked in a mirror. She winced. “I think maybe they're too tight,” she said.

“Are you joking?” Tibby barked. “They are beautiful. They look a million times better than those lame-o pants you usually wear.”

Lena turned to Tibby. “Was that a compliment somewhere in there?”

“Seriously, you have to have them,” Tibby said. “They're like . . . transforming.”

Lena fiddled with the waistband. She was never comfortable talking about the way she looked.

“You are always beautiful,” Carmen added. “But Tibby's right . . . you look . . . just . . . different.”

Lena slid the pants off her hips. “Bee has to try them.”

“I do?”

“You do,” Lena confirmed.

“She's too tall for them,” Tibby said.

“Just try,” Lena said.

“I don't need any more jeans,” Bridget said. “I have, like, nine pairs.”

“What, are you scared of them?” Carmen taunted. Stupid dares like that always worked on Bridget.

Bridget grabbed them from Lena. She took off her dark indigo jeans, kicked them into a pile on the floor, and pulled on the pants. At first she tried to pull the pants way up on her waist, so they would be too short, but as soon as she let go, the pants settled gracefully on her hips.

“Doo-doo-doo-doo,” Carmen sang, hitting the notes of the Twilight Zone theme.

Bridget turned around to look at her backside. “What?”

“They're not short; they're perfect,” Lena said.

Tibby cocked her head, studying Bridget carefully. “You look almost . . . small, Bee. Not your usual Amazon.”

“The insult parade marches on,” Lena said, laughing.

Bridget was tall, with broad shoulders and long legs and big hands. It was easy to think she was a big person, but she was surprisingly narrow through her hips and waist.

“She's right,” Carmen said. “The pants fit better than your usual ones.”

Bridget switched her butt in front of the mirror. “These do look good,” she said. “Wow. I think I may love them.”

“You've got a great little butt,” Carmen pointed out.

Tibby laughed. “That from the queen of butts.” She got a troublemaking look in her eyes. “Hey. You know how we find out if these pants are truly magical?”

“How?” Carmen asked.

Tibby jiggled her foot in the air. “You try them on. I know they're yours and all, but I'm just saying, scientifically speaking, that it is impossible for these pants to fit you too.”

Carmen chewed the inside of her cheek. “Are you casting aspersions on my butt?”

“Oh, Carma. You know I envy it. I just don't think these pants are going to fit over it,” Tibby explained reasonably.

Bridget and Lena nodded.

Suddenly Carmen was afraid that the pants that hugged each of her friends' bodies with loving grace would not fit over her upper thighs. She wasn't really chubby, but she had inherited her backside directly from the Puerto Rican half of the family. It was very nicely shaped, and most days she felt proud of it, but here with these pants and her three little-assed friends, she didn't feel like standing out like the big fatso.

“Nah. I don't want them,” Carmen said, standing up and getting ready to try to change the subject. Six eyes remained fixed on the pants.

“Yes,” Bridget said. “You have to.”

“Please, Carmen?” Lena asked.

She saw too much anticipation on her friends' faces to drop it without a fight. “Fine. Don't expect them to fit or anything. I'm sure they won't.”

“Carmen, they're yourpants,” Bridget pointed out.

“Yeah, smarty, but I never tried them on before.” Carmen said it with enough force to ward off further questions. She pulled off her black flares and pulled on the jeans. They didn't stop at her thighs. They went right up over her hips without complaint. She fastened them. “So?” She wasn't ready to venture a look in the mirror yet.

Nobody said anything.

“What?” Carmen felt cursed. “What? Are they that bad?” She found the courage to meet Tibby's eye. “What?”

“I . . . I just . . .” Tibby trailed off.

“Oh my,” Lena said quietly.

Carmen winced and looked away. “I'll just take them off, and we'll pretend this never happened,” she said, her cheeks flushing.

Bridget found words. “Carmen, that's not it at all! Look at yourself! You are a thing of beauty. You are a vision. You are a supermodel.”

Carmen put her hand on her hip and made a sour face. “That I doubt.”

“Seriously. Look at yourself,” Lena ordered. “These are magic pants.”

Carmen looked at herself. First from far away, then from up close. From the front and then the back.

The CD they'd been listening to ended, but nobody seemed to notice. The phone was ringing distantly, but nobody got up to get it. The normally busy street was silent.

Carmen finally let out her breath. “These are magic pants.”

It was Bridget's idea. The discovery of magical pants on such a day, right before their first summer apart, warranted a trip to Gilda's. Tibby got the food and picked up her movie camera, Carmen brought the bad eighties dance music, Lena supplied the atmospherics. Bridget brought the large-sized bobby pins and the Pants. They handled the parents issue in their usual way—Carmen told her mom she'd be at Lena's, Lena told her mom she'd be at Tibby's, Tibby told her mom she'd be at Bridget's, and Bridget asked her brother to tell her dad she'd be at Carmen's. Bridget spent so much time at her friends' houses, it was doubtful that Perry would pass on the message or that her father would think to be concerned, but it was part of the tradition.

They all met up again at the entrance on Wisconsin Avenue at nine forty-five. The place was dark and closed of course, which was where the bobby pins came in. They all watched breathlessly as Bridget expertly jimmied the lock. They'd done this at least once a year for the last three years, but the breaking-in part never got less exciting. Luckily, Gilda's security remained as lame as ever. What was there to steal anyway? Smelly blue mats? A box of rusty, mismatched free weights?

The lock clicked, the doorknob turned, and they all raced up the stairs to the second floor, purposefully revving up a little hysteria in the black stairwell. Lena set up the blankets and the candles. Tibby laid out the food—raw cookie dough from a refrigerated tube, strawberry Pop-Tarts with pink icing, the hard, deformed kind of cheese puffs, sour Gummi Worms, and a few bottles of Odwalla. Carmen set up the music, starting with an awful and ancient Paula Abdul tune, while Bridget leaped around in front of the mirrored wall.

“I think this was your mom's spot, Lenny,” Bridget called, bouncing again and again on an indented floorboard.

“Funny,” Lena said. There was a famous picture of the four moms in their eighties aerobics gear with their stomachs sticking out, and Lena's mom was by far the hugest. Lena weighed more at birth than Bridget and her brother, Perry, put together.

“Ready?” Carmen turned the music down and placed the Pants ceremonially in the middle of the blanket.

Lena was still lighting candles.

“Bee, come on,” Carmen shouted at Bridget, who was laughing at herself in front of the mirror.

When they were all gathered and Bridget stopped aerobicizing, Carmen began. “On the last night before the diaspora”—she paused briefly so everyone could admire her use of the word—”we discovered some magic.” She felt an itchy tingle in the arches of her feet. “Magic comes in many forms. Tonight it comes to us in a pair of pants. I hereby propose that these Pants belong to us equally, that they will travel to all the places we're going, and they will keep us together when we are apart.”

“Let's take the vow of the Traveling Pants.” Bridget excitedly grabbed Lena's and Tibby's hands. Bridget and Carmen were always the ones who staged friendship ceremonies unabashedly. Tibby and Lena were the ones who acted like there was a camera crew in the room.

“Tonight we are Sisters of the Pants,” Bridget intoned when they'd formed a ring. “Tonight we give the Pants the love of our Sisterhood so we can take that love wherever we go.”

The candles flickered in the big, high-ceilinged room.

Lena looked solemn. Tibby's face showed that she was struggling, but Carmen couldn't tell whether it was against laughter or tears.

“We should write down the rules,” Lena suggested. “So we know what to do with them—you know, like who gets them when.”

They all agreed, so Bridget stole a piece of Gilda's stationery and a pen from the little office.

They ate snacks, and Tibby filmed for posterity, while they constructed the rules. The Manifesto, as Carmen called it. “I feel like a founding father,” she said importantly. Lena was nominated to write it, because she had the best handwriting.

The rules took a while to sort out. Lena and Carmen wanted to focus on friendship-type rules, stuff about keeping in touch with one another over the summer, and making sure the Pants kept moving from one girl to the next. Tibby preferred to focus on random things you could and couldn't do in the Pants—like picking your nose. Bridget had the idea of inscribing the Pants with memories of the summer once they were all together again. By the time they'd agreed on ten rules, Lena held a motley list that ranged from sincere to silly. Carmen knew they would stick to them.

Next, they talked about how long each of them should have the Pants before passing them on, finally deciding that each person should send them on when she felt the time was right. But to keep the Pants moving, no one should keep them for over a week unless she really needed to. This meant that the Pants could possibly make the rounds twice before the end of the summer.

“Lena should have them first,” Bridget said, tying two Gummi Worms together and biting off the sticky knot. “Greece is a good place to start.”

“Can it be me next?” Tibby asked. “I'll be the one needing them to pull me out of my depression.” Lena nodded sympathetically.

After that would be Carmen. Then Bridget. Then, just to mix things up, the Pants would bounce back in the opposite direction. From Bridget to Carmen to Tibby and back to Lena.

As they talked, midnight came to divide their last day together from their first day apart. There was a thrill in the air, and Carmen could see from her friends' faces that she wasn't the only one who felt it. The Pants seemed to be infused with the promises of the summer. This would be Carmen's first whole summer with her dad since she was a kid. She could picture herself with him, laughing it up, making him laugh, wearing the Pants.

In solemnity Lena laid the manifesto on top of the Pants. Bridget called for a moment of silence. “To honor the Pants,” she said.

“And the Sisterhood,” Lena added.

Carmen felt tiny bumps rising along her arms. “And this moment. And this summer. And the rest of our lives.”

“Together and apart,” Tibby finished.

We, the Sisterhood, hereby instate the following rules to govern the use of the Traveling Pants:


     1. You must never wash the Pants.

     2. You must never double-cuff the Pants. It's tacky. There will never be a time when this will not be tacky.

     3. You must never say the word “phat” while wearing the Pants. You must also never think to yourself, “I am fat” while wearing the Pants.

     4. You must never let a boy take off the Pants (although you may take them off yourself in his presence).

     5. You must not pick your nose while wearing the Pants. You may, however, scratch casually at your nostril while really kind of picking.

     6. Upon our reunion, you must follow the proper procedures for documenting your time in the Pants:

       • On the left leg of the Pants, write the most exciting place you have been while wearing the Pants.

       • On the right leg of the Pants, write the most important thing that has happened to you while wearing the Pants. (For example, “I hooked up with my second cousin, Ivan, while wearing the Traveling Pants.”)

     7. You must write to your Sisters throughout the summer, no matter how much fun you are having without them.

     8. You must pass the Pants along to your Sisters according to the specifications set down by the Sisterhood. Failure to comply will result in a severe spanking upon our reunion.

     9. You must not wear the Pants with a tucked-in shirt and belt. See rule #2.

     10. Remember: Pants = love. Love your pals. 
Love yourself.
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One day, around the time Tibby was twelve, she realized she could judge her happiness by her guinea pig, Mimi. When she was feeling busy, full of plans and purpose, she raced out of her room, past Mimi's glass box, feeling faintly sad that Mimi just had to lie there lumpen in her wood shavings while Tibby's life was so big.

She could tell she was miserable when she stared at Mimi with envy, wishing it was her who got to drink fat water droplets from a dispenser positioned at exactly the height of her mouth. Wishing it was her who could snuggle into the warm shavings and decide only whether to spin a few rotations on her exercise wheel or just take another nap. No decisions, no disappointments.

Tibby got Mimi when she was seven. At the time she thought Mimi was the most beautiful name in the world. She had saved it up for almost a year, waiting. It was very easy to spend your best name on a stuffed animal or on an imaginary friend. But Tibby held out. Those were the days when Tibby trusted what she liked. Later, if she loved the name Mimi, she would have thought that was a good reason to name her Frederick.

Today, with her green Wallman's smock crushed under her arm, with no one to complain to, with no good things to look forward to, Tibby was purely jealous.

Nobody ever sent a guinea pig off to work, did they? She imagined Mimi in a matching smock. Mimi was hopelessly unproductive.

A howl rose from the kitchen, reminding Tibby of two other unproductive creatures in the house—her two-year-old brother and one-year-old sister. They were all noise and destruction and evil-smelling diapers. Even Wallman's drugstore seemed like a sanctuary compared to her house at lunchtime.

She packed her digital movie camera in its bag and put it on a high shelf in case Nicky found his way into her room again. She stuck one piece of masking tape over the Power button of her computer and another longer piece over the CD drive. Nicky loved turning her computer off and jamming discs into the slot.

“I'm going to work,” she called to Loretta, the baby-
sitter, heading down the stairs and straight out the front door. She never liked to phrase her plans as questions, because she didn't want Loretta to think she had jurisdiction over Tibby.

Many going-to-be juniors had their licenses. Tibby had her bike. She rode the first block trying to pin her smock and wallet under her arm, but she had trouble maneuvering. She stopped. The one reasonable solution was to wear the smock and put the wallet in the pocket of her smock. She stuffed them back under her arm and kept riding.

At Brissard Lane her wallet came unpinned from her arm and bounced on the street. She nearly rode into a moving car. She stopped again and retrieved her wallet.

With a quick look around, she determined she'd see no one she knew in the four blocks between here and Wallman's. She pulled the smock over her head, stuck the wallet in the pocket, and rode like the wind.

“Yo, Tibby,” she heard a familiar voice call as she turned into the parking lot. Her heart sank. She longed for the wood shavings. “Whassup?”

It was Tucker Rowe, who was, in her opinion, the hottest junior at Westmoreland. For the summer he'd grown an excellent soul patch just under his lower lip. He was standing by his car, an antique seventies muscle car that practically made her swoon.

Tibby couldn't look at him. The smock was burning her body. She kept her head down while she locked her bike. She ducked into the store, hoping maybe he'd think he'd been mistaken, that maybe the loser girl in the polyester smock with the little darts for breasts was not the actual Tibby, but a much less cool facsimile.

 

Dear Bee,

I'm enclosing a very small square cut from the lining of my smock. In part, I enjoyed maiming the garment, and in part, I just wanted you to see how thick 2-ply polyester really is.

Tibby

 

“Vreeland, Bridget?” the camp director, Connie Broward, read off her clipboard.

Bridget was already standing. She couldn't sit anymore. She couldn't keep her feet still. “Right here!” she called. She hitched her duffel bag over one shoulder and her backpack over the other. A warm breeze blew off Bahía Concepción. You could actually see the turquoise bay from the central camp building. She felt the excitement rising in her veins.

“Cabin four, follow Sherrie,” Connie instructed.

Bridget could feel lots of eyes on her, but she didn't dwell on it. She was used to people looking at her. She knew that her hair was unusual. It was long and straight and the color of a peeled banana. People always made a big deal about her hair. Also she was tall and her features were regular—her nose straight, all the things in the right places. The combination of qualities made people mistake her for beautiful.

She wasn't beautiful. Not like Lena. There was no particular poetry or grace in her face. She knew that, and she knew that other people probably realized that too, once they got over her hair.

“Hi, I'm Bridget,” she said to Sherrie, throwing her stuff down on the bed Sherrie pointed to.

“Welcome,” Sherrie said. “How far did you come?”

“From Washington, D.C.,” Bridget answered.

“That's a long way.”

It was. Bridget had awoken at four A.M. to catch a six o'clock flight to Los Angeles, then a two-hour flight from LAX to the minuscule airport in Loreto, a town on the Sea of Cortez on the eastern coast of the Baja peninsula. Then there had been a van ride—just long enough for her to fall deeply asleep and wake up disoriented.

Sherrie moved on to the next arriving camper. The cabin contained fourteen simple metal-frame twin beds, each with one thin mattress. The interior was unfinished, made of badly joined planks of pine. Bridget moved outside to the tiny porch at the front of the cabin.

If the inside was standard-issue camp, the outside was magical. The camp faced a wide cove of white sand and palm trees. The bay was so perfectly blue, it looked like it had been retouched for a tourist brochure. Across the bay stood protective mountains, shoulder to shoulder, across the Concepción peninsula.

At the back of the camp buildings stood shorter, craggier hills. Miraculously, somebody had managed to carve out two beautiful full-sized soccer fields, irrigated to an even, glowing green, between the beach and the arid hills.

“Hi. Hi.” Bridget waved to two girls lugging their stuff into the cabin. They had tan, muscular soccer-player legs.

Bridget followed them into the cabin. Almost all the beds were claimed. “You want to go swimming?” she asked. Bridget wasn't afraid of strangers. Often she liked them better than people she knew.

“I've got to unpack,” one of the girls said.

“I think we're supposed to go to dinner in a couple of minutes,” the other one said.

“Okay,” Bridget said easily. “I'm Bridget, by the way. See you later,” she called over her shoulder.

She changed into her bathing suit in an outside shower and ventured out onto the sand. The air felt the exact temperature of her skin. The water held all the colors of the sunset. Fading sun rays touched her shoulders as they disappeared behind the hills. She dove in and stayed under a long time.

I'm happy to be here, Bridget thought. Her mind flicked for a split second to Lena and the Traveling Pants—to how she couldn't wait to get ahold of them and live her own story in them.

A little while later, when she arrived at dinner, she was thrilled to see long tables set up on the big, simple deck off the side of the cafeteria building, instead of crammed in under the low ceiling inside. A wig of dense magenta bougainvillea drooped from the roof and crept along the railings. It seemed crazy to spend even a minute indoors here.

Tonight she sat with the rest of cabin four. There were a total of six cabins, which she quickly calculated to mean eighty-four girls, all of whom were serious athletes. You couldn't come here if you weren't. She would know, and possibly even care about, these girls by the end, but tonight they were hard to keep track of. She was pretty sure the one with the dark, shoulder-length hair was Emily. The girl with the frizzy blond hair across from her was Olivia, called Ollie. Next to Ollie was an African American girl with hair down to the middle of her back, named Diana.

Over seafood tacos, huge mounds of rice and beans, and lemonade that tasted as though it was made from powder, Connie stood at a makeshift podium and talked about her years on the U.S. Women's Olympic Team. Spread among the tables were various coaches and trainers.

Back in her cabin, Bridget crawled into her sleeping bag and stared at the crack of moonlight reaching through two planks of wood in the ceiling. Suddenly it occurred to her: She was in Baja. Why should she grasp for a crack of the sky when she could have the whole thing? She got up and bunched her sleeping bag and pillow under her arm.

“Anybody want to sleep on the beach?” she asked the group.

There was a pause and scattered discussion.

“Are we allowed to?” Emily asked.

“I never heard that we weren't,” Bridget answered. It wasn't crucial to her plans that anyone follow her, but it was also fine when two others did—Diana and another girl named Jo.

They set up their sleeping bags at the edge of the wide beach. Who knew how high the tide came? The gentle sound of the surf beat away on the beach. The stars spread out above them, glorious.

Bridget was so joyful, so full, it was hard to make herself lie down in the sleeping bag. She heard herself sigh at the pulsing sky spread out above her. “I love this.”

Jo dug deeper into her sleeping bag. “It is unbelievable.”

For a while the three of them watched the sky in silence.

Diana raised her head and propped it on her elbow. “I don't know if I can fall asleep. It's so . . . obliterating, you know? The feeling of insignificance. Your mind wanders out there and just keeps on going.”

Bridget laughed appreciatively. At that moment, Diana reminded her of Carmen in the nicest way, full of philosophy and psychochatter. “Honestly?” Bridget said. “That idea never occurred to me.”

Planes are so clean. Carmen liked that. She liked the orderly, corporate smell and the sheer number of wrappers in her snack basket.

She admired the snack itself, the miniature apple. Exactly the right size, shape, and color. Kind of fake, but reassuring at the same time. She tucked it into her bag. She'd save a little order for later.

She'd never been to her dad's apartment—he'd always come to see her instead. But she'd imagined it. Her dad wasn't a slob, but he didn't have that second X chromosome either. There wouldn't be curtains in the windows or dust ruffles on the beds or baking soda in the fridge. There would be a few dust creatures roaming the floor. Maybe not right in the middle of the room, but over by the sofa probably. (There would be a sofa, wouldn't there?) She hoped she would be sleeping on cotton sheets. Knowing her dad, he might have the polyester blend kind. Carmen had polyester issues. She couldn't help it.

Maybe between tennis games and John Woo movies, and whatever things they found to do on a Saturday afternoon, she could take him to Bed Bath & Beyond and get some matching towels and a real teakettle. He would complain about it, but she would make it fun, and afterward he would appreciate her for it. She imagined that maybe he would be sad at the end of the summer and investigate the local high school and ask her, seriously, whether she could ever feel at home in South Carolina.

Carmen glanced down at the row of bumps on her forearm that were making the fine, dark hairs stand up.

She hadn't seen her dad since Christmas. Christmas was always their time. Since the year she was seven and her parents split up, her dad had come every year and stayed at the Embassy Suites in Friendship Heights for four days, and they hung out. They'd go to movies, run on the canal, and return the hilarious Christmas presents she got from his sisters.

Often there were other nights, maybe three or four during the year, when he would come up to D.C. on business. She knew he took almost any excuse to get up to the Washington area. They always had dinner at a restaurant she picked. She tried to choose places he would like. She always checked his face carefully as he studied the menu and then as he took his first bite. She hardly tasted her own food.

She felt the grinding sound under the plane. Either an engine was falling off, or the wheels were unfolding for landing. It was too cloudy to gauge how close they were to the ground. She pressed her forehead to the cold plastic window. She squinted, wishing for a break in the clouds. She wanted to see the ocean. She wanted to figure out which way was north. She wanted the big picture before she landed.

“Please put your tray in its upright and locked position,” a flight attendant chirped to the man sitting next to her in the aisle seat; then she grabbed the remains of Carmen's snack basket. The man next to Carmen was heavy and mostly bald and kept pushing his pleather briefcase into Carmen's shin.

On planes, Bridget always sat next to adorable college guys who asked for her number before they landed. Carmen always got the middle seat between men with fat fingers, class rings, and sales reports.

“Flight attendants, please take your seats,” the captain said over the P.A. system. Carmen felt a thrill in the bottom of her stomach. She uncrossed her legs, putting both feet on the ground. She made the sign of the cross like her mother always did at takeoffs and landings. She felt like kind of a faker, but was this really a moment to break superstitions?

 

Tibby,

You are with me, even though you aren't. I love everything about this trip but being apart and knowing you're sad about being home. I don't feel right being happy knowing that. I feel so weird without you guys. Without you here being Tibby, I'm being a little bit Tibby-doing it badly compared to you, though.

Infinite X's and O's,
Carma
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The first thing was the front door. It was painted the most brilliant, egg-yolk-over-easy shade of yellow. Surrounding it, the house front was painted the brightest possible blue. Who could even imagine such a blue? Lena tipped her face upward to the cloudless afternoon sky. Oh.

In Bethesda, if you painted your house those colors, they'd call you a drug addict. Your neighbors would sue you. They'd arrive with sprayers at nightfall and repaint it beige. Here was color bursting out everywhere against the whitewashed walls.

“Lena, go!” Effie whined, shoving Lena's suitcase forward with her foot.

“Velcome, girls. Velcome home!” Grandma said, clapping her hands. Their grandfather fit the key into the lock and swung open the sun-colored door.

The combination of jet lag, sun, and these strange old people made Lena feel as if she were tripping—hypothetically, of course. She'd never actually tripped on anything, except maybe a bad shrimp from Peking Garden once.

If Lena was glazed and stupefied, Effie without sleep was just plain cranky. Lena always counted on her younger sister to do the blabbering, but Effie was too cranky even for that. So the drive from the tiny island airport had been mostly quiet. Grandma kept turning around in the front seat of their old Fiat saying, “Look at you girls! Oh, Lena, you are a beauty!”

Lena seriously wished she would stop saying that, because it was irritating, and besides, how was cranky Effie supposed to feel?

Grandma's English was good from years of running a restaurant catering to tourists, but Bapi's didn't seem to have benefited in the same way. Lena knew that her grandmother had been the hostess and the beloved public face of the restaurant, charming everyone with tidal waves of affection. Bapi mostly stayed in the back, cooking at first, and then running the business after that.

Lena felt ashamed for not speaking Greek. According to her parents, Greek was her first language as a baby, but she slowly dropped it when she started school. Her parents never even bothered with Effie. It was a whole different alphabet, for God's sake. Now Lena wished she spoke it, just like she wished she were taller and had a singing voice like Sarah McLachlan. She wished it, but she didn't expect it would happen.

“Grandma, I love your door,” Lena piped up as she passed through it. The inside of the house was so comparatively dark, Lena felt she might faint. All she could see at first were swirling sunspots.

“Here ve are!” Grandma shouted, clapping again.

Bapi shuttled behind, with two duffel bags and Effie's furry neon-green backpack over both shoulders. It was cute and depressing at the same time.

Grandma threw her arm around Lena and squeezed her tight. On the surface Lena felt glad, but just under the surface it made her feel awkward. She was unsure how to return the gesture.

The house came into focus. It was larger than she expected, with ceramic tile floors and pretty rugs.

“Follow me, girls,” Grandma ordered. “I'll show you your rooms and then ve'll have a nice glass of drink, okay?”

Two zombie girls followed her upstairs. The landing was small but gave way to two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a short hallway down which Lena saw two other doors.

Grandma turned into the first door. “This one for beautiful Lena,” she said proudly. Lena didn't think so much of the simple room until Grandma threw open the heavy wooden shutters.

“Oh,” Lena said, sighing.

Grandma pointed out the window. “Caldera,” she announced. “Cauldron, you English say.”

“Oh,” Lena said again with genuine awe.

Though Lena was still iffy about her grandmother, she fell instantly in love with the Caldera. The water was a darker copy of the sky, teased by the wind just enough to make it glitter and shine. The thin, semicircular island hugged the wide expanse of water. A tiny island popped up in the middle of it.

“Oia is de most beautiful village in Greece,” Grandma proclaimed, and Lena couldn't imagine that wasn't true.

Lena looked down at the whitewashed buildings, much like this one, clinging to cliffs jutting down to the water. She hadn't realized before how steep it was, how strange a spot it was to make a home. Santorini was a volcano, after all. She knew from family lore that it was the site of the worst explosion in history and countless tidal waves and earthquakes. The center of the island had literally sunk into the sea, and all that was left was this thin, wobbly crescent of volcanic cliffs and some black ash-tinted sand. The cauldron looked calm and beautiful now, but the true Santorinians liked to remind you it could start bubbling and spewing anytime.

Though Lena had grown up in a flat, sprawling, grassy suburb where people feared no natural disaster worse than mosquitoes or traffic on the beltway, she'd always known her roots were here. And now, looking out at the water, some deep atavistic memory bubbled up, and it did feel like home.

“My name is Duncan Howe, and I'm your assistant general manager.” He pointed with a large, freckly finger to a plastic nameplate. “And now that you've finished orientation, I'd like to welcome you as our newest sales professionals at Wallman's.” He spoke with such authority, you would have thought he was talking to a crowd of hundreds rather than two bored, gum-chewing girls.

Tibby imagined a string of drool dangling from the side of her mouth all the way down to the scuffed linoleum squares.

He studied his clipboard. “Now, uh, Tie-by,” he began, giving it a long i.

“Tibby,” she corrected.

“I'd like you to unload inventory in Personal Hygiene, aisle two.”

“I thought I was a sales professional,” Tibby commented.

“Brianna,” he said, ignoring Tibby, “you can start at register four.”

Tibby frowned sourly. Brianna got to snap her gum at an empty register because she had uncommonly huge hair and gigantic boobs that even the darts on her smock couldn't accommodate.

“Now don your headsets, and let's get to work,” Duncan commanded importantly.

Tibby tried to abort her laugh, so it came out as a combination hack-snort. She slapped her hand over her mouth. Duncan didn't seem to notice.

The good news was, she'd found her star. She'd decided the morning after the vow of the Pants that she was going to record her summer of discontent in a movie—a suckumentary, a pastiche of lameness. Duncan had just won himself a role.

She jammed her headset over her ears and hurried herself to aisle two before she got the boot. On one hand, it would have been excellent to get fired, but on the other, she needed to make money if she was ever going to have a car. She knew from experience that there were few career opportunities for a girl with a pierced nose who couldn't type and was not a “people person.”

Tibby went back to the storeroom, where a woman with extraordinarily long fingernails motioned to a very large cardboard box. “Set that up in deodorants and antiperspirants,” she instructed in a bored tone. Tibby couldn't look away from the fingernails. They curved like ten scythes. They rivaled the nails of the Indian guy in the Guinness Book of World Records. They looked the way Tibby imagined a corpse's fingernails would look after a few years in the ground. She wondered how the woman could pick up a box with those nails. Could she dial a phone? Could she type on the keys on the register? Could she wash her hair? Could a person get fired for having their fingernails too long? Could you maybe get disability? Tibby glanced at her own chewed-up fingernails.

“Any special way?” Tibby asked.

“It's a display,” the woman said, as though any moron would know how to set one up. “It's got instructions in the box.”

Tibby hefted the box toward aisle two, wondering how the woman's fingernails would look in her movie.

“Your headset is drooping,” the woman warned.

When she unpacked the box, Tibby was disheartened to see at least two hundred roll-on antiperspirants and a complicated cardboard contraption. She gaped at the number of arrows and diagrams in the instructions. You needed an engineering degree to put the thing together.

With the help of a little Scotch tape from aisle eight and a wad of gum from her mouth, Tibby at last managed to construct a pyramid of roll-ons with the cardboard head of a sphinx stuck to the top. What did antiperspirant have to do with ancient Egypt? Who knew?

“Tibby!” Duncan marched over importantly.

Tibby looked up from the momentous stack of roll-ons.

“I've paged you four times! We need you at register three!”

Tibby had failed to turn on her drooping headset. She had been too busy making silent fun of it to pay attention when Duncan explained how to use it.

After she had spent one hour at the register and sold exactly two triple-A batteries to a zitty thirteen-year-old, her shift was over.

She took off her smock, turned in her headset, and strode through the doors, to a deafening barrage of bleeps. Duncan jumped in her path with stunning speed for a person on the fat side of fat. “Excuse me, Tibby, could you follow me back inside?”

She could see it all over his face: We never should have hired the girl with the nose ring.

He asked to see the contents of her pockets. She didn't have any pockets.

“Your smock?” he pressed.

“Oh.” She pulled the rumpled smock from under her arm. From the pocket she pulled her wallet and . . . a partly used roll of Scotch tape. “Oh, that,” Tibby said. “Right. See, I just used it for the . . .”

Duncan's face took on a resigned “I've heard all the excuses under the sun” expression. “Look, Tibby. We have a second-chance policy here at Wallman's, so we'll let this go. But be warned: I am forced to suspend your best-employee benefits, namely a fifteen percent We-Are-Wallman's discount on all items.”

After that Duncan carefully noted that the price of the Scotch tape be deducted from her first day's pay. Then he disappeared for a moment and came back with a see-through plastic bag with two handles. “Could you please keep your possessions in this from now on?” he asked.

 

Dear Carmen,

I guess when you have close blood relatives you've never met, you can't help but kind of idealize them in your mind. Like how adopted kids always believe their birth father was a professor and their birth mother was a model?

I guess with my grandparents it was kind of the same thing. My parents always said I was beautiful just like Grandma. So somehow all these years I pictured Grandma as Cindy Crawford or something. Grandma is not Cindy Crawford. She is old. She has a bad perm and an old-lady velour sweat suit, and horny-looking toenails sticking out of her pink, flat sandals. She's pretty ordinary, you know?

Bapi, the legendary businessman of the Kaligaris family, I pictured as being at least six feet two. He's not. He's teeny. Maybe my height. He wears thick brown double-knit trousers even though it's over a million degrees here, and a white shirt with a zipper at the collar. His shoes are cream-colored vinyl. He's sort of moldy and speckled in that old-man way. He's very shy.

I feel like I should just love them right away. But how do you do that? You can't make yourself love someone, can you?

I'm taking good care of the Pants. And I miss you. I know you won't judge me harshly for being a brat, ’cause you always think better of me than I deserve.

Love you lots.
Lena
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The sunset was too beautiful. It almost made Lena feel panicked because she couldn't save it. The blobs of paint on her palette, usually inspiring, looked hopelessly drab. The sunset burned with a billion watts of light. There was no light in her paint. She put her palette and her carefully prepared panel on top of the wardrobe so she didn't have to look at them.

She perched on her windowsill, gazing at the lurid sun soaking into the Caldera, trying to appreciate it even though she couldn't have it. Why did she always feel she had to do something in the face of beauty?

She heard the bustle of a feast being prepared downstairs. Grandma and Bapi were celebrating their arrival with a big meal and a bunch of neighbors. Her grandparents had sold their restaurant two years ago, but they hadn't lost their love for food, Lena guessed. Spicy, rich smells, one after another, floated upstairs into Lena's room, mixing together for a preview of the full meal.

“Lena! Almost ready!” Grandma shouted from the kitchen. “You dress and come down!”

Lena threw her suitcase and her duffel bag on the bed, so she could keep her eyes on the window. Getting dressed was rarely exciting to her. She wore practical clothes, “stodgy, dull, and pathetic,” according to her friends. She didn't like people having more reasons to look at her, to think that how she looked made them know her. She'd been the show pony too often as a child.

Tonight, though, there was a little carbonation in the bottom of her stomach. Carefully she dug under layers of clothes to find the Pants. They felt a little heavier than they deserved. She held her breath as she unfolded them, letting loose a thousand wishes into the air. This was the beginning of their history, their life as the Traveling Pants. As she pulled them on she felt the enormity of making them count. She momentarily tried to picture herself having big moments in the Pants. For some reason, she couldn't shake the vision of Effie wearing them instead.

She stuck her feet into a pair of beat-up brown loafers and headed downstairs.

“I made a meatball,” Effie declared proudly from the kitchen.

“Keftedes,” Grandma clarified over her shoulder, equally proud. “Effie is a Kaligaris. She likes to cook and she likes to eat!” She gave Effie a hug to confirm what a good thing this was.

Lena smiled and went into the kitchen to praise and investigate.

She and Effie were already putting on their turtle-and-hare show. Everyone paid lots of attention to Lena at first, because she was striking to look at, but within a few hours or days, they always fully committed their attentions to exuberant, affectionate Effie. Lena felt Effie deserved it. Lena was an introvert. She knew she had trouble connecting with people. She always felt like her looks were fake bait, seeming to offer a bridge to people, which she couldn't easily cross.

Grandma cast a look at her outfit. “You are wearing that to our party?”

“I was thinking so. Should I wear something fancier?” Lena asked.

“Well . . .” Grandma did not look particularly stern or judgmental. She looked more mischievous, like she had a secret she wanted you to ask her about. “It isn't a fancy party, but . . .”

“Should I change too?” Effie asked. Her shirt was dusty with breadcrumbs.

Grandma was about as good at keeping her secrets as Effie was. She looked at Lena conspiratorially. “You see, there is a boy, he's like a grandson to Bapi and me. He's a nice boy. . . .” She winked.

Lena tried to freeze the pleasant look on her face. Was her grandmother seriously trying to set her up with a guy less than six hours after she'd arrived? Lena hated being set up.

Effie looked pained on her behalf.

“His name is Kostos,” Grandma plowed on, oblivious. “He is the grandson of our dear friends and neighbors.”

Studying her grandmother's face, Lena had a strong suspicion Grandma hadn't just cooked up this idea in the last hour. She suspected Grandma had been plotting something for a long time. She knew arranged marriages were still popular among Greek parents, particularly in the islands, but God!

Effie laughed awkwardly. “Um, Grandma? Boys love Lena, but Lena is very hard on boys.”

Lena's eyebrows shot up. “Effie! Thanks a lot!”

Effie shrugged sweetly. “It's true.”

“Lena hasn't met Kostos,” Grandma said confidently. “Everyone loves Kostos.”

“Sweetheart!”

Carmen's heart took off faster than her feet at the sight of her dad waving his arms at her from behind the Plexiglas half wall delineating gate forty-two. She felt like a cliché, running like that, but she loved it anyway.

“Hey, Dad!” she called, throwing herself at him. She savored that word. Most kids got to use it constantly, thoughtlessly. For her it lay unused, stashed away so many months of the year.

He held her tightly for just long enough. He let go, and she looked up at him. She loved how tall he was. He took her shoulder bag and tossed it over his own shoulder even though it was light. She smiled at the way he looked with her turquoise sequined bag.

“Hi, baby!” he said happily, putting his free arm around her shoulder. “How was the flight?” he asked, steering her toward the baggage claim area.

“Perfect,” she said. It was always awkward, their uneven strides with his arm around her shoulders, but she liked it too much to mind. Let other girls who saw their fathers every day complain. She saw hers only a few times a year.

“You look beautiful, bun,” he said easily. “You grew taller, I think.” He put his hand on the top of her head.

“I did,” she said proudly, always pleased at the idea that her height made her like him. “I'm five six and a half,” she reported. “Almost five seven.”

“Wow,” he said from his height of six foot two. “Wow. How is your mother?”

He always asked that dutiful question within the first five minutes.

“She's fine,” Carmen always answered, knowing her dad didn't want a full answer. Year after year, Carmen's mother continued to be rabidly curious about her dad, but her dad only asked about her mom to be polite.

Noiseless drops of guilt colored Carmen's pleasure. She was almost five seven, but her mother wasn't even five feet tall. Her dad called her bun and said she was beautiful, but he didn't care about her mom anymore.

“How are your buddies?” he asked, as they squished together onto the escalator, his arm still around her shoulders.

He knew how it was with her and Tibby and Lena and Bridget. He always remembered the details of her friends' lives from the last time he talked to her.

“It's a weird summer for us,” she answered. “It's our first summer apart. Lena's in Greece with her grandparents; Bridget's at soccer camp in Baja California. Tibby's home alone.”

“And you're here all summer,” he said, with an almost undetectable question in his eyes.

“I'm so glad to be here,” she said, her answer loud and clear. “I can't wait. It's just weird, you know? I mean, not weird in a bad way. Weird in a good way. It'll be good for us to branch out a little. You know how we get.” She was babbling, she realized. She hated for her dad to be uncertain.

He pointed to a conveyor belt, zipping luggage around in a circle. “I think this is for your flight.”

She remembered the time in Washington, when he held both her hands over her head while she rode the carousel halfway around. Then a guard yelled at them, and he pulled her off.

“It's a big black one with wheels. It looks like everybody else's,” she said. It was strange that he'd never seen her suitcase before. She'd never seen him without his.

“There!” she said suddenly, and he pounced. He pulled her suitcase off the conveyor belt as though his life had prepared him for that job alone. The turquoise sequins on her shoulder bag sparkled.

He carried the big suitcase instead of rolling it. “Great! Let's go.” He pointed them in the direction of the parking lot.

“Do you still have your Saab?” she asked. Cars were one of the interests they had in common.

“No. I traded it in this past spring for a station wagon.”

“Really?” She couldn't quite make sense of that one. “Do you like it?”

“It does the job,” he said, steering them right to it. It was a beige Volvo. His Saab had been red. “And here we go.” He opened her door for her and settled her in with her bag before loading her suitcase into the back. Where did dads learn these things? Why didn't they teach them to their sons?

“How did school finish up?” he asked her as he maneuvered out of the parking lot.

“Really good,” she answered. She always looked forward to giving him the rundown. “I got As in math, bio, English, French, and an A minus in world history.” Her mother thought she worried about school too much. To her dad, grades mattered.

“Bun, that's fabulous. And sophomore year is an important year.”

She knew he wanted her to go to Williams, just like he had, and he knew she wanted to too, even though they didn't say it to each other out loud.

“What about tennis?” he asked.

Most people she knew hated these kinds of dad questions, but Carmen worked all year for them. “Bridget and I played first doubles. We only lost one match.”

She wouldn't bother to tell him that she got an F in pottery—it wouldn't go on her transcript—or that the boy she'd crushed on all year asked Lena to the prom or that she'd made her mother cry on Easter Sunday. These conversations were about her victories.

“I got a court for us on Saturday,” he told her, accelerating onto a highway.

Carmen studied the scenery. There were motels and strip developments like there were around almost every airport, but the air smelled heavier and saltier here. She studied her dad's face. He had a tan already. It made his blue eyes stand out. She always wished she'd gotten his eyes rather than her mother's brown ones. His hair looked recently cut, and his shirt was crisp and neatly cuffed. She wondered if he'd gotten a raise or something.

“I can't wait to see your place,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said absently, glancing into the rearview mirror before he changed lanes.

“Isn't it pretty amazing that I've never been here before?” she asked.

He concentrated on the driving. “You know, bun, it's not that I haven't wanted you to come long before this. I just wanted to get settled better before I brought you here.” There was a trace of apology in his eyes when he glanced at her.

She didn't mean to make him uncomfortable. “Dad, I don't care if you're settled. Don't worry about that. We'll have a great time. Who cares about settled?”

He exited the highway. “I couldn't see bringing you into my hectic life. Working so much, living alone in a one-bedroom apartment. Eating every meal out.”

She couldn't talk fast enough. “I can't wait for that. I love eating out. I'm sick of being settled.” She meant it. This was the summer of Carmen and Al.

He didn't say anything as they drove along small wooded suburban streets with big Victorian houses rising on either side. Raindrops burst on the windshield. The sky grew so dark it felt almost like nighttime. He slowed down and stopped in front of a cream-colored Victorian with green-gray shutters and a wraparound porch.

“Where's this?” Carmen asked.

Her dad cut the engine and turned to her. “This is home.” His eyes were distant and a little mysterious. He didn't seem to want to take on the open surprise in hers.

“That house? Up there? I thought you lived in an apartment downtown.”

“I moved. Just last month.”

“You did? Why didn't you tell me on the phone?”

“Because . . . there's a lot of big stuff, bun. Stuff I wanted to say in person,” he answered.

She wasn't sure how she felt about big stuff. She turned in her seat. “So? Are you going to tell me?” Carmen was never graceful about surprises.

“Let's go inside, okay?”

He opened his door and hurried around to her side before she echoed his okay. He didn't get her suitcase. He held his coat over both their heads as they climbed stone steps up to the house.

He took her arm in his. “Careful. These steps get slippery when it rains,” he said, leading her up the painted wood steps of the front porch. It was as though he'd lived here forever.

Carmen's heart was thumping. She had no idea where they were or what to expect. She felt the shape of the apple in her bag.

Her dad pushed open the door without knocking. “Here we are!” he called.

Carmen realized she was holding her breath. Who would be here?

Within seconds a woman came into the room with a girl who appeared to be about Carmen's age. Carmen stood baffled and stiff as the woman and then the girl each hugged her. They were quickly followed by a tall young man, about eighteen, Carmen guessed. He was blond and broad, like an athlete. She was thankful that he didn't hug her.

“Lydia, Krista, Paul, this is my daughter, Carmen,” her dad said. Her name sounded weird in his voice. He always called her sweetheart or baby or bun. He never called her Carmen. She thought that was because it was her Puerto Rican grandmother's name, and Carmen Sr. had sent him several nasty letters after the divorce. Her father's mother was dead. Her name was Mary.

They all stared at her expectantly, smiling. She had no idea what to say or do.

“Carmen, this is Lydia.” Pause, pause, pause. “My fiancée. And Krista and Paul, her children.”

Carmen closed her eyes and opened them again. The soft lights around the room made floaty spots in her vision. “When did you get a fiancée?” she asked in a near whisper. She knew it wasn't the most polite phrasing.

Her father laughed. “April twenty-fourth, to be exact,” he said. “I moved in mid-May.”

“And you're getting married?” She knew that was an incredibly stupid thing to say.

“In August,” he said. “The nineteenth.”

“Oh,” she said.

“Quite amazing, isn't it?” he asked.

“Amazing,” she echoed faintly, though her tone wasn't the same as his.

Lydia took one of her hands. Carmen felt as though it no longer belonged to her body. “Carmen, we are so thrilled to have you this summer. Why don't you come inside and relax? Would you like a soda or a cup of tea? Albert will show you your room so you can get settled.”

Albert? Who ever called her father Albert? And what was all this about getting settled? What was she doing in this house? This wasn't where she was spending her summer.

“Carmen?” her dad said. “Soda? Tea?”

Carmen just turned to him, wide-eyed, not quite hearing. She nodded.

“Which? Both?” her dad pressed.

She looked around the kitchen. Stainless steel appliances like rich people had. There was an oriental carpet on the floor. Who had an oriental carpet in their kitchen? There was an old-fashioned southern-style fan overhead. It turned slowly. She could hear the rain beating against the window.

“Carmen? Carmen?” Her dad was trying to mask his impatience.

“Sorry,” she murmured. She realized Lydia was poised at the cupboard, waiting for orders. “Nothing for me. Could you please tell me where I should put my stuff?”

Her dad looked pained. Did he see how distressed she was? Did he notice? Then the look vanished. “Yes. Come with me. I'll show you your room, then I'll bring your suitcase right up.”

She followed him up carpeted stairs, past three bedrooms, to a bedroom facing the backyard with a thick peach-colored carpet, antique furniture, and two Kleenex boxes cased in Lucite—one on the bureau and one on the night table. It had curtains and a dust ruffle all right. And she would bet one billion dollars there was at least one box of baking soda in the refrigerator downstairs. “Is this the guest room?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered, not understanding what she meant. “You get settled,” he said, using that idiotic word again. “I'll bring your suitcase up.”

He started for the door. “Hey, Dad?”

He turned. He looked wary.

“It's just that . . .” She trailed off. She wanted to tell him it was pretty inconsiderate not to give her any warning. It was pretty harsh walking into this house full of strangers without any preparation.

In his eyes was a plea. She felt it more than she saw it. He just wanted it to be nice between them.

“Nothing,” she said faintly.

She watched him go, realizing she was like him in another way. When she was with him, she didn't like to say the hard things.

 

Dear Bee,

The summer of Carmen and Al didn't survive past the trip from the airport. My dad is now Albert and is marrying Lydia and lives in a house full of Kleenex boxes and is playing father to two blond people. Forget about all the things I imagined. I'm a guest in the guest room of a family that will never be mine.

Sorry, Bee. I'm being self-absorbed again. I know I'm a big baby, but my heart is rotting. I hate surprises.

Love you and miss you,
Carmen
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“Lena.”

Lena looked up from her journal as Effie appeared in her doorway. Effie scrambled in and sat on her bed. “People are here, you know. The party's starting.”

Lena had heard voices downstairs, but she was prepared to pretend she hadn't.

“He's here,” Effie continued meaningfully.

“He?”

“Kostos.”

“So?”

Effie got a look on her face. “Lena, I'm not kidding; you've got to see him.”

“Why?”

Effie leaned forward on her elbows. “I know you'd think he'd be this little . . . Grandma's boy, but Lena, he is . . . he is . . .” When Effie got excited she didn't finish her sentences.

“He's what?”

“He's . . .”

Lena raised an eyebrow.

“Stupendous,” Effie declared.

Lena was naturally a little curious, but she wouldn't admit it. “Ef, I didn't come to Greece to find a boyfriend.”

“Can I have him?”

Lena smiled for real. “Effie, yes. Does it matter that you already have a boyfriend?”

“It did until I saw Kostos.”

“He's that great, huh?”

“You'll see.”

Lena stood. “So let's go.” It was handy to have Kostos built up so much. When she saw him he would certainly be disappointing.

Effie paused. “You told Grandma you were coming up to change.”

“Oh, yeah.” Lena rifled through her bag. It was cool now that the sun had set. She put on a brown turtleneck—her least sexy piece of clothing—and pulled her hair back in a severe ponytail. Still, the Pants were the Pants.

“You know, those pants do seem kind of magical,” Effie enthused. “They look great on you. Like, even better than usual.”

“Thanks,” Lena said. “Let's go.”

“Wheeee,” Effie said excitedly.

So Kostos wasn't disappointing. He was tall. He looked more like a man than a boy; he looked at least eighteen. He was good-looking enough to make Lena suspicious.

Granted, Lena was suspicious of many things. But she had earned her suspicions about boys. Lena knew boys: They never looked beyond your looks. They pretended to be your friend to get you to trust them, and as soon as you trusted them, they went in for the grope. They pretended to want to work on a history project or volunteer on your blood drive committee to get your attention. But as soon as they got it through their skulls that you didn't want to go out with them, they suddenly weren't interested in time lines or dire blood shortages. Worst of all, on occasion they even went out with one of your best friends to get close to you, and broke that same best friend's heart when the truth came out. Lena preferred plain guys to cute ones, but even the plain ones disappointed her.

She personally thought that the only reason most girls put up with most boys at all was because they needed reassurance that they were pretty. That was one thing, maybe the only thing, Lena knew about herself without reassurance.

Lena's friends called her Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty. The beauty part was more or less on target, but the love part was a joke. Lena was not a romantic.

“Lena, this is Kostos,” Grandma said. Lena could tell Grandma was trying to be cool, but she was just about blowing a gasket with excitement.

“Kostos, this is my granddaughter Lena,” Grandma said with a flourish, as though she were presenting a game show contestant with his new red car.

Lena stuck her hand out stiffly and shook his, heading off any spontaneous Greek cheek-kissing.

He studied her face while he shook her hand. She could tell he was trying to hold her eyes for a moment, but she looked down.

“Kostos is going to university in London in the fall,” Grandma bragged, as though he were hers. “He tried out with the national football team,” she added. “We are all so proud of him.”

Now Kostos was the one looking down. “Valia brags more than my own grandmother,” he mumbled.

Lena noted that his English was accented but sure.

“But this summer, Kostos is helping his bapi,” Grandma announced, and literally brushed a tear from the corner of her eye. “Bapi Dounas had a problem with his . . .” Grandma patted her hand over her heart. “Kostos changed his summer plans to stay home and help.”

Now Kostos looked genuinely uncomfortable. Lena felt sudden sympathy for him. “Valia, Bapi is strong as ever. I always like to work at the forge.”

Lena knew he was lying, and she liked him for it. Then she had a better idea.

“Kostos, have you met my sister, Effie, yet?” Effie had been bobbing around nearby the whole time, so it wasn't hard to find her elbow and pull her over.

Kostos smiled. “You look like sisters,” he said, and Lena wanted to hug him for it. For some reason, people always paid more attention to their differences than their similarities. Maybe it took a Greek to see it. “Who's older?” he asked.

“I'm older, but Effie's nicer,” Lena said.

“Oh, please,” Grandma said, practically snorting.

“Just a year older,” Effie chimed in. “Fifteen months, actually.”

“I see,” Kostos answered.

“She's only fourteen,” Grandma felt the need to point out. “Lena will be sixteen at the end of the summer.”

“Do you have brothers or sisters?” Effie, the eager subject-changer, asked.

Kostos's face became subtly guarded. “No . . . just me.”

“Oh,” both girls said. Judging from Kostos's expression, Lena could tell there was more to the story than that, and she silently prayed Effie wouldn't ask any more about it. She didn't want to get into intimacies here.

“Kostos . . . uh . . . plays soccer,” Lena tossed in, just to be sure.

“Plays soccer?” Grandma practically shouted as though scandalized. “He is a champion! He's a hero in Oia!”

Kostos laughed, so Lena and Effie did too.

“You young people. You talk,” Grandma ordered, and she vanished.

Lena decided this could be a good opportunity to give Kostos and Effie a moment. “I'm going to get more food,” she said.

Later, she sat on the single chair outside the front door eating delicious stuffed grape leaves called dolmades, and olives. As many thousands of times as she'd eaten Greek food back in Maryland, it had never tasted precisely like this.

Kostos peered out the door. “There you are,” he said. “You like to sit alone?”

She nodded. She'd chosen this spot mostly for its one chair.

“I see.” He was very, very handsome. His hair was dark and wavy, and his eyes were yellow-green. There was a slight bump on the bridge of his nose.

That means you should go away, she urged him silently.

Kostos walked into the passageway that led past her grandparents' home and wound up the cliff. He pointed downhill. “That's my house,” he said, pointing to a similar structure about five doors down. It had a wrought-iron balcony on the second floor painted a vibrant green and holding back an avalanche of flowers.

“Oh. Long walk,” she said.

He smiled.

She was about to ask whether he lived with his grandparents, but then she realized that would be inviting a conversation.

He leaned against the whitewashed wall of the passageway. So much for the notion that Greek men were short.

“Would you like to take a walk with me?” he asked. “I want to show you Ammoudi, the little village at the bottom of the cliff.”

“No thanks,” she said. She didn't even make an excuse. She had learned long ago that boys took excuses as further reasons to ask you out.

He studied her face a moment, openly disappointed. “Maybe another time,” he said.

She wanted him to go back inside and ask Effie to see Ammoudi, but instead he walked slowly down the hill and into his house.

I'm sorry you asked me out, she told him silently. Otherwise maybe I could have liked you.

There were guys at soccer camp, as it turned out. There was one guy. No, there was more than one guy, but for Bridget, at that moment, there was one guy.

He was a coach, it appeared. He was on the other side of the field, consulting with Connie. He had dark straight hair and skin several shades darker than hers. He looked Hispanic, maybe. He had the graceful build of a midfielder. Even from here, his face looked complicated for a soccer coach. He was beautiful.

“It's not polite to stare.”

Bridget turned and smiled at Ollie. “I can't help myself.”

Ollie nodded. “He is every kind of hot.”

“Do you know him?” Bridget asked.

“From last year,” Ollie explained. “He was assistant coach of my team. We drooled all summer.”

“What's his name?”

“Eric Richman. He's from L.A. He plays at Columbia. I guess he'll probably be a sophmore this year.”

So he was older, but not that much older.

“Don't get your hopes up,” Ollie said, reading her mind. “The camp has a big antifraternizing policy, obviously. He follows it, though a lot of people have tried to get him not to.”

“Let's gather!” Connie was shouting across the milling clumps of girls.

Bridget pulled her hair out of the elastic. It fell around her shoulders, seeming to capture far more than its fair share of sunlight. She wandered over to where Connie had gathered with the other coaches.

“I'm going to read out the teams,” Connie told the assembled group. Like many other longtime coaches, she had a voice loud as a bullhorn when it was necessary. “This is a big deal, okay? You stick with your team for two months, from the first scrimmages to the Coyote Cup at the end of the summer, okay? Know your team. Love your team.” She looked around at the collection of faces. “You all know great soccer isn't about great players. It's about great teams.”

The crowd let out a little cheer. Bridget loved these pep talks. She knew they were corny, but they always worked on her. She imagined Tibby rolling her eyes.

“Before I read out the teams, let me introduce the rest of the staff—coaches, assistant coaches, and trainers.” Connie went through all of them, giving their names and a little bit about their backgrounds, and finishing with Eric. Did Eric get an extraloud cheer, or did Bridget imagine it?

Connie explained there were six teams, distinct from the cabin assignments. Each team had its own color, and they would each be given team shirts when their names were called. For the moment they'd be called one through six, and then the teams could have the honor of naming themselves. Blah blah. Connie assigned each of the six teams a head coach, an assistant, and a trainer. Eric was with team four.

Please let me be on his team, Bridget silently begged.

Connie consulted the ubiquitous clipboard.

“Aaron, Susanna, team five.”

Time to calm down; the list was alphabetical. Bridget found herself hating every girl chosen for team four.

At last, the Vs. “Vreeland, Bridget, team three.”

She was disappointed. But when she strode forward to collect her three identical green T-shirts, she was gratified to see that Eric, whatever else he was, was not immune to her hair.

 

Carma,

Leave it to me to fall in love at an all-girls' camp. I haven't even spoken to him. His name is Eric. He is beyooootiful. I want him.

I wish you could see him. You would love him. But you can't have him. He's mine! Mine!

I'm insane. I'm going swimming. This is a very romantic place.

—Bee
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I'm dying a slow death at Wallman's, Tibby decided the next afternoon under the whirring fluorescent lights. This job probably wouldn't cause death any sooner than the normal time. But it would be very painful.

Why don't stores like this ever have any windows? she wondered. Did they imagine one glimpse of sunshine might cause their caged, pasty employees to bolt?

Today she was back in aisle two, this time restocking geriatric diapers. What was it about her and personal hygiene? Last night her mother had asked her to use her special discount to get diapers for her brother and sister. She didn't confess that she'd already lost her discount.

As she stacked packages of Depends, her body and brain functions seemed to slow to their lowest setting. She could imagine her brainwaves flat-lining on one of those hospital machines. Just dying here at Wallman's.

Suddenly she heard a crash, and she snapped her head around. In fascination she watched her entire pyramid of roll-on antiperspirants collapse under the weight of a falling girl. The falling girl didn't catch herself, as Tibby expected, but dropped right to the ground, her head making a hollow thwonk on the linoleum.

Oh, God, Tibby thought, running over to the girl. Tibby had the sensation that she was watching it happen on TV rather than actually experiencing it. Antiperspirant rolled in all directions. The girl was maybe ten or so. Her eyes were closed. Her blond hair fanned out over the floor. Was she dead? Tibby wondered in a panic. She remembered her headset. “Hello! Hello!” she shouted into it, pressing various buttons, wishing she knew how to work it.

She sprinted toward the front checkout. “Emergency! There's an emergency in aisle two! Call 911!” she ordered. It was rare she spoke so many words in a row without a hint of sarcasm. “A girl is lying unconscious in aisle two!”

Satisfied that Brianna was making the call, Tibby ran back to the girl. She was still lying there, not moving. Tibby took her hand. She searched for a pulse, feeling like she'd suddenly landed on an emergency room show. A pulse was pulsing away. She reached for the girl's wallet in her purse, then she stopped herself. Weren't you not supposed to touch anything until the police got there? Or, no, that was if it was a murder. She was mixing up her cop shows and her doctor shows. She went ahead and got the wallet. Whoever this girl's parents were would certainly want to know that she was lying unconscious in the middle of Wallman's.

There was a library card. A handy horoscope card cut out from a magazine. Some girl's toothy school picture with the name Maddie and a lot of Xs and Os on the back. Four one-dollar bills. How completely useless. It was just the kind of stuff Tibby had carried in her wallet when she was that age.

At that moment three EMS guys carrying a stretcher stormed the aisle. Two of them started poking at the girl, and the other studied a silver medical bracelet encircling her left wrist. Tibby hadn't thought about checking the girl's wrist.

The third guy had questions for Tibby. “So what happened?” he asked. “Did you see?”

“Not exactly,” Tibby said. “I heard a noise, and I turned around and I saw her crashing into the display there. She hit her head on the floor. I guess she fainted.”

The EMS guy was no longer focused on Tibby's face, but on the wallet she held in her hands. “What's that?” he asked.

“Oh, uh, her wallet.”

“You took her wallet?”

Tibby's eyes opened wide. She suddenly realized how it looked. “I mean, I was just—”

“Why don't you go ahead and give that back to me,” the man said slowly. Was he treating her like a criminal, or was she being paranoid?

Tibby didn't feel like ridiculing him with her famous mouth. She felt like crying. “I wanted to find her phone number,” she explained, shoving the wallet at him. “I wanted to tell her parents what was going on.”

The man's eyes softened. “Why don't you just sit tight for a second while we get her into the ambulance. The hospital will take care of contacting her parents.”

Tibby clutched the wallet and followed the men and the stretcher outside. In seconds they'd loaded the girl up. Tibby saw by the stain on the girl's jeans and the wetness left behind that she'd peed on herself. Tibby quickly turned her head, as she always did when she saw a stranger crying. Fainting and whacking your head seemed okay to witness, but this felt like too much information.

“Can I come along?” Tibby didn't know why she'd asked. Except that she was worried the girl would wake up and only see scary EMS guys. They made room so that Tibby could sit close to the girl. She reached out and held the girl's hand. Again, she wasn't sure why, except that she had a feeling that if she were zooming down Old Georgetown Road in an ambulance, she would want somebody to be holding her hand.

At the intersection of Wisconsin and Bradley, the girl came to. She looked around blinking, confused. She squeezed Tibby's hand, then looked to see whose hand it was. When she saw Tibby, she looked bewildered and then skeptical. Wide-eyed, the girl took in Tibby's “Hi, I'm Tibby!” name tag and her green smock. Then she turned to the EMS guy sitting on her other side.

“Why is the girl from Wallman's holding my hand?” she asked.

There was a knock. Carmen glanced at the door and sat up on the rug. Her suitcase was open, but she hadn't put anything away. “Yes?”

“Could I come in?”

She was pretty sure it was Krista.

No, you can't. “Uh, yeah.”

The door opened tentatively. “Carmen? It's, um, dinnertime? Are you ready to come down?”

Only Krista's head came through the doorway. Carmen could smell her lip gloss. She suspected Krista was an uptalker. Even declarative statements came out as questions.

“I'll be down in a minute,” Carmen said.

Krista retreated and closed the door.

Carmen stretched back out on her floor for a minute. How did she get here? How had this happened? She pictured the alternate-universe Carmen, who was polishing off a burger with her dad at a downtown restaurant, before challenging him to a game of pool. She was jealous of that Carmen.

Carmen trudged downstairs and took her place at the elaborately set table. Multiple forks were fine at a restaurant, but in somebody's own dining room? There were matching white covered dishes that turned out to contain all kinds of homemade food. Lamb chops, roasted potatoes, sautéed zucchini and red peppers, carrot salad, warm bread. Carmen jumped when she felt Krista's hand reaching for hers. She yanked it away without thinking.

Krista's cheeks flushed. “Sorry,” she murmured. “We hold hands for grace.”

She looked at her father. He was happily holding Paul's hand on one side and reaching for hers on the other. That's what they do. What do we do? she felt like asking her father. Aren't we supposed to be a family too? She submitted to hand-holding and an unfamiliar grace. Her father was the one who'd refused to convert to Catholicism to please Carmen's maternal grandparents. Now he was Mr. Grace?

Carmen thought forlornly of her mom. She and her mom said grace now, but they hadn't when her dad still lived with them.

She stared at Lydia. What kind of power did this woman have?

“Lydia, this is fabulous,” her father said.

“It's great,” Krista chimed in.

Carmen felt her father's eyes on her. She was supposed to say something. She just sat there and chewed.

Paul was quiet. He looked at Carmen, then looked down.

Rain slapped against the window. Silverware scraped and teeth chewed.

“Well, Carmen,” Krista ventured. “You don't look at all like I was imagining?”

Carmen swallowed a big bite without chewing. This didn't help. She cleared her throat. “You mean, I look Puerto Rican?” She leveled Krista with a stare.

Krista tittered and then backtracked. “No, I just meant . . . you know . . . you have, like, dark eyes and dark wavy hair?”

And dark skin and a big butt? Carmen felt like adding. “Right,” Carmen said. “I look Puerto Rican, like my mother. My mother is Puerto Rican. As in Hispanic. My dad might not have mentioned that.”

Krista's voice grew so quiet, Carmen wasn't even sure she was still talking. “I'm not sure if he . . .” Krista trailed off till she was just mouthing words at her plate.

“Carmen has my height and my talent for math,” her dad piped up. It was lame, but Carmen appreciated it anyway.

Lydia nodded earnestly. Paul still didn't say anything.

“So, Carmen.” Lydia placed her fork on her plate. “Your father tells me you are a wonderful tennis player.”

Carmen's mouth happened to be completely full at that moment. It seemed to take about five long minutes to chew and swallow. “I'm okay,” was the big payoff to all that chewing.

Carmen knew she was being stingy with her little answers. She could have expanded or asked a question back. But she was angry. She was so angry she didn't understand herself. She didn't want Lydia's food to taste good. She didn't want her dad to enjoy it so much. She didn't want Krista to look like a little doll in her lavender cardigan. She wanted Paul to actually say something and not just sit there thinking she was a stupid lunatic. She hated these people. She didn't want to be here. Suddenly she felt dizzy. She felt panic cramping her stomach. Her heart was knocking around unsteadily.

She stood up. “Can I call Mom?” she asked her dad.

“Of course,” he said, getting up too. “Why don't you use the phone in the guest room?”

She left the table without another word and ran upstairs.

“Mamaaa,” she sobbed into the phone a minute later. Every day since the end of school, she'd pushed her mother away little by little, anticipating her summer with her dad. Now she needed her mother, and she needed her mother to forget about all those times.

“What is it, baby?”

“Daddy's getting married. He's got a whole family now. He's got a wife and two blond kids and this fancy house. What am I doing here?”

“Oh, Carmen. My gosh. He's getting married, is he? Who is she?”

Her mom couldn't help letting a little of her own curiosity creep through her concern.

“Yes. In August. Her name is Lydia.”

“Lydia who?”

“I don't even know.” Carmen cast herself upon the floral bedspread.

Her mother sighed. “What are the kids like?”

“I don't know. Blond. Quiet.”

“How old?”

Carmen didn't feel like answering questions. She felt like getting babied and pitied. “Teenagers. The boy is older than me. I really don't know exactly.”

“Well, he should have told you before you went down there.”

Carmen could detect the edge of anger in her mother's voice. But she didn't want to deal with it right now.

“It's fine, Mom. He said he wanted to tell me in person. It's just . . . I don't even feel like being here anymore.”

“Oh, honey, you're disappointed not to have your daddy to yourself.”

When it was put like that, Carmen couldn't find the appropriate space for her indignation.

“It's not that,” she wailed. “They're so . . .”

“What?”

“I don't like them.” Carmen's anger made her inarticulate.

“Why not?”

“I just don't. They don't like me either.”

“How can you tell?” her mom asked.

“I just can,” Carmen said sullenly, loathing herself for being such a baby.

“Are you mad at these strangers, or are you mad at your dad?”

“I'm not mad at Dad,” Carmen said quickly without taking even a moment to consider it. It wasn't his fault he'd fallen for a woman with zombies for children and a guest room straight out of a Holiday Inn.

She said good-bye to her mother and promised to call the next day. Then she rolled over and cried for reasons she didn't quite understand.

Some sane part of her brain told her she should feel happy for her dad. He'd met a woman he loved enough to marry. He had this whole life now. It was obviously what he wanted. She knew she should want for him what he wanted for himself.

But still she hated them. And so she hated herself for hating them.

Slowly Bridget waded into the warm water. A thousand triggerfish darted around her ankles.

“I want Eric,” she told Diana, who was on team four. “Will you trade places with me?” It wasn't the first time she'd proposed this.

Diana laughed at her. “Do you think they'd notice?”

“He's leading a run at five,” Emily said.

Bridget looked at her watch. “Shit, that's in five minutes.”

“You're not seriously going to go,” Diana said.

Bridget was already out of the water. “Yeah, I am.”

“It's six miles,” Emily said.

The truth was Bridget hadn't run even one mile in over two months. “Where are they meeting up?”

“By the equipment shed,” Emily said, wading deeper into the water.

“See you all,” Bridget called over her shoulder.

In the cabin, she yanked on a pair of shorts over her bikini bottoms and traded her top for a sports bra. She pulled on socks and her running shoes. It was too hot to worry about whether running in just the bra was acceptable.

The group had already started off. Bridget had to chase them down a dirt path. She should have taken a minute to stretch.

There were about fifteen of them. Bridget hung back for the first mile or so until she found her stride. Her legs were long, and she carried no extra weight. It made her a naturally good runner, even when she was out of practice.

She pulled up with the middle of the pack. Eric noticed her. She pulled up closer to him. “Hi. I'm Bridget,” she said.

“Bridget?” He let her catch up with him.

“Most people call me Bee, though.”

“Bee? As in bumble?”

She nodded and smiled.

“I'm Eric,” he offered.

“I know,” she said.

He turned to face the group. “We're doing seven-minute miles today. I'm assuming we have serious runners in this group. If you get tired, just fall back to your own pace. I don't expect everybody to finish with me.”

Jesus. Seven-minute miles. The path led uphill. She kicked up dust from the dry ground. Over the hills the land flattened out again. They ran along a riverbed, which carried just a trickle in the dry season.

She was sweating, but her breathing was in check. She stayed up with Eric. “I hear you're from L.A.,” she said. Some people liked to talk when they ran. Some people hated it. She was interested to test out which type he was.

“Yeah,” he said.

She had just cast him as a type two when he opened his mouth again. “I've spent a lot of time here, though.”

“Here in Baja?” she asked.

“Yeah. My mom is Mexican. She's from Mulegé.”

“Really?” Bridget asked, genuinely interested. That explained his looks. “Just a few miles south of here, right?”

“Right,” he agreed. “What about you?”

“I'm from Washington, D.C. My dad is from Amsterdam.”

“Wow. So you know the whole foreign-parent syndrome.”

She laughed, pleased at how this was going. “I do.”

“What about your mom?” And here, without warning, she'd come directly to a second test. This was one she usually saved for much further down the road if she could.

“My mom . . .” Is? Was? She was still indecisive about tense when it came to this. “My mom . . . was from Alabama. She died.” Bridget had spent four years saying her mother “passed away,” but then the term started to really annoy her. It didn't fit with what had happened.

He turned his head and looked at her straight on. “I'm so sad for you.”

She felt the sweat dry up on her skin. It was a disarmingly honest thing to say. She looked away. At least he hadn't said, “I'm sorry.” She suddenly felt exposed in her running bra.

With most guys she managed to forestall this issue indefinitely. She'd gone out with guys for months at a time and not had this conversation. It was strange that with Eric it had come up in the first two minutes. Carmen would take that as a sign of something, but then Carmen was always looking for signs. Bridget never did.

“You go to Columbia now?” she asked, leaving her discomfort on the path behind them.

“Yeah.”

“Do you like it?”

“It's a strange school for an athlete,” he said. “Sports aren't exactly a big emphasis there.”

“Right.”

“But it's got a great soccer program, and the academics are obviously good. That was a big deal to my mom.”

“Makes sense,” she said. His profile was awfully nice.

He was picking up the pace now. She took that as a challenge. She always enjoyed a challenge.

She glanced back to see that the group had thinned a lot. She kept with him stride for stride. She loved the feeling of strain in her muscles, the exhilaration that came with mounting exhaustion.

“How old are you?” he asked her point-blank.

She was hoping to finesse this issue. She knew she was among the youngest girls here. “Sixteen,” she answered. She would be soon. It wasn't a crime to round up, was it? “What about you?”

“Nineteen,” he answered.

That wasn't such a big difference. Particularly if she were sixteen.

“Are you thinking about colleges yet?” he asked.

“Maybe University of Virginia,” she said. She actually had no idea. The truth was, the coach at UVA had already commented on Bridget to her high school coach. Bridget knew she didn't have to worry much about college, even if her grades weren't that spectacular.

“Great school,” he said.

Now she was pushing the pace. She was feeling good, and the excitement of being this close to Eric was energizing her muscles. They circled back around to finish the run up the beach.

“You must be pretty serious about running,” he said to her.

She laughed. “I haven't run in months.” And with that, she accelerated to a near sprint. The rest of the group had fallen far behind. She was curious to see whether Eric would stick to his preset pace or abandon it to keep up with her.

She felt his elbow brush hers. She smiled. “Race ya.”

They sprinted the half mile up the beach. There was so much adrenaline filling Bridget's veins, she could have flown the distance.

She collapsed on the sand. He collapsed too. “I think we set a record,” he said.

She spread out her arms, happy. “I've always been goal oriented.” Bridget rolled around in the sand until she was covered like a sugar doughnut. He watched her, laughing.

The rest of the group would catch up in a couple of minutes. She stood and kicked off her shoes and socks. She looked right at him when she pulled off her shorts, revealing her bikini bottoms; then she yanked the elastic out of her hair. Yellow clumps stuck to her sweaty shoulders and back.

He looked away.

“Let's swim,” she said.

His face was serious now. He didn't move.

She didn't wait for him. She waded in several yards and then dove under. When she came up, she saw that he had stripped off his soaked T-shirt. She didn't pretend not to stare.

Eric dove in after her, just as she prayed he would. He swam past where she was and surfaced a few yards away.

Bridget raised her arms in the air for no reason. She jumped up and down in the water, unable to contain her energy. “This is the best place in the world.”

He laughed again, his serious face gone.

She dove under the surface and plummeted to the sandy bottom. Slowly she passed his feet. Without thinking, she reached out her hand and touched his ankle with her finger, light as a triggerfish.
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When Lena arrived in the kitchen the next morning for breakfast, only her grandfather was awake. “Kalemera,” she said.

He nodded and blinked in acknowledgment. She sat down across from him at the small kitchen table. He pointed the box of Rice Krispies at her. She happened to love Rice Krispies. “Efcharisto,” she thanked him, about reaching the limits of her Greek. Grandma had left out bowls and spoons. Bapi handed her the milk.

They chewed. She looked at him, and he looked into his bowl. Was he annoyed because she was there? Did he like to eat breakfast alone? Was he very disappointed that she couldn't speak Greek?

He poured himself another bowl of cereal. Bapi was kind of wiry, but he clearly had a good appetite. It was funny. As she looked at Bapi, she recognized some of her own features. The nose, for instance. Almost everybody else in the family had the famous Kaligaris nose—her father, her aunt, Effie. The big, prominent nose gave character to all who wore it. Of course, her mother had a different nose—a Patmos nose—but even that was sufficiently distinctive.

Lena's nose was small, delicate, characterless. She'd always wondered where she'd gotten it, but now she saw it right in the middle of Bapi's face. Did that mean that she had the true Kaligaris nose? Since she was small she'd secretly wished she had the big family nose. Now that she saw where she got hers, she liked it a little better.

She made herself stop looking at Bapi. She was no doubt making him uncomfortable. She should definitely say something. It was probably very awkward for her to sit here and not be saying anything.

“I'm going to make a painting this morning,” she said. She gestured like she was painting.

He seemed to snap out of his cereal reverie. She knew that feeling so well. He raised his eyebrows and nodded. Whether he understood a word, she couldn't tell.

“I was thinking I'd walk down to Ammoudi. Are there stairs all the way down?”

Bapi considered and nodded. She could tell he wanted to get back to his contemplation of the cereal box. Was he tired of her? Was she annoying him?

“Okay, well, I'll see you later. Have a good day, Bapi. Andio.”

She walked upstairs and packed up her painting things with the oddest feeling that she was Effie and she'd just eaten breakfast with herself.

She put on the Pants with a wrinkly white linen shirt. She slung her backpack, containing her palette, her foldable easel, and her panels, over her shoulder.

Just as she reached the stairs, Kostos arrived at the front door, delivering a platter of freshly baked pastries from his grandmother. Grandma hugged him and kissed him and thanked him in such fast Greek that Lena couldn't make out a single word.

Grandma spotted Lena and got that look in her eye. Quickly she invited Kostos inside.

Lena wished Effie were awake. She made for the door.

“Lena, sit down. Have a pastry,” Grandma ordered.

“I'm going painting. I need to get started before the sun gets too high and the shadows disappear,” Lena claimed. It wasn't technically true, because she was starting a new painting today, which meant the shadows could be any which way.

Kostos migrated toward the front door himself. “I have to get to work, Valia. I'm late already.”

Grandma happily settled for the idea that at least the two would have to walk together outside. Grandma winked at Lena as she followed Kostos out the door. “He's a nice boy,” she stage-whispered to Lena. It was Grandma's constant refrain.

“You love to paint,” Kostos observed once out in the sunshine.

“I do,” Lena said. “Especially here.” She wasn't sure why she offered that last gratuitous bit.

“I know it's beautiful here,” Kostos said thoughtfully, looking out over the glittering water. “But I can hardly see it. These are the only views I know.”

Lena felt the desire for a real conversation coming on. She was interested in what he said. Then she thought of her grandmother, probably watching them through the window.

“Which way are you walking?” Lena asked. It was a slightly mean trick she was setting up.

Kostos looked at her sideways, clearly trying to gauge what the best answer would be. Honesty prevailed. “Downhill. To the forge.”

Easy enough. “I'm heading uphill. I'm going to paint the interior today.” She began drifting away from him, up the hill.

He was obviously unhappy. Did he discern that she'd set him up? Most boys weren't that sensitive to rejection.

“Okay,” he said. “Have a good day.”

“You too,” she said breezily.

It was kind of a shame in a way, walking uphill, because she'd woken today with a real lust to paint the boathouse down in Ammoudi.

 

Tibba-dee,

You would hate this place. Wholesome, all-American people doing sports all day. High fives are common. I even witnessed a group hug. Sports clichés all day long.

Almost makes you happy to be at Wallman's, don't it?

Just kidding, Tib.

Of course, I love it. But every day I'm here, I'm glad my real life is not like this, full of people like me, ’cause then I wouldn't have you, would I?

Oh, I'm in love. Did I tell you that yet? His name is Eric. He's a coach and 100% off-limits. But you know how I get.

Love your BFF,
Bee

 

When Tibby got back to Wallman's, she discovered two things: first, that she had “performed a firable offense” by skipping out on so much of her shift (as Duncan had wasted no time in informing her). She could have a last chance, but she wouldn't be paid for the part of the day she did work. Tibby was beginning to think she would owe money to Wallman's at the end of this job.

The second discovery was the fainting girl's wallet lying next to her own wallet in her plastic, see-through bad-employee bag. Oh, shit.

She found the library card listing the girl's name: Bailey Graffman. Tibby walked outside to the pay phone. The white pages, thank goodness, listed one Graffman with two fs on a street near Wallman's.

Tibby got right back on her bike and rode the few blocks to the Graffmans'. A woman she guessed was Mrs. Graffman opened the door. “Hi. Uh, my name is Tibby and I, uh . . .”

“You're the one who found Bailey at Wallman's,” the woman said, looking fairly appreciative.

“Right. Well, it turns out I took her wallet to find contact information and I, uh, forgot to give it back,” Tibby explained. “There were only four dollars in it,” she added defensively.

Mrs. Graffman looked at Tibby in confusion. “Um. Right. Of course.” Then she smiled. “Bailey's resting upstairs. Why don't you give it to her? I'm sure she'll want to thank you personally.

“Upstairs and straight ahead,” the woman instructed as Tibby trudged up the steps.

“Uh, hi,” Tibby said awkwardly at the girl's door. The room was decorated with ribbon wallpaper and puffy yellow curtains, but there were boy-band posters every few feet. “I'm, uh, Tibby. I—”

“You're the girl from Wallman's,” Bailey said, sitting up.

“Yeah.” Tibby walked close to the bed and offered the wallet.

“You ripped off my wallet?” Bailey demanded with narrowed eyes.

Tibby scowled. What an obnoxious little kid. “I didn't rip off your wallet. The hospital used it to contact your parents and I held on to it. You're welcome.” She tossed it on the bed.

Bailey grabbed it and looked inside, counting the bills. “I think I had more than four dollars.”

“I think you didn't.”

“ ’Cause you took it.”

Tibby shook her head in disbelief. “Are you joking? Do you seriously think I would steal your money and then come all the way over here to deliver your pathetic little wallet? What's there to return other than the money? Your horoscope? Avert a big emergency in case you forget your moon sign?”

Bailey looked surprised.

Tibby felt bad. Maybe she'd overdone it.

Bailey didn't back down, though. “And what important stuff have you got in your wallet? A license to ride your bike? A Wallman's employee ID?” She said “Wallman's” with more scorn than even Tibby could muster.

Tibby blinked. “How old are you? Ten? Who taught you to be so vicious?”

Bailey's eyebrows descended angrily. “I'm twelve.”

Now Tibby felt worse. She'd always hated people who assumed she was younger than she was just because she was small and skinny and flat-chested.

“How old are you?” Bailey wanted to know. She had an excited, combative look in her eye. “Thirteen?”

“Bailey! Time to take your medicine,” Bailey's mom called up the stairs. “Do you want to send your friend down?”

Tibby looked around. Was she supposed to be the “friend”?

“Sure,” Bailey called back. She looked amused. “Do you mind?”

Tibby shook her head. “Of course not. Considering how you accept favors.” Tibby trudged back downstairs wondering what in the world she was doing there.

Mrs. Graffman handed her a tall glass of orange juice and a little paper cup full of pills. “Everything okay up there?” she asked.

“Uh, I guess,” Tibby answered.

Mrs. Graffman searched Tibby's face for a moment. “Bailey likes to test people,” she offered for no particular reason.

“Tibby likes to test people.” It was creepy. How many times had she heard her own mother say those exact words?

“I'm sure it's because of her illness.”

Tibby didn't think before she asked, “What illness?”

Mrs. Graffman looked surprised that Tibby didn't know. “She has leukemia.” Mrs. Graffman sounded like she was trying to be matter-of-fact. Like she'd said the word a million times and it didn't scare her anymore. But Tibby could see that it did.

Tibby felt that falling feeling. Mrs. Graffman looked at her with too much intensity, as though Tibby could say something that mattered. “I'm sorry to hear that,” she mumbled stiffly.

Tibby made herself go back up the stairs. There was something too sad about the searching look of a sick kid's mother.

She paused at Bailey's door, sloshing the orange juice a little, feeling horrible for the mean things she'd said. Granted, Bailey had started it, but Bailey had leukemia.

Bailey was sitting up in bed now, looking eager to get back to the battle.

Tibby plastered some approximation of a bland, friendly smile on her face. She handed Bailey her pills.

“So anyway, did you lie about your age at Wallman's to get the job? Isn't the minimum age fifteen?” Bailey asked.

Tibby cleared her throat, careful to keep her smile from sagging. “Yeah. And actually, I am fifteen.”

Bailey was clearly annoyed. “You don't look fifteen.”

The smile was strained. Tibby couldn't remember how a regular smile was supposed to feel. This one had probably degraded into a grimace. “I guess not,” Tibby said quietly. She really wanted to leave.

Bailey's eyes suddenly filled with tears. Tibby looked away. “She told you, didn't she?” Bailey demanded.

“Told me what?” Tibby asked the blanket, hating herself for pretending not to know when she knew perfectly well. She hated when people did that.

“That I'm sick!” Bailey's tough face was holding up about as well as Tibby's friendly smile.

“No,” Tibby murmured, hating her own cowardice.

“I didn't think you were a liar,” Bailey shot back.

Tibby's eyes, searching for any destination other than Bailey's face, landed on a piece of netted cloth stuck through with needle and a piece of red yarn lying on Bailey's bedspread. Neat stitches spelled YOU ARE MY. What? Sunshine? The thing struck Tibby as tragic and sort of pathetic.

“I'd better go,” Tibby said in a near whisper.

“Fine. Get out of here,” Bailey said.

“Okay. See you around,” Tibby said robotically. She shuffled toward the door.

“Nice smock,” Bailey practically spat at her back.

“Thanks,” Tibby heard herself saying as she fled.

 

Dear Carmen,

Some summer I want all of us to come here together. That is the happiest thing I can imagine. The first day I walked about a million steps down the cliffs to a tiny fishing village called Ammoudi on the Caldera. Caldera means “cauldron.” It's this body of water that filled in after a monster volcano exploded and sank most of the island. After I painted these pretty Greek boats, it got to be broiling hot, so I stripped down to my bathing suit and dove right into the clear, cold water.

I made a painting for you. It's the bell tower right here in Oia. My shy grandpa, who doesn't speak English, came around and studied my painting for a long time. He nodded approvingly, which was pretty cute.

Effie and I rode mopeds to Fira, the biggest village on the island, and drank unbelievably strong coffee at an outdoor café. We were both strung out on caffeine. I got anxious and silent, and Effie flirted outrageously with the waiters and even random passersby (passerbys?).

There's this guy Kostos. He walks past our house about six times a day. He keeps trying to catch my eye and start a conversation, but I won't play. My grandmother's dearest hope is that we'll fall in love. What could be less romantic than that?

Other than that, nothing really big has happened. Nothing big enough for the Pants. They're still waiting here patiently.

I can't wait to get a letter from you. The mail is so slow here. I wish I had a computer. I hope you and Al are having the very best time.

Love you,
Lena

 

What am I doing here? Carmen gazed around the noisy room. Not a single noise or face distinguished itself in her ears or eyes. It was just random South Carolina teenagerness.

Krista was chattering with her friends in the backyard. Paul was being important with his babelike girlfriend and jock buddies. Carmen stood alone by the staircase, forgetting to care that she looked like an unforgivable loser.

She felt weirdly numb and invisible. It wasn't just that she missed her friends; she was starting to wonder if she needed them around to feel like she existed at all.

Lydia and her dad had tickets to a chamber-orchestra concert. (For the record, her dad hated classical music.) They thought that Carmen going to a “fun party” with Krista and Paul would make everything good. Even a sullen girl who'd spent the last four days pouting in the guest room couldn't resist a “fun party.” Her father looked so depressingly hopeful at the idea, she'd just gone. What did it matter?

A short guy sideswiped her shoulder. “Sorry,” he said, spilling half his plastic cup of beer on the carpet. He stopped and looked at her. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” Carmen mumbled back.

“Who are you?” he asked. He looked at her breasts as though he were asking them.

She crossed her arms. “I'm, uh, Krista and Paul Rodman's, uh . . . Their mom is my . . .”

His eyes were now wandering away from her. She didn't bother to finish her sentence. Who cared?

“See you later,” she said, and walked away.

Suddenly she was standing next to Paul. This was pitiful. He nodded at her. He was holding a Coke. He was probably between beers. “Have you met Kelly?” he asked. Kelly had her arm snaked around Paul's waist. She was so attractive as to actually be ugly. Her cheekbones were too prominent, her eyes too far apart, and her skinny collarbones jutted out.

“Hi, Kelly,” Carmen said wearily.

“And you are?” Kelly asked.

“I'm Carmen,” Carmen said. She could tell Kelly was threatened that Paul knew a girl she didn't know. And considering that Paul said a total of about seven words per day, he most likely hadn't explained to Kelly that there was a girl living in his house. “I live with Paul,” she said just to be devious.

Kelly's narrow eyebrows ascended to her hairline. Carmen then glided away. “I'm going to get a drink,” she murmured, casting flirtatious eyes at Paul.

Poor Paul. This would take him a year's worth of words to explain.
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“Tibby, will you cut up Nicky's chicken?” Tibby's mom asked.

Usually Tibby would have complained, but tonight she just leaned over and did it. Nicky seized her knife. “Me wanna cut! Me wanna!”

Patiently Tibby unwound his fat, sticky fingers from the butter knife. “No knives for babies, Nicky,” Tibby droned, sounding exactly like her mother.

Nicky expressed his feelings by picking up two big handfuls of his noodles and throwing them on the floor.

“Grab it!” her mother instructed.

Tibby did. There was always that moment at dinner when Nicky started throwing his food on the ground. The trick was to pick the moment to grab his plate.

Tibby gazed forlornly at the noodles lying on the synthetic washable blue carpet. It was so resistant to stains, Tibby suspected it was made of Saran Wrap. There used to be a straw rug that itched her feet. There used to be Mexican candlesticks and salt and pepper shakers Tibby herself had made from clay. Now there were ones from Pottery Barn. Tibby couldn't say exactly the day when her salt and pepper shakers disappeared, but she could date it generally. It happened not too long after her mom stopped being a sculptor and took a test to become a real estate agent.

“Eegurt! Me want eegurt!” Nicky demanded.

Tibby's mom sighed. She was feeding a bottle of milk to a very sleepy Katherine. “Tibby, would you mind getting him a yogurt?” she asked wearily.

“I'm still eating,” Tibby complained. Particularly on the nights her dad worked late, her mom expected Tibby to step in and be her coparent. Like Tibby had decided to have these kids with her. It was irritating.

“Fine.” Tibby's mom stood up and plunked Katherine in Tibby's lap. Katherine started crying. Tibby stuck the bottle back in her mouth.

When Tibby was little, her dad had worked as a journalist and a public defender and briefly as an organic farmer, and he was always home for dinner. But after her mom started spending her time in people's big, clean houses and seeing all the nice things they had, her dad started practicing law in a private firm, and now he was only home about half the nights. It seemed poor planning to Tibby to have these extra kids and then never be home anymore.

Her parents used to talk about simplicity all the time, but nowadays they seemed to spend all their time getting new stuff and not having very much time to play with it.

Nicky was digging both hands in his yogurt and then licking his fingers. Tibby's mother snatched the yogurt away, and Nicky started howling.

Tibby had thought about mentioning Bailey and her leukemia to her mom, but as usual, it was hard to see where any conversation would fit in.

She went up to her room and recharged the batteries for her camera. She gazed at her sleeping computer, the Power button pulsing under its masking tape like a slow heartbeat.

Usually her computer was flashing and whirring all evening as she IMed her friends. Tonight they were all far away. Somehow the masking tape looked like a gag over the computer's mouth.

“Hey, Mimi,” she said. Mimi was sleeping. Tibby added some food to Mimi's dish and changed her water. Mimi stayed asleep.

Later, as Tibby began to doze off with her lights and clothes still on, her thoughts came unstuck in that way they did, and she thought of geriatric diapers and antiperspirant and sterile wipes and bacteria-free soap and extra-absorbent panty shields and Bailey lying in a mess on the floor.

“There's your boyfriend,” Diana said, watching Eric as he strode onto the deck.

Bridget fixed her eyes on him. Look up, you.

He did. Then he looked away so fast it was almost gratifying. He noticed her, all right.

He took a seat on the other side of the deck. Bridget dug into her lasagna. She was starving. She loved institutional food served in big quantities. She was weird that way.

“He probably has a girlfriend in New York,” a girl named Rosie said.

“We'll see about that,” Bridget said provocatively.

Diana shoved her elbow. “Bridget, you're insane.”

Emily was shaking her head. “Give it up. You'll get in huge trouble.”

“Who's gonna tell?” Bridget asked.

Diana put on her Sigmund Freud expression. “Anyway, getting in trouble is kind of the point, isn't it?”

“Of course it's not the point,” Bridget said snappishly. “Have you taken one look at the guy?”

She stood up and walked to the buffet table to get another helping of lasagna. She took a circuitous route in order to pass Eric. She knew her friends would be watching.

She stopped right behind him. She waited for a pause in the conversation he was having with Marci, his assistant coach. She leaned over. The place was noisy, so it was perfectly understandable that she should lean close to his ear. A curtain of her hair fell forward as she leaned, brushing his shoulder. “What time is the scrimmage?” she asked.

He hardly dared turn his head. “Ten.”

She was making him nervous. “Okay. Thanks.” She stood back up straight. “We'll kill y'all.”

Now he turned to look at her, surprised and almost angry. Immediately he saw from her face that she was teasing him. “We'll see about that.” At least he was smiling.

She drifted to the serving table, allowing herself one quick glance at her friends' impressed faces. “Ha,” she mouthed.

 

Dear Carmen,

The cabin girls have upped my odds with Eric to 40/60. I'm being very flirtatious and very bad. You would laugh. What's a girl to do, stuck a thousand miles out here in the ocean?

We went sight-seeing in the closest town, Mulegé. That's where Eric's mom is from. We saw this big mission church and a prison called carcel sin cerraduras—prison without locks. They let the prisoners work on farms in the daytime and come back to their cells to sleep at night.

Hope you're having fun hanging with Al.

All love,
Bee

 

Lena had one more day with the Pants, and she had to make them count. So far, she'd been her usual lame self: solitary and routine-loving, carefully avoiding any path that might lead to spontaneous human interaction. She was, overall, a terrible first escort for the Traveling Pants.

Today, though, she'd have an adventure. She'd do something. She wouldn't let her friends down. Or the Pants. Or herself, come to think of it.

She walked up, up, over the crest of the cliff and onto the flat land at the top. It was much emptier up here. In the distance hills rose, probably signaling yet a higher cliff plunging into the sea. But here the land was gentle. Though it was arid, rocky cliff smoothed into wide green vineyards and meadows. The air felt hotter and the sun even stronger.

These are lucky pants, she thought a half mile or so later when she came upon an exquisite little arbor. It was a perfect grove of olive trees with glinting silver-green leaves. The olives were small and hard—still babies. At one end she discovered a small spring-fed pond. It was so private, so quiet, so lovely, it felt like her place—like she was the first person ever to set eyes on it. Like maybe it had never even existed before she got here with her magic pants. Immediately she set up her easel and began to paint.

By the time the sun had risen to the top of the sky, Lena was bathed head to toe in salty sweat. The sun beat down so hard it made her dizzy. Sweat dripped down from her thick, dark hair onto her neck and temples. She wished she'd brought a hat. She cast a longing glance at the pond. More than that, she wished she'd remembered to bring her bathing suit.

She looked around. There was no one as far as she could see. She couldn't make out a single house or farm. She felt a little creek of sweat flowing down her spine. She had to get into that pond.

Shy even with herself, Lena took off her clothes slowly. I can't believe I'm doing this. She stripped down to her bra and underwear, casting her clothing into a pile. She considered wearing her underclothes into the water, but that seemed embarrassingly prudish. She looked at the Pants. They challenged her to get naked fast.

“Ahhhhhhh,” Lena said as she waded in. It was funny to hear her voice aloud. Her thoughts and perceptions usually existed so deep inside her, they rarely made it to her surface without a deliberate effort. Even when she saw something genuinely funny on television, she never laughed out loud when she was alone.

She ducked all the way under the water and then came up again. She floated languidly with just her face above the surface. The sun warmed her cheeks and eyelids. She splashed a little, loving the swish of water over every part of her body.

This is the most perfect moment of my life, she decided. She felt like an ancient Greek goddess alone under the sky.

She let her arms float out to her sides, tipped her head back, closed her eyes, and just levitated, every muscle loose and soft. She would stay this way until the sun set, until it rose again, until August, until maybe forever. . . .

Every muscle in her body snapped to attention at the sound of rustling grass. In a fraction of an instant she found her feet on the pebbly bottom of the pond and stood.

She drew in a sharp breath. Someone was there. She saw the shadow of a figure obscured behind a tree. Was it a man? An animal? Were there vicious, man-eating animals on Santorini?

Her peace was broken, smashed to bits. She felt her heart nearly bouncing out of her chest.

Fear told her to sink her body back underwater, but a bigger fear told her to run away. She pulled herself out of the pond. The figure emerged.

It was Kostos.

She was staring directly at Kostos, and, far worse, Kostos was staring directly at her. She was so stunned, she took a moment to react.

“K-Kostos!” she shouted, her voice a ragged shriek. “What are you—what—”

“I'm sorry,” he said. He should have averted his eyes, but he didn't.

In three steps she'd reached her clothes. She snatched them and covered herself with the bundle. “Did you follow me?” she nearly screamed. “Have you been spying on me? How long were you here?”

“I'm sorry,” he said again, and muttered something in Greek. He turned around and walked away.

Still soaking wet, she yanked on her clothes haphazardly. In a storm of anger she threw her paint supplies into her backpack, probably smearing her painting. She strode across the meadow and toward the cliff, too mad to link her thoughts.

He'd been following her! And if he . . . Her pants were inside out. How dare he stare at her like that! She was going to . . .

She realized, by the time she neared the house, that her shirt was off-kilter by two buttons, and between pond water and sweat it was stuck to her body almost obscenely.

She banged into the house and threw her backpack on the ground. Grandma sped out of the kitchen and gasped at the sight of her.

“Lena, lamb, vhat happened to you?”

Grandma's face was full of worry, and that made Lena want to cry. Her chin quivered the way it used to when she was five.

“Vhat? Tell me?” Grandma asked, gazing at Lena's inside-out pants and misbuttoned shirt with wide, confused eyes.

Lena sputtered for words. She tried to harness one or two of her spinning thoughts. “K-Kostos is not a nice boy!” she finally burst out, full of shaky fury. Then she stomped up to her room.
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Carmen watched Krista struggling with her homework at the kitchen table. She was taking summer school geometry to lighten her load for junior year. Carmen had the impression Krista wasn't going to be joining Mensa or anything.

“You ‘bout ready?” her dad called to her from his bedroom, where he was putting on his tennis clothes.

“Just about,” Carmen called back. She'd been ready for the last twenty minutes.

Krista was doing a lot of erasing. She kept blowing red eraser bits over her scarred paper. She was like a third grader. Carmen felt a pang of sympathy for her and then beat it back. Carmen couldn't help glancing at the problems on Krista's paper. She'd taken geometry in ninth grade, math geek that she was, and it was possibly her favorite class ever. Krista was stuck on a proof. Carmen could tell by just squinting across the table exactly how to do it in a minimum of steps. It was weird, her longing to do that proof. Her fingers were practically tingling for the pencil.

She could hear Lydia blabbing on the phone in the den in her wedding voice. It was the caterer, Carmen guessed, because Lydia kept mentioning “miniature soufflés.”

“All set?” her father asked, appearing at the kitchen door in his Williams T-shirt and his white tennis shorts.

Carmen got up, her heart lifting. This was the first thing she was doing with her father in the five long days she'd been there. She felt almost absurdly privileged to have him to herself.

She left the house with a sigh, sorry only to be leaving the geometry proof.

It wasn't until she was out the door that the thought occurred to her that if Krista weren't Krista, if she bore no relationship to Carmen's father, she would have asked Krista if she needed some help.

 

Dear Bee,

Skeletor came over again this afternoon. She's over here almost every hour that Paul is home. It's pretty sad that my only joy in life is tormenting that dumb girl. Today I put on a pair of boxers and a cut-off tank top and knocked on Paul's door and asked to borrow a nail clipper. It's clear that Paul completely hates me, though he never says anything, so it's hard to know. The idea that I would be attractive to Paul and a threat to his and Skeletor's happiness is preposterous. But she doesn't know that.

All love from your evil friend who has a tiny patch of heart left to miss her friends desperately,

Carmen

 

For some unaccountable reason, Bailey showed up at Wallman's the next day.

“What are you doing here?” Tibby asked, forgetting for a moment to be nice.

“I thought I'd give you another chance,” Bailey said. She was wearing cargo pants almost identical to the ones Tibby had worn the day before. She had on a hoodie sweatshirt and a trace of black eyeliner. It was obvious she was trying to look older.

“What do you mean?” Tibby asked dumbly, once again disturbing herself with her quick willingness to lie.

Bailey rolled her eyes in annoyance. “Another chance not to be an asshole.”

In spite of herself, Tibby's temper flared. “Who's the asshole here?” she snapped.

Bailey smiled. “Hey, listen, is that smock your kind of one-size-fits-all item?”

“Yeah, wanna borrow it?” Tibby asked, enjoying the playfulness on Bailey's face.

“Nah. It's butt ugly,” Bailey commented.

Tibby laughed. “It's two-ply. It's made of petroleum.”

“Nice. You need some help with that?” Bailey asked.

Tibby was stacking boxes of tampons. “Are you looking to get a job at Wallman's?”

“No. I just feel bad I wrecked that deodorant display.”

“Antiperspirant,” Tibby noted.

“Right,” Bailey said. She started stacking. “So, do you ever take the smock off? Or do you wear it around the clock?”

Tibby was annoyed. She couldn't take much more mocking about the smock. “Would you leave the smock alone?” she asked testily. She was tempted to bring up the needlepoint. Tibby's mother used to do needlepoint.

Bailey looked pleased. “For now.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Can I buy you some ice cream or something after your shift? You know, as thanks for not stealing all my money?”

Tibby didn't feel like hanging with a twelve-year-old. On the other hand, she didn't feel like she could say no. “Sure. I guess.”

“Great,” Bailey said. “What time?”

“I get off at four,” Tibby said without enthusiasm.

“I'll come by,” Bailey offered. She turned to go. “Are you just being nice to me because I have cancer?” she asked over her shoulder.

Tibby considered this for a moment. She could lie some more. Or not. She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Bailey nodded. “Okay.”

Tibby quickly learned the ground rules with Bailey. It wasn't hard. There were only two of them: 1) Don't lie. 2) Don't ask her how she's feeling.

Other than that, the conversation over brownies with ice cream and chocolate sauce ranged far and wide. Tibby found herself talking with unusual interest and openness about the movie she was planning. Bailey acted like she was fascinated, and Tibby wasn't immune to a person thinking she was cool.

It made Tibby wonder about herself—if maybe she missed her friends even more than she had realized. Was she so lonely that she'd open up to any random annoying twelve-year-old?

Bailey seemed to have the same suspicion. “Do you have any friends?” she asked at one point.

“Yes,” Tibby said defensively. But as she began to describe her three fabulous, beautiful, and amazing friends and the awesome places they were spending their summers, she realized it really sounded like she was making them up.

“Where are all of your friends?” Tibby finally asked, throwing the burden back to Bailey.

Bailey rattled on about Maddie, who lived in Minnesota now, and somebody else.

Tibby looked up at one point and saw Tucker Rowe standing at the counter. Her heart started beating faster. Was he the only other person in their class who was home this summer? She'd figured out by now that he worked at the ultrahip indie record store that shared a parking lot with Wallman's. It was a whole four stores over, past a Burger King, a pizza place, and Calling All Pets, so running into him wasn't a definite. But it was highly likely. It had happened once already.

Some people go out of their way to run into their crushes. Tibby did everything she could to avoid it. Mostly, she'd observed, Tucker parked in the back of the strip mall. So she always made it a point to park her bike in the front. And it seemed to work okay. Except for now, in this ice cream shop, which happened to be on the other side of Calling All Pets. Tibby silently berated herself for such bad planning.

Tucker was wearing a slight scowl and a squinty face that made him look like he'd only just gotten out of bed. He was probably hanging at the Nine Thirty Club all night while she was resting up for her next shift at Wallman's. She seriously hoped he would think that Bailey was her little sister and not her new best friend.

“Why are you holding your face like that?”

Tibby glared at Bailey. “What do you mean?”

“You know, with your cheeks all sucked in.” Bailey did an exaggerated imitation.

Tibby felt her face warm. “I wasn't.” When had Tibby started lying? She prided herself on being direct—with herself especially. But Bailey was far more ruthlessly direct than even Tibby, and it was causing Tibby to hide and shrink, just what Tibby accused other people of doing.

Bailey wasn't done yet. Her eagle eyes scanned the front of the store. “Do you like him?”

Tibby was about to pretend she didn't know who Bailey was talking about, but she stopped herself. “He's okay,” Tibby agreed uncomfortably.

“You think?” Bailey looked unconvinced. “What do you like about him?”

“What do I like about him?” Tibby was annoyed. “Look at him.”

Bailey stared at him baldly. Tibby felt embarrassed, even though she hated the whole giggly “Don't let him see you're looking at him” routine.

“I think he looks stupid,” Bailey announced.

Tibby rolled her eyes. “You do, do you?”

“Does he really think those earrings are cool? And, I mean, look at his hair. How much gel went into that hair?”

Tibby had never considered that Tucker actually spent time trying to make himself look like he looked. It was true that the height of his hair looked less than accidental. Even so, she didn't feel like admitting that to Bailey.

“Um, no offense, Bailey, but you're twelve. You haven't even hit puberty yet. Please forgive me if I don't accept your expert testimony about guys,” Tibby said snottily.

“No offense taken,” Bailey said, obviously enjoying herself. “I'll tell you what. I'll find a worthwhile guy sometime, and you tell me if you don't agree.”

“Fine,” Tibby said, sure she wouldn't be spending enough time with Bailey to give her the chance to identify that worthwhile guy.

“Uh-oh.” Diana looked up from her book. “Bee has on her pirate face.”

“I do not,” Bridget protested, though she completely did.

Ollie was sitting cross-legged on her bed. A lot of girls in the cabin had already put on their nightshirts and stuff. “You want to raid the coaches' cabin?” Ollie asked.

Bridget raised her eyebrows in interest. “Actually, that sounds nice, but that's not what I was thinking.”

“What were you thinking?” Diana asked like a know-it-all.

“Two words. Hotel Hacienda.” It was the one bar in all of Mulegé, the place where she'd heard the coaches went at night.

“I don't think we're supposed to,” Emily said.

“Why not?” Bridget demanded. “Ollie is seventeen. Sarah Snell is eighteen. Practically half the people here are going to college in the fall.” She wasn't one of them, but she didn't feel the need to mention it. “This isn't Camp Kitchee where you turn off your flashlights at nine. I mean, come on. There's not even a drinking age in Mexico.” She didn't actually know whether that was true or not.

“The first scrimmage is tomorrow,” Rosie pointed out.

“So? Partying makes you play better,” Bridget said blithely. There was a statement that belonged with “Drinking makes you drive better,” or “Getting stoned makes you good at physics,” but who cared? She was in one of her impulsive moods.

“How do we go?” Diana asked. She was practical, but she wasn't a coward.

Bridget considered. “We could either steal a van or take bikes. I think it's about half an hour on bikes if you ride fast.” Bridget didn't want to volunteer the fact that she didn't have a driver's license yet.

“Let's take bikes,” Ollie said.

Bridget felt that slightly reckless fizz in her veins she always got when she was doing something she shouldn't.

Diana, Ollie, and Rosie were in. The rest were out.

They quickly changed their clothes. Bridget borrowed a skirt from Diana, who was almost as tall as she was. It was annoying that Bridget hadn't thought to bring clothes that didn't make her look like a boy.

Four of them flew along the Baja Highway, whizzing past snail-like RVs. Bridget kept bumping against Diana's back tire and making her scream. The placid bay was to their left and the hills were to their right, and the full moon sat on Bridget's shoulder.

They could hear the music throbbing from the hotel before it came into sight. “Wahooo!” Bridget yelled. They made a quick huddle at the door.

“Listen,” Ollie said. “If Connie's there, we leave. I don't think anyone else will care. We went a couple times at the end of last year, and none of the coaches said anything.”

Ollie elected herself the one to check. She ducked in and came right back out. “It's packed, but I didn't see her. If she shows, we leave.” She looked at Bridget dubiously. “Okay?”

“Okay,” Bridget agreed.

“Whether or not Eric is there.”

“I said okay.”

Bridget hadn't been to many clubs, but each time was the same. All eyes, at least all male eyes, followed her hair. Maybe it was the combination of bar light and alcohol that made it glow extra bright.

They made for the dance floor. Bridget was indifferent to drinking, but she loved to dance. She grabbed Diana's hand and pulled her onto the crowded dance floor. Dancing was like soccer or miniature golf or gin rummy. It was just one of those things she was good at.

The salsa music pounded through her body. There were shouts and stares and catcalls that she suspected were aimed at her—or her hair, anyway. She looked for Eric.

At first she didn't see him, so she gave her whole self to the music. A little while later she spotted him with other coaches at a table away from the dancing. The table was covered with big, salty margarita glasses, mostly empty.

He was watching her. He didn't see her see him seeing her yet, and she didn't want him to. She made it a point never to be coy, but she wanted him to be able to watch her if he wanted to.

He looked mellow from sun and running and probably tequila. He had a sexy way of tipping his head to the side when he looked at people.

Men kept bobbing around her, but she stuck with Diana, her preferred partner. A few minutes later, Ollie joined them, a beer in one hand.

Ollie spotted the coaches' table and waved to them. Marci waved back. Eric and another coach, Robbie, gave them looks that said, We'll just pretend we're not seeing this.

But another round of margaritas later, the coaches were out on the dance floor too. It was heady and good. Bridget felt a dancing high coming on that rivaled her running high. She couldn't resist him anymore.

She turned to Eric and danced close. She touched his hand momentarily. She watched his hips. He was both easy and skilled. She let her eyes linger on his. For once he didn't look away.

She put her hands at the bottom of his back, matching her hips to his. He was so close she could smell his neck. He put his lips to her ear. It sent an avalanche of chills to her feet.

Gently he gathered her hands and gave them back. In her ear he whispered, “We can't do this.”

Lena threw herself onto her bed, nearly exploding with self-concern. Then she heard whispers and then shouting downstairs. Was her silent grandfather shouting? She leaped to her feet and pulled off her wet shirt, replacing it with a dry one. Then she yanked off the Pants and put them on the right way, her fingers shaking. What was going on here?

When Lena arrived at the bottom of the stairs, she saw that Bapi's face was practically purple, and he was striding toward the front door. Grandma hovered around him, reasoning with him in a nervous tangle of Greek. Her words were not appearing to make much difference. Bapi stormed out the door and turned downhill.

Suddenly Lena was getting a bad feeling about this. She skittered behind them. She knew before Bapi reached the Dounas residence that he would be stopping there. He knocked violently on the door.

Kostos's grandfather opened the door. The man looked fully astounded at the expression on Bapi's face. Bapi Kaligaris started yelling. Lena heard him bellow the name Kostos a few times, but otherwise she understood only anger. Grandma fluttered around timidly.

Bapi Dounas's face transformed slowly from confusion to indignation. He started yelling back.

“Oh, God,” Lena whimpered to herself.

Suddenly Bapi was forcing himself into the Dounas house. Grandma was trying to hold him back, and Bapi Dounas was planting himself in the way. “Pou einai Kostos?” Bapi thundered.

Lena was pretty sure that meant “Where is Kostos?” Right then, Kostos appeared behind his grandfather, looking bewildered and upset. He obviously wanted to comfort Lena's grandfather, but his own grandfather wouldn't let him by.

Lena watched in acute horror as her bapi put his wiry arms out and tried to shove the other old man out of the way. Bapi Dounas's eyes bulged, and he shoved back. Suddenly Bapi Kaligaris cocked his arm and punched Bapi Dounas in the nose.

Lena gasped. Grandma screamed.

The old men each got in another punch before Kostos overpowered them both. He held them apart, his face gray with agitation. “Stamatiste!” he bellowed. “Stop!”

 

Dear Daddy,

Can you send more clothes? My tank tops and the sundresses in my third drawer down? Also, my black bathing suit—the two-piece? Oh, and skirts from the fourth drawer—the short pink one and the turquoise one?

I'm still loving it here. We have our first big scrimmage today, and I'm starting at forward. I'll call you again on Saturday. Say hi to Perry.

Love,
Bee
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“Are you excited about your wedding?” Carmen asked her father as they drove, hoping her voice didn't sound sour.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Can't wait.” He looked at her affectionately. “And I can't tell you what it means to me that you'll be here, bun.”

Carmen felt guilty. Why was she being this way? Why couldn't she stop, and be nice?

“I hope you like miniature soufflés,” she said, for no reason.

Her dad nodded. “Lydia's taking care of all that.”

“I notice she spends a lot of time on it,” Carmen said evenly, both wanting and not wanting her father to understand her implied criticism.

“It means a lot to her. She wants every detail exactly right.”

Fleetingly Carmen considered the nasty question of who was paying for all this.

“She didn't have a real wedding the first time,” her father continued.

Carmen's brain leaped around to various possible scandals. A shotgun affair? An elopement? “Why not?”

“She was planning an elaborate wedding with her mother, but her mother died suddenly six weeks before the wedding. It absolutely broke her heart. Ultimately her wedding involved two witnesses and a justice of the peace.”

Carmen felt sad and deflated. “That's awful,” she murmured.

“Now is her chance, and I really want her to enjoy it.”

“Yeah,” Carmen mumbled. She considered this awhile. “What happened to her old husband?”

“They split up four or five years ago. He has a serious drinking problem. He's been in and out of treatment.”

Carmen sighed again. This was sad. She didn't want to feel sorry for Lydia. That made it hard to dislike her. But she thought of Lydia with her dead mom and her drunk husband, and silent Paul with his messed-up dad. In that context, his silence seemed more like stoicism. And Krista, so obviously in awe of Carmen's solid, kind, functional dad . . . How grateful they must all feel for their new life with Al.

Carmen promised herself she would smile at Lydia when they got home and ask at least two friendly questions about the wedding.

“Hey, do you mind if we make a stop before tennis? Paul is playing in this summer soccer league, and today is a big match. I promised I'd look in for a few minutes.”

“Fine,” Carmen grumbled, and she went right back to being mad.

Bridget went swimming by herself at dawn. When she got excited, she couldn't sleep. She swam far, far out in the hopes of seeing a dolphin, but there wasn't one today. On her way back to shore, she swam around the headlands that separated their beach from the main part of Coyote Bay. RVs dotted the sand. Ick.

She swam back to her beach and lay down on the sand. She fell asleep for another hour or so. Then she heard the breakfast rush. She raced back to the cabin to put on her clothes. She was starving as usual.

She carried her three boxes of Froot Loops, two cartons of milk, and her banana across the deck and sat next to Diana.

“Do you sleep?” Diana asked. “Where were you this morning?”

“Swimming,” Bridget answered.

“Alone?”

“Sadly, yes.”

She searched the tables for Eric. He wasn't there. Was he hungover from last night? Or just slaving over his playbook? The memory of dancing with him last night brought color to her cheeks. “We can't do this,” he'd said. He hadn't said, “You can't do this.”

“Let's go warm up,” she said to Diana.

The first scrimmage started at nine. Team one, El Burro, was already beating team two, the Gray Whales, by two goals. Team three, recently dubbed Los Tacos, and team four, Los Cocos, had the other field for practice.

Bridget sat on the sidelines, watching Eric discuss strategy with Marci and a couple of his players.

She laced up her cleats. Some famous old actor, she couldn't think of which one, had said he began his character with his shoes. Bridget was her favorite self with her cleats on, whether she was clicking through locker rooms with her extra three quarters of an inch of height or tearing through soft grass on the field. Her cleats were beat up and muddy, molded perfectly to her feet. They made her walk like a jock, but she liked that too.

She looked at Eric till he glanced back. She smiled; he didn't. You guys are toast, she vowed to whomever besides her happened to be listening to her thoughts.

Her team's coach, Molly Brevin, called them all over.

Bridget put on her shin guards and pulled her hair back in an elastic. Ollie and Emily slapped her hands as she joined the group. It was their first time playing as a team.

Molly read out the starting positions, even though they all knew them. Bridget jumped up and down to keep her blood flowing.

“Yo, Tacos. Listen up. All I care about is passing,” Molly proclaimed. “I mean it. I don't care what else you do in this scrimmage. You hog the ball, and you come out.” Why did she look at Bridget when she said that?

The teams assembled on the field. Bridget passed by Diana and gave her a quick squeeze around her waist. Diana jumped in surprise. “You are so de-ad,” Bridget teased like a five-year-old. She got in her position at center field and waited for the long whistle.

Bridget needed a single focus. She had too much energy, she knew, and a fair amount of raw, undisciplined talent. At almost every point in her life, she needed one simple, unified goal to keep her going forward fast. Otherwise there was the possibility of going backward, where she did not want to go.

Today her focus was Eric. It was showing him what she could do. He was the unifying idea that kept every one of her cells in line.

Her energy exploded as soon as the ball got moving. She immediately stole the ball from Dori Raines and took it down the field. She positioned herself for an open shot on goal, gathered two of three defenders, then passed it to the open forward, Alex Cohen. Alex got bottled up and passed it back to Bridget.

When Bridget's focus was good, time slowed for her. She had time to make choices. She had time to size up the position and trajectory of the goalie. She drew back her leg and tucked her foot under the ball to give it a few feet of lift. It sailed right past the goalie's head. Her teammates engulfed her. Through the gaps between bodies and limbs, she saw Eric. He was talking to his subs on the sideline. She wanted him to notice her so much.

She'd keep stomping them till he did. She stole ball after ball. She felt a strange elasticity, the capability to be both infinitely good and infinitely mediocre, depending on her mood. Today she raised the ceiling on good. She crashed through it. She made other legitimately fine, consistent players look like they didn't belong on the field.

“Pass, Vreeland!” Molly bellowed at her. At a higher level of play, Bridget wouldn't be taking crap like this. When your player is in the zone, you let her play. You give her the ball.

Bridget passed. The ball came back quickly. Her teammates acknowledged her power right now, even if her coach wouldn't. She scored again. Was it the third or the fourth?

Molly looked mad. She signaled to the ref, who blew her whistle. “Sub!” Molly shouted. “Come on out, Vreeland.”

Bridget was mad right back. She strode to the sidelines and sat down on the grass, her chin in her hands. She wasn't even winded yet.

Molly came over. “Bridget, this is a scrimmage. Everybody needs to play. The point is for me to see what we have here. You're a superhero. I see that, and so does everybody else, all right? Save it for the championship.”

Bridget put her head down. She suddenly felt all that intensity crashing in on her. She felt like crying.

She now knew she should have toned it down. Why was it so hard for her to make herself stop?

 

Dear Tibby,

Grilled shrimp canapés, salmon gravlax (what the hell is that?), crisped spinach, and roast pork loin. The flower arrangements involve tuberose (huh?) and magnolia blossoms (her favorite!). I could go on for another forty-five pages, Tib, but I'll spare you. It is ALL ANYBODY TALKS ABOUT in this place-of those people who actually talk, I mean. I'm going out of my mind. What has my dad gotten into?

Love and bitterness,
Carmen Lucille

 

“Which one is yours?” Carmen overheard a man ask her dad.

She was standing glumly a few yards away on the sidelines. Paul was the star of the team. In the eight minutes they had been there, he'd already scored two goals. Her dad was cheering like crazy. Down near the goal was Skeletor, made up nicer than a flight attendant. Every few seconds she took breaks from her hysterical enthusiasm to give Carmen a mean look.

“Which one is mine?” her dad repeated in confusion.

“Which is your kid?” the man clarified.

Her dad hesitated, but not for long enough. “Paul Rodman. He's playing forward.” Her dad pointed.

Carmen felt a little chill zap along her spine and up into her scalp.

“He's an unbelievable player,” the man said. He turned to look at her father. “He's built a lot like you,” he said, then moved along the sideline to follow the progress of the ball.

How can he be built like you? He's not your kid! Carmen felt like screaming at the top of her lungs. I'm your kid!

Her dad came over and put his arm around her shoulders. It didn't feel as good as it had five days ago.

Now you've got the son you always wanted, Carmen thought bitterly. She knew he'd wanted that. How could he not? He had a crabby ex-wife, a sullen daughter, four crazy sisters. Here was a big, silent, uncomplicated boy built just like him.

Carmen felt sick to her stomach. Paul scored another goal. She hated him for it.

She was awful at soccer. When she was six she'd played in a kiddie league. She raced up and down the field and never touched the ball once. Her dad went to those games too.

“It's exciting, isn't it?” her father asked now. “Do you mind if we stay the rest of the half?”

“Who, me? Mind?” Her tartness made no apparent impact.

“Great. They've got plenty of courts at the club. We shouldn't have any problem.”

Suddenly Skeletor appeared. She smiled sweetly at Carmen's dad. “Hi, Mr. Lowell, how are you?” she tweeted.

“Fine, thanks, Kelly. Do you know my daughter, Carmen?” he asked.

Kelly worked to keep the disgust off her face.

“We go way back. Hi, Kelly,” Carmen said.

“Hi,” Skeletor said stiffly. She turned to Al. “Isn't Paul just doing fantastic? You must be so proud of him.”

Carmen raised an eyebrow at her. Was Skeletor more intelligent than Carmen had imagined?

“Well, yes, of course,” her father mumbled.

Neither Carmen nor her father picked up the thread of conversation. Skeletor had a low threshold for social awkwardness. “I'll see y'all later,” she said to Al, heading back up the sideline. “Go, Paul!” she shrieked as Paul did something heroic.

Suddenly Carmen recognized the pale figure of Lydia practically running toward them from the parking lot.

As soon as Al saw her, he let go of Carmen's shoulders and hurried over to his wife-to-be. “What is it?”

“The Plantation. They called to say they overbooked. One of the weddings has to bow out. They said we were the second booking,” Lydia explained breathlessly. Carmen could see the tears quivering between her eyelids.

“Darling,” Al said, holding her protectively. “That's terrible. What can we do?” He drew her aside to talk in private. Her dad always had a natural instinct for privacy, even if what stood between him and privacy was just his daughter.

A minute later, her dad came back. “Carmen, I need to go over to the Plantation with Lydia. We'll play tomorrow, okay?”

It wasn't a kind of okay that required an okay back. He had already moved on to the next concern. “I'll leave my car keys with you, and Paul can drive you back home.” He kissed her forehead. “Sorry, bun, we'll have our tennis game. Don't worry.”

Carmen could have acted like a big girl, but instead she lay on the grass, right on the sideline. It was a lucky thing she'd turned invisible in South Carolina, because otherwise this might have been tacky behavior.

If she were real and not invisible, if she could get a look at herself through the eyes of her friends or her mother, she might have been able to examine her feelings. Alone, she felt floaty and transparent.

The sun shone nicely on her face. Eventually she heard the long whistle that signaled the end of the game. A shadow came over her. With her hand she blocked out enough sun to see that it was Paul. He looked at her for a minute. If he found her freakish, he didn't let on.

“Do you want to play tennis?” he asked.

It was their longest communication so far. She said yes.

She went on to cream him 6-0, 6-0.
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