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  For my mom.
 Your light is my strength.


  Chapter 1


  There are exactly thirty-seven wisps on this half-blown dandelion twirling back and forth between my fingers. I’ve counted several times because I need to know exactly how many chances I’ll have.


  When I was little, my teacher told me that, when you blow them into the air, dandelion seeds carry thoughts and dreams to loved ones. So, that summer when my friend Callie and I were ten, we hunted every dandelion in our neighborhood and sent a barrage of fluff into the blue Ohio sky. I aimed my hopes at Billy Martin, but now I wish I hadn’t wasted them on some boy I forgot about three months later. I wish I’d sent more thoughts and dreams to my family. I’d like to do that now, but how do you send a lifetime of thoughts in a single breath?


  I stare at the bald side of this dandelion head and wonder where the other wisps have traveled and if they’ve made any dreams come true. Does it still work if half the wisps have already been spent? I work this question like a math problem as I wait for my aunt or uncle to pick me up from therapy. They’re usually late; with six kids, the to-do list never ends. I feel bad that I’m one more responsibility for them. It’s one of the many unfair things about this situation.


  My phone buzzes in my back jeans pocket. Maybe they’re on the way. I tap the screen, and Callie’s name appears instead. How are u doing? [image: Unhappy emoticon] There’s always a sad face these days. I haven’t seen an LOL or a laughing emoji in over two months.


  I text back, Okay [image: Happy emoticon] waiting for my ride. Call u when I get home. I’m not lying when I say I’m okay. My aunt and uncle insisted I enroll in this teen therapy group. They said it would help me “process my grief and move forward.” I don’t know that I need help moving forward; time doesn’t allow for anything else. But I guess it’s helped to share a few things. They say I have something called “survivor’s guilt.” Maybe that’s true. It seems more like logic to me. I’m not the victim. I’m still alive.


  “Hey,” a timid voice says from behind me.


  I turn and see one of the girls from the group. She’s a sophomore at my high school. She lost her dad and little sister in a house fire.


  “Hey,” I reply. “What are you still doing here?” Session ended forty-five minutes ago.


  “My mom said she’d be late, so I stayed to help clean up. What about you?”


  “Same. My aunt and uncle are pretty busy. Sometimes they forget me.”


  She stares down at her purple Converse that match the new purple streaks in her hair. A few crickets chirp in the late afternoon air, and I continue methodically twirling the dandelion puff in my hand.


  “I felt bad for Jason in there,” she says in a near whisper as her eyes focus on the movement of my hands.


  “I know. He told me a couple of weeks ago that soccer was the only thing getting him through all of this.” Jason’s mom died of cancer a few months ago, and he tore his ACL last week. The moment he opened his mouth to share, a dam burst and unleashed a sadness he couldn’t seem to control.


  “Sometimes it just makes me sadder when I come here.” She stares off at the cluster of trees to our right.


  “Me too.”


  Her phone beeps. She checks it then puts it back in the tiny pink purse she always carries with her. I think it was her sister’s. “What’s with the dandelion?” She angles her head at my hand.


  I stop the twirling. “I don’t know. I saw it in the grass while I was waiting. One time someone told me that if you blow dandelion seeds into the air, they carry your thoughts to people you love.”


  “Really?” Her eyes widen then shift to the ground, scanning the grass around her. I bet there’s so much she wants to send to her dad and sister. And I know she worries about her mom now, too.


  I hold out the dandelion puff. “Here. You can have this one.”


  She looks up. “Don’t you want it?”


  I, too, have a ton to say to my mom and my dad and my brother Connor, but there’s such sadness in her eyes—not just now but always. It’s a haze, almost as if her brown eyes are covered in all that ash that stole her happy life.


  I take a step forward. “It’s okay. I’ll find another one.”


  She takes it from my outstretched hand. She inhales as much air as she can and closes her eyes. When she opens them, she blows with all her might. Her breath has so much force behind it, the seeds shoot off into the air, scattering like shrapnel.


  Shrapnel.


  An image of my dad and Connor flashes in my mind. Every hair on my arms bristles and my muscles clench. The whole world seems to freeze, and I can’t breathe.


  A moment later, a pair of headlights frees me of my paralysis. My uncle’s black minivan stops in front of us. “That’s my ride. Are you sure your mom’s coming? We could give you a ride home.”


  “No, thanks. My mom is having one of her days, but she said she’d be here in twenty minutes. I figure it won’t be more than an hour.” She bites her lip and shrugs.


  “Okay. See you Friday.” I wave and walk to the car.


  As soon as I slide open the door, shouts and squeals bombard me. “Gimme it!” my four-year-old cousin Christian yells at his twin sister Chelsea. She sits in a car seat next to his, holding a tan stuffed dog and wearing a devilish grin.


  “No! You keep throwing it at me!”


  “IT’S MINE!” Christian screeches as his tiny hands form fists and his chubby legs shoot straight out in front of him.


  “Kids! Enough!” my uncle Jim yells over his shoulder. “Chelsea, it’s his toy. Give him the dog.”


  “But Daaaad! He keeps throwing it at me!”


  “Chelsea.” Uncle Jim aims his scary parental tone directly at her.


  “Fine,” she grumbles. She throws the stuffed dog at Christian and whips her head toward the window so fast her two blond braids smack her in the face.


  I start to slip into the way back when Uncle Jim says, “Emma, could you sit between those two, please? They’ve been at it all afternoon.”


  “Sure.” I squeeze myself between the two car seats. “Hey guys.” I smile at them while I dig around for the seat belt, but neither pays me any attention. Christian sings and trots his stuffed dog up and down his legs, and Chelsea has moved on to a book.


  Up front, my fourteen-year-old cousin Joey complains, “Dad, I was supposed to be at practice ten minutes ago. You made me join this stupid summer camp here, and now you can’t even get me there on time.”


  Uncle Jim glances backward, then in a hushed voice, but one that I can still hear over the talk radio, says, “Look, Joey, you know why we had to spend the summer in Ohio. So it was either play soccer here or not at all.”


  “Well, fine, then you could at least get me there on time. I’m already an outsider, and this only makes it worse.”


  “I’m sorry. Your mother forgot about Emma’s therapy, and Aunt Jules has the other car, so we had to pick up Emma.”


  I shrink in my seat, and my chin falls to my chest. Chelsea leans over and hands me one of her fruit snacks. I know they love me and want to help. And that just makes it all worse.


   


  After we drop Joey off at soccer practice, it’s off to the YMCA and swim practice for Chelsea and Christian. I stay in the minivan and group-text with Callie and a few other friends. The thread dead-ends quickly, though. I didn’t go to cheer camp with them this year, so they don’t want to talk about it around me. The only thing I’m really doing this summer is therapy, and that’s not something anyone seems to want to discuss. We can’t even talk about next year because I still don’t know where I’ll be when school starts. So all that leaves is “how are you doing” texts and the occasional piece of gossip.


  After a few brief messages back and forth, I mess around liking people’s photos online until the lesson is over. The kids return as dripping sponges, so I help dry them off before they get in. Christian insists on holding my hand the whole way home while he tells me about his jump into the pool, over and over like a record skipping.


  When we get home, it’s a running of the bulls as Chelsea and Christian charge inside. Uncle Jim and I trail after them into the kitchen where Aunt Kellie chops tomatoes at the island my dad recently built out of reclaimed wood.


  My aunt cranes her neck to kiss my uncle. “Did we get everyone taken care of?”


  “Yes. Jules texted and said she’d pick up Joey on her way home from wherever she is,” he says, picking up the open beer bottle on the counter next to my aunt’s wine glass. “How are the others?”


  “I checked in with my mom, and she says they’re doing fine. She’s sending them next door for a few hours this evening so she can have dinner with a friend.”


  Christian runs in circles around the kitchen and back and forth to the living room. My uncle barks at him to slow down then says, “Thank God for your mom. We never could have brought them all here for the summer.”


  Aunt Kellie nods. “I know.” Christian whizzes by her, and now it’s her turn to yell at him to go upstairs and change his clothes.


  I stand paralyzed next to one of the cream-colored barstools as the mixture of voices and movement swirls around me. Normally, I would come home and charge down the hall into the kitchen, either exasperated at one of my brother’s annoying habits or chattering about something one of the girls said or did at cheer practice. I’d march over and taste the lasagna meat without asking then lift the knife out of my mom’s hand and finish cutting the tomatoes.


  Now, I’m a spectator in my own home. The rooms are all the same. The granite countertops and dark wood cabinets in the kitchen haven’t changed. The pale blue sectional and the coffee table are still right across the way in the living room. And that one throw pillow in the armchair still has Connor’s red Kool-Aid stain on it. The house is the same, but it’s no longer my home. I feel like a permanent visitor now, and I’m still not used to it.


  “Hi Emma.” Aunt Kellie finally notices me and saves me from an oncoming swell of emotion. She wipes her hands on a green dish towel and opens her arms for a hug. “How was... therapy?” There’s always a pause before “therapy.”


  “It was fine. It was good.” She releases me, and I nod my head enthusiastically to assure her that I’m fine. That’s a survivor’s skill I’ve mastered that puts everyone at ease.


  “I’m glad it’s going well,” she says. She stares at me for a long moment with wistful eyes. Christian crashes into her, and it vanishes. “I told you to change your clothes,” she says to him.


  “No!” Christian purses his tiny red lips and crosses his arms.


  “One. Two...” My aunt starts the countdown, and Christian runs out of the room.


  She returns to her cutting board to work on a bell pepper. “Dinner will be ready in about an hour. Sorry it’s a little late tonight. Is lasagna and salad okay?”


  “Yeah, it sounds good. Can I help with something?” I take a tentative step forward.


  “Oh no, that’s not necessary. Your uncle will help with the salad, and I’ll have Chelsea and Christian set the table. You just go on upstairs and rest.”


  Rest. That’s what everyone thinks I should spend all my time doing. It’s all I’m allowed to do. I know they care, but after more than three months, I’m really as rested as I can get. I want to do something. I need to do something. But there’s no convincing them, so I head upstairs.


   


  My bedroom is the same pink it has been since I was a little girl with the same distressed white furniture set. We were going to remodel it last summer, but my parents wanted to save up for a big trip to Greece—to my dad’s family home on Corfu—this summer. The trip sounded cool, but I was upset I couldn’t redo my room and that I’d miss some of this summer’s fun with my friends. Now, that seems pretty stupid. I’d give anything to go to Greece with my family.


  There’s not much to do in my room anymore. With all the hours I’ve spent up here, I’ve straightened all my drawers, reorganized my bookshelf, and cleaned out my closet. Next to my dresser, I spy the white wicker basket full of laundry my aunt has done for me. I’m not allowed to do laundry anymore either. So I put those clothes away then flop down on my bed. I sink into the puffy plaid comforter and close my eyes.


  I doze off but am awakened when Joey storms down the hall and screams, “I said I don’t know where Aunt Jules went!” and slams the guest bedroom door. Uncle Jim yells at him to come downstairs while Christian crawls up and down the staircase barking like a dog.


  Aunt Kellie calls upstairs, “Dinner’s ready!”


  Sometimes all their commotion is too much for me; I’m used to my quiet family. So I play the trauma card and ask if I can eat in my bedroom. This elicits more sad head tilts, but no one puts up a fight. I know they’re sad already, and I hate to add to it, but I need a break from all the craziness.


  In my room, I pick at my dinner and decide to sift through some of the many boxes of photos that have been dumped in my room. I’m supposed to choose some to keep with me, and the others will go into storage or with Uncle Jim and my other aunt Jules, since they’re Mom’s brother and sister. They’re also going to send my dad’s pictures to Grandma Connie out in California. I think I’m supposed to sort through and find those, too. Even though Uncle Jim said it’s still possible I can stay here with Callie’s family and finish high school, it’s a pretty sure bet that I’m headed to Michigan to live with Uncle Jim and Aunt Kellie. I think I heard them say once that Aunt Jules was technically given custody of me, but she lives in Paris. It sounds cool, but I think it would be a disaster for both of us. From what Mom said, Aunt Jules can barely take care of herself.


  I lift the lid off one of the white banker’s boxes and grab a few pictures. There’s one of my dad and me at Kings Island. He sits next to me on the cars ride. I smile at my silly painted face. I refused to wash it off when I got home that day, and my dad bet me I wouldn’t make it to the morning. My face itched so badly all night, but I wasn’t giving in. As soon as my dad put the five-dollar bill on the kitchen table at breakfast, I dashed upstairs to wash it off.


  I put down that photo and the next is one of my parents in Sandusky at my grandparents’ lake house. This was taken before Connor and I were born. I laugh out loud at Mom’s ripped jeans and rainbow scrunchie. I think this picture was taken when they were first dating. Mom and Dad loved that lake house. I only remember being there once. I wish Grandma and Grandpa hadn’t sold it so I could have gone there more when I was older.


  The last picture in my hand is of Connor and me celebrating one of Mom’s birthdays. Connor is sticking out his tongue and has one arm around Mom while the other one waves in the air. Connor was such a ham, always in some silly pose for the camera. Recently, he had started to grow out of that, and it made me sad. I liked goofy Connor more than too-cool-for-school Connor.


  I return the pictures to the box. I’ve tried dozens of times, but I can never choose any. I want them all. There are no memories that are more important than any of the others. I dig my hands down into the box then pull them up, letting pictures slide through my fingers like sand on a beach. Each snapshot is a tiny moment in our lives, and they all matter.


  I close up the box and finish the lasagna and salad. I take the empty plate downstairs, but I stop in the hallway right before I get to the kitchen because I hear Uncle Jim talking to Aunt Jules, who must have returned from whatever today’s excursion was.


  “So you already booked the flight?” Uncle Jim says in his judgmental voice.


  “Yes,” Aunt Jules responds.


  “And that’s it?”


  “What do you mean, ‘And that’s it’? That’s where I live.”


  “I know.” Uncle Jim sighs. “But with all that’s happened, and the fact that, you know, Alice and Peter named you guardian, I thought you would put a little more thought into it.”


  “I have. And we all know I’m not cut out to be a guardian. I’m not sure what Alice was even thinking. You and Kellie are much more suited for this.”


  “Maybe Alice was thinking you’d be good for Emma.”


  “Well then... well, that sounds about right.” She chuckles. “Alice always had some crazy ideas and schemes.”


  Uncle Jim joins in the laughter. “Like road-tripping to Dad’s funeral.”


  “Oh my gosh! That seemed like such a bad idea. But you know, I think it helped us all get through it.”


  “Yeah.” Uncle Jim exhales. “Alice always knew how to make everything better.” I can feel his sorrow all the way out here. There’s a long silence, and I imagine my mom’s siblings holding onto each other, wiping away another round of tears.


  Aunt Jules finally speaks. “Jim, I have to get back to Paris. I have a job and a life, and it’s not set up to handle a teenager. Especially a sweet girl who deserves so much more.”


  “I understand.” Uncle Jim sighs again. “We just have our hands full, and like you say, she deserves so much more. I wish...” He doesn’t finish the thought.


  “I know. Me too.”


  I don’t stay to hear any more. I know how they want to finish that thought. It’s how we all want to finish it.


  I leave my plate on the bottom stair and slip out the front door. I sit on the front porch and take my phone out of my back pocket to text Callie. I have three messages. One is from Callie that reads Didn’t hear back from u. Hope everythings ok [image: Unhappy emoticon].


  I put the phone down and stare out into the night. The fireflies are out tonight. One zips in front of me and lights up. I blink once and its brightness vanishes. I try to see it, to follow it in the darkness, but it’s disappeared.


  Ever since I was little, I’ve always loved that fireflies make their own light. One of the several years I was a firefly for Halloween, my dad rigged me up with all sorts of light bulbs so I could illuminate myself. When I did, all the kids and adults stared wide-eyed. They were in awe of me.


  I long for that feeling now. All these people—my family, my friends—they love me, but I can’t do this, be their lost puppy charity case. I don’t want to be someone’s burden or some fragile bird with broken wings. I can’t be; I made a promise to my mom.


  I think of the back-up plan I’ve been working through. I don’t know yet if it’s possible or even if it would be a good idea. Or maybe I should just go to Michigan. I don’t know what to do. My mom always helped me with important decisions.


  I close my eyes and decide that if there’s a firefly right in front of me when I open my eyes, I’ll go with my idea. If there’s no light, I’ll head to Michigan. I’ll let the magic of the fireflies choose for me.


  I count to three, and when I open my eyes, there are almost half a dozen fireflies glowing in front of me.


  Chapter 2


  Two giant maroon suitcases take over the center of my bedroom. They are open and ready to be fed all my Ohio belongings before spitting them out in sunny California. That’s where I’m headed to live with my Grandma Connie. These twin maroon mouths have been waiting for twenty-four hours. Clothes piles surround them like a prairie dog habitat. I’ve packed and unpacked nearly half of my clothes. What do people wear in California? Do I need any sweaters at all? Or do people just wear shorts and flip-flops every day, even in the winter? Compounding the problem is that I have very few summer clothes because Mom and I were supposed to go shopping right after school ended.


  Instead of choosing which shirts to take, I wish I could dismantle this house and pack its pieces to recreate like a dollhouse in California. There are so many memories I don’t want to lose. I had my first pet here, a bird named Tweety. Tweety escaped from his cage once and flew around the house. We couldn’t catch him, and eventually he flew smack into the kitchen slider. He never really recovered.


  And our backyard hosted all of Connor’s soccer team parties. I hated being forced to stay home for those, but my mom and dad made them such fun that before I knew what was happening, I was running around with all the boys in the middle of a soccer game.


  And I’ll miss the creak in the fourth stair on our staircase that always called me out when I tried to escape emptying the dishwasher.


  I open the closet door to take out another batch of clothes and gaze at the marks on the wall. These aren’t the marks of my height; these are tallies my mom made of all the books I read when I was eleven. I stacked them one on top of the other, and she marked the height by month. I wanted to see if I could read my height in one year. I did it, and her eyes danced the day I put that final Harry Potter one on the stack, nearly toppling my giant leaning tower of books. She said she’d take me anywhere, but all I wanted was an ice cream cone from the neighborhood ice cream parlor. That scoop of white mint chip plopped on top of a delicious sugar cone was pure happiness.


  The image of my mom sitting next to me at the ice cream parlor that day shifts to the last day I saw her. She waltzed into the kitchen in that ridiculous Toledo Mud Hens T-shirt. She was a sucker for souvenirs and befuddled by sports. She always wore the wrong sports shirts to every game, but she didn’t care. It drove Connor crazy, though. At least this last time, she’d matched the right sports—minor league baseball.


  She glanced back at me before the garage door shut and said, “Last chance, Emma. You’re sure you don’t want to go and get something silly?” She pointed a newly manicured pink nail right at the angry Mud Hen swinging a bat in the middle of her chest.


  “No, I’m good,” I said. Those were the last words I said to her. No, I’m good. A lump forms in my throat, and it’s difficult to swallow. The flood rises again, up through my chest and into my eyes. I shut them and cast off the thoughts. I promised her.


  “Emma?” A knock follows the voice at the bedroom door.


  “Yeah, come in.” I step away from the closet, and the movement helps me refocus.


  Aunt Kellie opens the door and enters. “How are you doing up here?” Her eyes scan the piles scattered throughout the room and settle on the empty suitcases.


  “Okay. It’s just hard to know what to bring.”


  “Well, you know we’ll ship anything you want. So don’t worry about that.”


  “Thanks,” I say although that still doesn’t make it any easier.


  Silence follows, and Aunt Kellie studies the posters on the walls as if she’s never been in this room before. I stare down at the carpet, focusing on the tiny daisy on my big toe—goodbye pedicure courtesy of Aunt Jules.


  Eventually Aunt Kellie breaks the silence. “Emma, are you sure you want to do this? Your grandmother isn’t in the best shape. I don’t know that it’s the best place for a seventeen-year-old.”


  I look up. “But she said she has a nurse there all the time. So if anything happens, I won’t be alone.”


  “The nurse doesn’t spend the night. And dementia is serious, sweetheart. It’s not something a teenager should be handling.” Her eyes implore me to reconsider.


  “It’ll be fine,” I reassure her. “Grandma has sounded good on the phone, and she was fine when she was out here for the funeral. Besides, if she thought it wouldn’t be okay for me, she would have said so.”


  Aunt Kellie scratches at her head the way she does when Chelsea won’t pick up her toys or when Joey won’t stop his video games. “You’ve gone through so much, Emma. We just want you to be taken care of. Your uncle and I think it would be better for you to come to Michigan with us. We’d love to have you.”


  I don’t want to hurt her feelings by telling her I don’t want to go to Michigan and get lost in the swirl of their family chaos or that I don’t want to be the wayward niece they have to explain to all their friends. Instead I say, “I need a change. A real change. I think going to California will be good for me.” I make it about me.


  She steps forward, taking my hands in hers. “I get it. And you know we’re just a phone call away, right?”


  I nod and tears swell in her eyes.


  “You call us anytime, and we’ll get you on the next plane to Michigan.” She lets go and dabs at the mascara smudges a few leaked tears have left behind. “And Aunt Jules has already contacted your new high school, and she emailed back all the signed paperwork. So you’ll have no trouble registering. Uncle Jim set you up with insurance on your grandmother’s car. So you’re all set there, too.”


  Twin waterfalls stream down her cheeks as she talks. I reach out and hug her.


  “Oh, sweetie, we all miss your mom and dad and Connor so much.” She sniffles, and I give her a squeeze, focusing on consoling her and not the emotions swelling within me.


  Joey’s voice travels upstairs and interrupts my aunt’s sniffles. “Hey Emma, your friends are here.”


  My aunt steps back and wipes at her face. “Are you sure you don’t want them to stay for dinner? I can order some pizzas for you.”


  Even though I just want to say a quick goodbye, this will make her feel better. “Okay. Sure. That would be fun.”


  She blinks away a few leftover tears. “Good.”


  My friends’ voices grow louder then they barge into my bedroom—Callie, another friend Hannah, and Derek, my sort-of-but-not-really boyfriend.


  “What’s up, Em!” Callie calls out, and her bright green eyes grow wide when she sees I’m not alone. “Oh, hi, Mrs. Noland,” she says, wincing and rubbing the back of her neck.


  “Hi guys,” my aunt chirps, all of her tears bottled and put away. “I’m ordering pizzas. We’d love to have you stay for dinner.”


  I raise my eyebrows and glance at them.


  “Sure,” they respond simultaneously.


  “I just have to text my mom,” Hannah says.


  “Me too,” adds Callie.


  Derek adds awkwardly, “Yeah, same.”


  Moments later, their fingers move in unison like a choreographed dance, tapping away at their phones.


  “Great.” Aunt Kellie claps her hands and winks at me. “I’ll order in a little bit.” She disappears out the door, and I hear her stern voice shout at Chelsea as she heads downstairs.


  “Uh Em,” Hannah says, her phone back in her white jeans shorts pocket, “are you aware you’re leaving tomorrow?” Her eyes stare at the two empty suitcases as she twirls a strand of hair around her finger.


  “Yeah. I just don’t know what to pack. I mean, what do they wear in California?”


  “I think they wear shorts and bathing suits all the time.” Hannah giggles.


  “You for sure won’t need this.” Callie holds up my favorite steel gray North Face down jacket. She tosses it aside and continues sifting through my piles. “Oh my God, you have to bring this.” She holds up my “Don’t Pinch Me, I’m a Greek!” navy blue shirt. “We spent hours online searching for this for International Day last year.”


  I laugh, especially when I notice the tag still on it. “And then I didn’t even wear it because the Italy shirts we found for you at the mall were so much cuter.”


  I don’t know why but everything of Callie’s has always seemed so much better. Even her curly hair is better than mine. Her dark curls fall gracefully at her shoulders, and she can even straighten it like she has today. My hair is an out-of-control, angry frizzy beast. It is humanly impossible to straighten my curls or go a day without some sort of headband or clip to tame them. Callie was also never subjected to the humiliating poodle taunts. That’s probably where my envy of her life started.


  “Hey.” Derek’s soft voice interrupts my thoughts. The girls continue to sort through my clothes, making yes and no piles.


  “Hey,” I say, tilting my head upward. At six feet tall, he’s nearly a half foot taller than I am.


  “So, uh, how are you?” His eyes blink a mile a minute.


  “I’m good.” I feel pretty bad for Derek. We had just started hanging out when this all happened. He didn’t know what to do. We weren’t close enough for him to be part of all the family stuff, but we were close enough that he’d be a jerk if he weren’t around. So mostly he’s been here—like he is now—awkwardly standing in the background. I’ve tried to tell him that it’s okay for him not to come around, but he’s too nice for that.


  Hannah holds up my NYU sweatshirt and demands our attention. “Hey Em, I can’t wait for you to get into NYU. We’ll practically be neighbors if I get into the design institute.” She shakes her head at Derek. “Sorry Derek, I’m stealing her. You’ll have to pine for her all the way from North Carolina.” Derek wants to study business at Duke and is hoping for a football scholarship. That’s how I first got to know Derek last year. I was interested in Duke, too.


  “Are you still going to apply to NYU?” Derek asks.


  In a flash, the room is quiet and all movement ceases. It takes a moment, but Derek’s eyes finally show he understands the silence the way the rest of us do. His chin dips, and he picks at the drawstring of his sweats.


  A clap of thunder breaks the silence and sets the rest of us in motion. “Where is your bathing suit, Em?” Hannah says, moving us to a new topic. “Didn’t you say your grandma’s house was a few blocks from the beach? You can go like every day!”


  “Yeah, and no more snow,” Callie adds. “You’re so lucky.”


  The room freezes once more. Every thought and every word these days sounds a discordant death knell, silencing any conversation or fun we try to have.


  “Hey, you guys want to go downstairs and get something to drink?” I propose, desperate to extract all of us from this discomfort.


  A collective “yes” is exhaled, and we head downstairs into the safety of the family chaos.


   


  After a couple hours, some pizza, and a few more uncomfortable moments, my friends leave. The girls take me into a group hug and tell me to be strong and that they’ll text me all the time. Derek and I exchange an awkward hug and kiss before I set him free. We will never talk to each other again, and I’m relieved for him.


  I head back upstairs and spend another couple of hours sorting through the yes pile and filling my suitcases. I take a break and check my phone like I always do—a million times an hour, according to my uncle. There had been a couple of dings while my friends were here.


  My phone screen lights up with a news alert. A bombing. Ever since that day, I’ve wanted—no, needed—to know who else is out there like me. My body freezes, but my eyes move through the headline—in Rome at a rock concert. I stare at the words for a few moments then my feet lead me downstairs. It’s completely dark except for the kitchen clock that shines 11:12.


  I turn on the TV in the living room and lower the volume. I scroll to the news channel. The banner across the screen reads “Breaking News: 32 killed and hundreds injured at concert arena in Rome.” I move the ottoman closer to the TV and sit. I study the picture grid on the screen. Inside the arena, people of all ages are running, scattering like a pile of leaves in a sharp autumn breeze. In another shot, police cars race down darkened streets to the arena, blaring those odd European nasally sirens. The pictures change. In this next one, there are white body bags strewn haphazardly across the sidewalk outside the arena.


  I listen as the dark-haired male news anchor recounts the facts he knows so far. It’s a medium-sized venue, and an American band called Black Dawn—I’ve never heard of them—was playing the second of two nights. As the concert was coming to a close, there was a minor explosion near the stage almost sounding like a blown electrical fuse. People inside panicked and fled to the exits. At that point, some sort of explosive seems to have been detonated, killing and injuring many in the stream of people pouring out of the arena. They have not confirmed that it’s a terror attack, but the anchor, the guest analyst, me—we all know it is.


  For the next thirty minutes or so, I continue watching. They’ve begun to interview eyewitnesses. These adults and college-aged kids describe a spine-chilling fear as they ran in any direction, desperate to escape. One girl recounts seeing people trampled by the crowd screaming about a terror attack. The news anchor shares a sad social media post that pleads for information about a woman’s missing daughter. She was waiting to pick up her daughter from the concert, but she never came out.


  After a while, there are no new developments. The same pictures flash onscreen, but I can’t tear myself away. I move closer to the TV. I want to know every detail. I want to see—to know—the victims, who they were and who their loved ones are. I need to know this event like I was there. I need to live it and feel it coursing through my veins.


  My eyes glaze over as I continue to stare at the screen, and soon my own news report takes over.


  I was right here in this living room on that day I refused to go to the minor league baseball game in Louisville with my family. Connor wanted to go see the Reds Triple-A team play, but I threw a fit and claimed I couldn’t miss cheer practice. We had one final performance at the end-of-year assembly. More than practice, I just didn’t want to miss any fun with my friends.


  I went to practice that day while my mom and dad took Connor to see the baseball game. I was watching one of those home remodeling shows my mom loved and had only been home from practice for a little while when the doorbell rang. I heard Callie’s voice call out, so I got up to answer, wondering what she could want since I just saw her.


  In an instant, I knew something was wrong. Both Callie and her mom had red eyes, and Mrs. Maguire had her arm around Callie. Both of their heads tilted in that sad way that people do when there’s bad news.


  “Emma.” Mrs. Maguire’s voice was slow and gentle.


  “What? What’s wrong?” My eyes opened wide.


  “There’s been... there’s been an... an accident,” Callie’s mom stuttered, and her hand gave Callie’s shoulder a squeeze.


  My first thought was that Callie’s dad was hurt. Even then, it didn’t dawn on me that it could be my own sad news.


  “Emma... your family... there’s been, they were in... there’s been a bombing at the stadium,” Mrs. Maguire finally spit out as tears tumbled out of her eyes like giant raindrops and splattered on her bright blue shirt.


  “What?” I heard her words, but I didn’t understand what they meant.


  “Emma, sweetie, we need to take you to the hospital. Your mom is there.”


  “What?” I repeated. It was as if all her words were puzzle pieces I was trying to fit together. “What about my dad and Connor? Where are they?” I suddenly noticed Callie’s tearstained face and red eyes staring blankly at me.


  My question unleashed a gush of tears from Mrs. Maguire.


  Somehow I found a set of keys, and they rushed me to the hospital. At some point, I fit all the pieces of the puzzle together. Connor and my dad were killed instantly by shrapnel from the bomb. The lone wolf attacker had tried unsuccessfully to get into the stadium, so he’d detonated his vest outside as people were entering, just as my family had arrived. Somehow my mom had merely suffered life-threatening injuries. And I might not even have known any of this for a while if the first responders hadn’t found Connor’s wallet—still in his jeans pocket—with the emergency contact information Dad forced us both to carry.


  The screams from the news coverage bring me back to the present. The same pictures of huddled concertgoers and police lights flash one after another, but I continue watching well into the night.


  Chapter 3


  It’s only 8 a.m., but I’m mid-afternoon awake. My body thinks it’s still in Ohio. I toss and turn in Grandma’s tiny guest bed for another hour, but sleep isn’t happening. I throw off the handmade quilt, tie up my unruly hair, and shuffle into the kitchen. Grandma Connie’s nurse Susan is scrubbing the sink. I met her yesterday when she and Grandma picked me up at the airport.


  “Good morning,” she grunts without looking at me.


  “Hi,” I say sleepily. I freeze in the middle of the kitchen, staring at cabinets and drawers like I’ve just arrived in a foreign country.


  Susan sighs loudly. “Your grandmother and her friend are in the other room having coffee. Go get a muffin from them.” She seemed much nicer yesterday. I scurry away.


  A left turn out of the kitchen leads me to Grandma Connie and another older lady sitting around the same octagonal wood dining table I remember from her New London house.


  “Hi sweetie!” Grandma rises and engulfs me in a hug and a cloud of her signature Shalimar perfume. When she lets go, she rotates me and announces, “Rose, this is my granddaughter Emma. She’s here from Ohio. She’s Peter’s daughter.”


  Rose aims a sweet grandmotherly smile my way and welcomes me. She wears a coordinated brightly colored outfit with full makeup and perfectly styled hair.


  “Nice to meet you.” Bracelets clink and jangle as I shake her hand. She clasps a hand over mine, and the little squeeze she gives me tells me she knows about my family.


  “Sit down and join us,” my grandmother insists.


  “So tell me, Emma, what do you think of California so far?” Rose asks.


  “Well, I just got in yesterday, so I haven’t seen much of it.”


  “Oh, of course, dear,” she says, dabbing at the corners of her mouth with her yellow cloth napkin.


  “But there is a lot of traffic,” I add to be polite as I pour myself a cup of coffee and dump in some milk and a bunch of sugar.


  This elicits a large exhale from both of them. “Yes, the traffic,” Grandma Connie says. “It took us forty-five minutes to get home from the airport, and it’s what, seven miles?”


  “Sounds about right. Well, you remember how long it took us to get to dinner in LA the other night,” Rose says, and this begins a big discussion about valets and dinner prices.


  I take a chocolate chip muffin from the china platter in the center of the table. The tiny pink flowers decorating it spark another trip down memory lane for me. I tear off the top of the muffin and eat it while the two ladies move on to a new subject—church and how Father O’Somebody never stopped Mass while the paramedics tended to some woman they know in the front pew.


  I finish my muffin and excuse myself. I poke my head into the kitchen. No Susan. I exhale. The rumble of the washing machine tells me she must be in the laundry room. I nose around a bit in the kitchen. Inside the cupboards it screams the 1970s, but on the outside it’s shouting Pottery Barn. The stainless-steel appliances and the reddish-brown wood cabinets seem to glow under the ceiling spotlights. The colors in the tile behind the sink even match the beige and tan in the granite countertops. I remember Mom and Dad being so angry that Grandma spent so much money on this remodel. But Grandma loves cooking, so I can see why she loves her new kitchen.


  She and Grandpa remodeled the rest of the house when they moved out here. Grandpa always talked about missing the seashore like in Corfu where he grew up. I think it was his dream to move back near the ocean, so he and Grandma moved to California when Grandpa retired. Grandpa died two years later from a heart attack, and I think Grandma Connie stayed to keep living his dream.


  I finally find the glasses and the water pitcher in the giant refrigerator. I pour myself some water and wander back into the living room where I hear Grandma Connie telling Rose a story.


  “When Peter’s sister brought her new boyfriend home to New London after her divorce, Peter greeted him and told Alexandra that he was taking her boyfriend out for the day. They drove to Sandusky and fished all afternoon.”


  I furrow my brows because I know this story well, but Grandma has it confused. It wasn’t my dad who did this. He was an only child. It was Grandpa.


  “Grandma,” I interject, “don’t you mean it was Grandpa’s sister who brought the boyfriend home to New London?”


  Grandma frowns and pulls her head back. “Why yes, dear. That’s what I said. Peter’s sister.” She turns back to Rose. “And that night, they returned, and he told Alexandra that her boyfriend could stay.” Grandma shakes her head. “And boy, if those two men didn’t become best friends.”


  “But Grandma, Peter is my dad. Don’t you mean Grandpa Emilios?” I insist.


  She reaches to reposition one of her brown curls and stares straight through me. “Isn’t that what I said?”


  “No, you said Peter.”


  She blinks hard then laughs. “Oh well, you know what I meant.” She dismisses her mistake with a wave.


  Rose winks at me. “When you get to be our age, Emma, this is what happens.” They chuckle over that. My grandma is smiling, but her eyes focus on a picture frame on a table next to the living room armchair. It’s one of my dad. A tear trickles down her face, and Rose puts a hand on her arm.


  “I’m going to take a shower,” I announce, and I give my grandma a quick hug from behind before hustling out of the room. I came to California to escape the sad head tilts and the gentle squeezes. Besides, I feel terrible for upsetting Grandma.


  Moments later, I’m grateful to feel the water washing over me, cleansing me of all the guilt and sadness.


   


  After my shower, I escape out the back door for a walk around my new neighborhood. I am greeted by a chilly gray fog. So much for warm southern California with its sunny blue skies. I shiver as I walk along the side of the house. It feels a little like a corn maze with the neighboring house so close. It’s weird—almost creepy—to have neighbors so close you can practically touch each other through the windows.


  Out front, I cross the small front lawn and stop to admire the rainbow of flowers that border the lawn and the rose bushes under the front windows. Grandma and Grandpa have always loved their flowers. I keep going and walk down the stone path to the sidewalk. I don’t know where I’m going, but I choose left because there’s a big hill to the right.


  It’s a quiet morning. After I pass a few houses, I realize California seems to be confused about its identity. There are palm trees, of course, but also some eucalyptus, what appear to be pine trees, and a bunch of other kinds of trees. Some of the lawns are lush green with flowers like my grandma’s, but others are nothing but sand and dirt with an assortment of cactus plants. What’s even funnier to me is the random design of the houses. My grandma’s is a tiny one-story three-bedroom house. It’s cute and well-kept—light gray with a crimson door—but it’s no mansion. It’s sandwiched, though, between two giant homes each trying to imitate some movie star’s Italian villa. I pass a few average ones, then comes some kind of clean and sterile modern architect’s house. Right across from it is an even tinier one than my grandma’s that looks like it’s haunted—peeling paint, a yard of weeds, and a broken-down rusted car in the driveway. Even the street names lack real identity. My grandma’s street is called Avenue A.


  My homesickness grows a little with each house I pass. I miss the bricks and the big lawns and wide-open spaces of Ohio. I even miss my street name: Cottontail Lane. It had character. My steps slow as the weight of this decision bears down on me. I reach the end of the street, and since I don’t know my surroundings yet, I turn around so I don’t get lost. Plus it’s more exercise than I’ve gotten in over a month.


  I decide on my way back that everything will be better once I try one of these famous In-n-Out burgers I’ve heard about and find a good shopping mall. Malls are the same everywhere; that will help me feel more at home.


  When I get back, Grandma is in the kitchen cleaning the dishes. Rose has left, and I don’t see Susan anywhere.


  “Where’s Susan?” I ask. I pick up the blue dish towel on the counter and help dry some plates.


  “She had a family emergency. I told her to go and not to worry about me. I really don’t think I need her here all the time. I’m not an invalid. I just need someone to drive me on errands, and the doctor thought it would be good to have some help around the house.”


  “How are you doing?” I ask. I recall Aunt Kellie’s words of warning and flash to what happened earlier.


  “Oh, I’m fine. I’m a little forgetful sometimes, but that’s my age.”


  It’s true. She never once got confused or seemed forgetful during the week she spent with us before the funeral. She didn’t even have the nurse with her. She was probably the strongest of all of us. That’s why I decided to come here.


  “Well, that’s the last of it,” she says as she puts the cream and sugar set back on the antique tea cart in the corner. “And I’m exhausted. I always take a nap on Sundays since church is so early.”


  “Yeah, 7 a.m. is pretty early.”


  She winks. “Don’t you worry. I won’t make you go with us.”


  “Well, maybe not every week, but I would like to see where you go to church.” I want to know more about my grandma. She’s the only connection I have left to my dad.


  “Of course. We’d love to have you anytime.”


  She takes my dish towel, folds it, and hangs it on the oven handle, then she gives me another hug. “I’m so happy you’re here, Emma. I know this is tough for you. But you don’t know how good it is to see you.” I hug her a little tighter. I knew staying with Grandma was a good decision. For both of us, it seems.


  Grandma lets go and says, “Okay, well, I’m going to go lie down. Do you need anything?”


  I pause then ask, “Could I borrow the car?”


  She gives me a quizzical look. “You never have to ask, sweetheart. But where are you going to go? I thought I’d have Susan take us around and show you where everything is.”


  “I kind of just wanted to explore. I’ve got my phone.” I pull it out of my back shorts pocket. “I was going to Google some places, and I can use the GPS.”


  “You’re going to do what, sweetheart?” Grandma’s eyes narrow.


  A burst of laughter escapes. “I’m going to look up places on the internet and use the map on my phone to find them.”


  “You kids and those devices. Some of the ladies at church bought me one of those iPad tablet things when I turned seventy. I still haven’t used it.” She throws up her hands in the air.


  “I’ll help you with it.” My eyes brighten.


  Grandma gives my arm a squeeze. “Okay, dear. Later, though. I’m going to take a nap now. The car keys are hanging by the front door. I’m not sure how much gas is in it, though. Susan usually takes care of that.”


  “That’s okay. I’ll figure it out.” Uncle Jim sent me here with so much cash he might as well have put it in a canvas bag with a dollar sign on it.


  “Be careful,” she tells me. She gives me a kiss before turning down the hallway.


  “I will,” I say, and I get ready to set off on my little adventure.


   


  After dinner, I convince Grandma to let me do the dishes, and I’m drying the last pan when she yells out from the living room, “Damn it!”


  I race into the room with the pan still in my hand. Grandma has the TV remote held to her ear.


  “Is everything okay?” I walk slowly toward the tan armchair where she sits.


  She’s muttering and lowers the TV remote. She squints through her glasses and starts punching at the buttons. She lifts it to her ear but purses her lips. “I can’t get a dial tone on this phone. The phone has stopped working, and I need to call your father.”


  I freeze in my tracks with the pan half-raised. I say slowly, “Grandma? That’s not the phone; that’s the TV remote. And you know you can’t call Dad, right?” My voice tiptoes around each word.


  She stares blankly at me above the wire-rimmed glasses resting on her nose. “What do you mean this isn’t the phone? Of course it is. It’s what I use every day to call my friends.” She starts jabbing again at the buttons.


  I don’t know what to do. I wish Susan were here; my words aren’t getting through to her. Her eyes are wild and her hands are shaking. I take a deep breath and lower the pan. I walk over to her and sit at the farthest edge of the ottoman at her feet. “Grandma, it’s okay. If you give it to me, maybe I can try to get it to work.” I open my free hand in front of her. She narrows her eyes but passes the remote to me. I get up slowly and walk back to the kitchen. I put the remote and the pan down and retrieve the phone from the counter.


  I return to the living room and press the “on” button. “Here you go. I got it to work.”


  She takes the phone and holds it up to her ear. Her jaw unclenches, but she gradually lowers her hand.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t remember who I was supposed to call,” she says softly.


  I sit back down and put my hand on her leg. “Well, you said you were trying to call my dad.”


  She tilts her head. “But your father is...”


  I bite my lip then say, “I know.”


  Her eyes blink and recognition flashes in them. Her shoulders slump, and I say to her, “It’s okay.”


  “I think I’m just tired. All that gardening this afternoon then cooking that big meal for us was too much. I think I’d just like to go to bed.”


  “Of course,” I say. I help her out of the chair and lead her back to the bedroom. I help her find pajamas and wait as she washes her face and brushes her teeth. When she’s in bed, I kiss her goodnight and turn out the light. Just like she’s a little kid.


  I go straight to my room and close the door. I lean against it, slide all the way to the floor, and bury my head in my hands. What have I done? My grandmother just thought she could call my dead dad on the TV remote.


  Aunt Kellie was right. This is too much for me. My heart races. I’ve made a huge mistake. I shouldn’t be here.


  I shouldn’t be here.


  No, I shouldn’t. I should have been with Connor and my mom and dad. I should have gone to that game. If I had, maybe...


  My eyes burn with tears that I refuse to let fall, so I jump to my feet and throw open my suitcases. I stuff pile after pile of my clothes into the empty dresser drawers and hang a bunch of shirts in the closet. Once that’s done, I unwrap all the special belongings I’ve taken with me.


  First, it’s one of Mom’s half-marathon medals. She planned to run fifty half-marathons by the time she turned fifty. In order to do it, she was going to have to run four more this year before her birthday in June. We all knew she’d meet her goal. Even though I didn’t understand her love of running, I thought it was pretty cool to be doing fifty of something. But I never told her that. And now it’s too late.


  I quickly place the medal on the dresser and unwrap a childhood picture of my dad on vacation with Grandpa in Corfu. He had been so excited to take the whole family there this summer. He’d started this geeky spreadsheet of things he wanted to show us and kept reciting family history facts. I think I told him to stop it at least twenty times, but I’m not sure I ever once said I was excited to go or offered up five minutes to look at the spreadsheet with him. He’ll never know that right now I’d give anything to be checking things off on an annoying family vacation.


  I place the picture next to the medal and take out Connor’s Ohio State football. All he talked about was The Ohio State University. I purposely bought and wore a Michigan shirt just to bother him. Why? Why couldn’t I have just spent one Saturday cheering with him for his team? It seems so stupid now to be annoyed by his excitement because in this moment I’d trade my life for just one Saturday to hear him recite Ohio State football facts during a game.


  I set the football against the wall at the back of the dresser, and then I fall back on the bed.


  My family had dreams, real dreams. Cheerleading, NYU, gossiping with my friends—all that seems pointless now. Their dreams mattered. They were passionate about things, and they should still be here, feeling that joy pulse through their veins. I squeeze my eyes shut, somehow hoping that if I try hard enough, I can will them back. I pinch my whole face then open my eyes.


  I’m still here. Alone. All the way in California with nothing but sterile blood pulsing through my veins.


  I turn my head and stare at the medal, picture, and football. It’s not fair. I don’t deserve to be here. They should be here making their dreams come true.


  Make their dreams come true.


  And that’s it. A light turns on in my brain, and it becomes instantly clear: I know what I have to do.


  I walk over to the dresser. I touch each one of these beautiful reminders and nod once. I can’t change the fact that I’m still here, but I can make their lives mean something. I need to finish what they started. I owe them that.


  And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.


  Chapter 4


  I bolt out of bed at 7:00 a.m., still buzzing about my plan. From the hallway, I can hear Grandma humming in the kitchen. I peek around the corner, and she’s fully dressed and fixing a bowl of cereal.


  “Hi Grandma.” I take a slow step into the kitchen, unsure if I should mention last night.


  “Good morning, sweetheart. Aren’t you up early?” Her eyes sparkle, no trace of last night’s foggy confusion. “Did you sleep okay?”


  “I’m still on Ohio time,” I say and step fully into the kitchen. I decide not to bombard her with my plan so early in the morning.


  “That’s understandable.” She picks up her cereal bowl and the cup of coffee right next to it. “There’s Total here or bread for toast.” Her forehead wrinkles. “I didn’t know what you ate for breakfast, so I thought we’d go to the store later.”


  “That’s okay. Toast is fine.”


  “Oh!” Her whole face perks up. “There are leftover muffins from yesterday. They’re in the pantry.” She aims her head at the large cabinets to my right.


  “Okay, thanks,” I respond. She heads out to the table, and I find some bread and make toast. After I pour myself a cup of coffee and load it with the French vanilla creamer I find in the refrigerator, I join her with my breakfast.


  Grandma offers me the sections of the newspaper she’s not reading. An image flashes in my mind of my dad at our kitchen table with his head buried in the sports section of our local paper. I never once sat with him and read the paper. I should have.


  I spot the sports section of Grandma’s paper and put it in front of me. I take a sip of my coffee and read the headline. I don’t get past the opening sentence—“In a thriller last night...”—before my eyes burn with tears. I push the paper away.


  “I’ll be right back,” I say hurriedly and race back to my room. I stop and take a deep breath. I locate my laptop and bring it out to the table. Grandma seems engrossed in something in the local section. I open the computer and take a bite of toast. I need to focus on my plan.


  I started last night by texting Aunt Kellie about my inheritance to see how much money I’d have for a trip to Greece. In the blur of the past few months, I forget what they told me. Turns out, I get my college money at age eighteen, but the rest of whatever money is left to me is in a trust until I’m twenty-five. I grin again just like I did last night. Touché, Dad. He always said, “There’s no substitute for hard work.” I’m sure when he set this up, he wanted to be sure Connor and I would get jobs after college.


  I pondered all my options last night. I could probably use some of the college money, but I picture my mom and dad hemorrhaging at that thought. I know Uncle Jim or Aunt Jules would pay for the whole trip if I asked. That’s tempting, but I decided it wouldn’t be Dad’s dream if I did that. He worked hard and saved for our trip, so I have to do the same.


  Around two in the morning, I settled on the idea of finding a job involving animals somehow. Maybe a pet store or a shelter. My dad loved animals. Growing up in New London, he had all sorts of pets: a dog, chickens, a giant turtle, a couple rabbits, a pig, and even a horse. His face glowed every time he told us a story of his horse, Champ. Especially the time Champ won first place in—


  “What is it, sweetheart?” Grandma’s voice interrupts my train of thought.


  “Huh?” I peer across the table. She’s lowered the newspaper and grins at me.


  “You’re wearing about the widest grin I’ve ever seen.”


  My hand shoots up to cover my mouth.


  “No, it’s lovely,” she says. “I wanted in on the secret.” She winks and takes a sip of her coffee.


  “Oh, it’s nothing.” I don’t want to mention Dad and Champ and set off the flow of tears.


  “Okay.” She rests the newspaper on the table. “So today... I count the weekend collection money at church this morning, but I thought we could drive around town later and go to the grocery store.”


  “That sounds good,” I say and finish my toast.


  “If there’s anything you need this morning, Susan will be here.”


  I swallow some coffee. “Could I use the car? I thought I’d look for a job.”


  “A job?” Grandma’s eyes bulge.


  “Yeah. I’m going to find some pet stores or animal shelters and try there.”


  Grandma travels somewhere far away for a moment. “Your father loved animals,” she finally says in a nostalgic tone.


  “He did,” I say softly.


  A key in the door and a click of the lock save us from a tearful moment.


  “Good morning,” Susan’s cheery voice sings to us as she marches past the table toward the back rooms.


  I lean forward and whisper, “I can’t figure her out. Is she nice or scary?”


  “A little of both.” We laugh.


  Grandma refocuses on our discussion. “Emma, if it’s money you’re worried about, please don’t. I’m happy to get you anything you need.”


  “Thanks. But that’s not it. I just want to have something to do.”


  “Won’t you have your cheerleading? And I promised your aunt and uncle we’d find you a new therapy group. With school, that’s an awful lot already.” She finishes her coffee and folds the paper.


  “I’m not going to do cheerleading here.”


  She frowns. “Why not? You love that.”


  Do I? I thought I did, but lately it has seemed like something I did just because my friends did. “I think I need a break from it. And from therapy, at least for a while. A job sounds better to me.”


  She leans forward and rubs my arm and doesn’t push the matter. In fact, for the next thirty minutes, she helps me with distances and locations as I Google places to apply to.


  Finally, Rose appears at the door to take Grandma to church. “Keys are by the door,” Grandma says on her way out. “Good luck.”


  “Thanks.” I stare at my short list of five places. I’m going to need some luck.


   


  My quest stalls quickly as it takes all of ten seconds to find out each pet store is not hiring. At least the kind, gray-haired owner of The Pet Palace allows me to fill out an application, saying something might become available in December. December. That’s too far away. I leave and keep my fingers crossed I’ll find my pot of gold at one of the two shelters I’m headed to next.


  I don’t even make it to the entrance of the first shelter. It’s located at the end of an alleyway full of potholes. There’s no parking lot, so I have to walk a bit to get there. Next to it is an auto shop where a gaggle of old men leer as I pass by. The shelter is riddled with graffiti and enclosed with a rusted chain-link fence. When I hear a tangle of snarling dogs followed by three yelps, my body whips around, and I speed walk to my car. Once inside, I contemplate giving it another try because I only have once chance left, and maybe it’s the overcast sky making this whole street appear so ominous. But when I try to imagine coming here every week, my shoulders and jaw tighten. I’ll roll the dice, and I start the engine and drive off.


  I have to circle the block three times before I finally turn into the parking lot of my last chance: Seaside Humane Society. I missed it the first time, and the second time I was too scared the car attached to my rear bumper would hit me if I slowed down. My uncle wasn’t kidding about the fast and crazy drivers out here. Everyone is in such a hurry.


  A first stroke of luck hits when a huge black SUV reverses out of one of the few parking spots as I’m pulling in. I take the spot and walk to the entrance. No worries here because the building resembles a mission and is lined with beautiful red and orange flowers. There is a peaceful feel to this place.


  Chaos reigns inside, though. Workers crisscross each other, flying from the reception area to the hallway and back. Several couples and a family huddle near the counter, and chairs by the door are lined with more men and women. The phone rings and rings.


  I stand awkwardly right inside the door, moving left and right to get out of the way until eventually one of the receptionists asks if she can help me.


  My second stroke of luck hits when she tells me they’re just about to post an opening for some general help: cleaning cages, feeding animals, walking dogs, and basic office assistance. I snatch the clipboard from her outstretched hand and speed write all my information on the application. When I return it, she tells me I might be able to interview today. We are a match in desperation.


  I wait, nearly rubbing a hole in my jeans. About ten minutes later, a tall curly-haired woman walks toward me.


  “Emma?”


  “Yes!” I pop up like a jack-in-the-box and extend my hand.


  She shakes it and says, “Nice to meet you. I’m Carole. Follow me.”


  I trail after her and into a dark, cluttered office in the center of a grid of walkways lined with gated animal enclosures. She sweeps a sea of papers to one side of the giant desk that fills nearly the entire room and places my application in front of her.


  In less than a minute, I’ve had to admit that I have no work experience at all, other than a summer job filing at my dad’s office, and that I have no formal experience with animals. She sighs and pushes my application away from her. I can sense she’s about to stand and end the interview.


  I panic and blurt out, “Please, I need this job. I just lost my whole family.”


  My words halt her movement, at least temporarily. So I continue, “They were killed in a terror attack a few months ago. The one in Louisville?” I raise my eyebrows, hoping she’s heard about it. Her nod tells me she has, and she leans back in her chair. I hate to do this—use my family and my trauma to manipulate the situation—but I need this job and my personal Shakespearean tragedy seems to be softening her.


  “I moved here to live with my grandmother. And I had been going to therapy, but I want to do something, be productive.”


  Carole leans forward, wanting to hear more. I’ve hooked her.


  “My dad loved animals, and it’s just, well, I sort of relate to these abandoned, homeless little guys. It’s like we’re kindred spirits. I think I can do some good here, and it’ll be good for me.” I end my plea with my own sad head tilt.


  Carole bites her lip, mulling it over. Her silence lasts an eternity. My leg starts bouncing, and my hand reaches up and twirls a finger around one of my tight curls. Her eyes follow my hand, and she pokes her pencil at one of her own short, tight curls. A grin widens on her face, and she says, “Okay. We’ll give it a shot.”


  My whole body unclenches, and I finally breathe.


  “We curly-haired girls need to stick together,” she says and gives me a wink.


  “Thank you so much,” I gush. “You won’t regret it, I promise.”


  We stand, and she shakes my hand again, this time clasping her other hand on top. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Emma.”


  For the first time in the entire interview, I feel an emotional surge.


  “Thank you,” I whisper. I quickly reclaim my hand and lead us back to the entrance.


  “We’ll start you Saturday at nine. Does that work?” Carole asks at the door.


  I squeak out a chipper “yes.”


  “Okay. And if you could stop by sometime between now and then, we can get all your paperwork filled out.”


  “Sounds good. Thank you,” I say again and race to my car.


  My jumpy hands fumble with the phone as I rush to text Callie.


  Me: Got job at animal shelter!!!


   


  I don’t even take the time to add an animal emoji before hitting “Send.” My foot taps as I wait for the three dots. It seems to take forever, but eventually they appear.


  Callie: Cool! [image: Happy emoticon] How much pay?


   


  My whole body freezes. Oops. I was so excited to get the job, I forgot to ask how much it pays.


  Me: IDK I’ll find out. So excited!!!!


  Callie: Didnt even know u were looking for a job. What about cheer? [image: Unhappy emoticon]


  Me: No cheer for me.


   


  Pause.


  Callie: Bummer [image: Unhappy emoticon]


   


  Maybe. But somehow I don’t think so.


   


  Grandma is home when I get back, so I share my employment journey. She has the same question as Callie plus even more, and I now feel doubly stupid. I didn’t even ask how many hours I’d be working.


  She’s excited to show me around town, so I eat a quick peanut butter and jelly sandwich and we’re off. Grandma insists on having Susan drive us so she can point out all the important landmarks: the mall, gas stations, a great coffee shop, her favorite breakfast place, and the In-N-Out. I don’t have the heart to tell her I discovered some of these places when I went exploring yesterday. She’s so happy and, well, normal.


  After we return and unload a trunk full of groceries that could probably last the entire school year, I announce that I’m going for a run. Time to work on Part B of my plan. I still haven’t told Grandma what I’m doing, and I don’t want to make her sad. She doesn’t know that I normally don’t run, so this doesn’t seem odd to her. She tells me to have fun and settles into her armchair with a book.


  When I’m in my room, paralyzed in front of my open dresser drawers, it hits me that I have no exercise clothes. I have no running shorts and no appropriate shoes. I have leggings I could wear, I guess, but I’ve only worn them for watching TV or taking a nap. I could’ve worn my cheer practice shorts, but I left those behind in the “I don’t know what to do with this” storage pile.


  I shrug and dig out a pair of black leggings, a short-sleeved silly cartoon T-shirt my friends gave me for my birthday last year, and my Converse. I pull my hair back into a ponytail, adding a headband and several bobby pins. It’s like taking a grizzly bear out for a walk; you need all sorts of restraints to make sure it doesn’t get loose. It’s not something anyone wants to see—either a grizzly bear or my hair on the loose during exercise.


  I step outside and sit on the front porch, tying my shoes and forming a plan. I don’t know the neighborhood well yet, but I know I definitely don’t want to run to the right up the hill. If I go left, I think I can keep making left turns and eventually end up back here. I have no idea how far that is, but I could always run the loop two or three times.


  I set off down the stone path and out to the sidewalk. I turn left and start with a slow jog. I wait for immediate pain, but it doesn’t come. In fact, running isn’t so bad. It’s pretty easy. My arms pump, and my legs accelerate on their own. I picture a finish line and am buoyed by the revelation that I can easily be a runner. This isn’t nearly as difficult as I’d feared. I’ll totally be able to finish Mom’s half-marathon goal.


  I make it around the corner and down the next street, reveling in my elation, but reality slowly creeps in as I turn another corner. It’s getting more difficult to breathe, and suddenly I’m huffing and puffing. A tiny ache starts in my knees but travels like a slow-moving pinball to my upper thigh then to an ankle and back to the other thigh. Even in the fog, I’m heating like the apple turnover Grandma served last night.


  It’ll pass. I keep going, slowing down slightly to ease the burden. I probably just went out too fast. I make it to the end of this street and feel a momentary reprieve. But once I turn the corner, discomfort sets in again.


  My leggings are suffocating my legs, and my heavy cotton T-shirt might as well be a wool sweater. I grab at the neck and try to stretch it out then try to hike my sleeves up to my shoulders. The Converse were clearly not a good choice. They feel like a pair of Swedish wooden clogs. My temperature continues to rise, and my huffing and puffing is reaching rock concert-level noise.


  I slow to a walk in an attempt to recover. I scrunch up my leggings as high as they’ll go and catch my breath. After a few more steps, I restart. Even with a slow jog, the pain starts immediately. My legs feel like rooted tree trunks I’m trying to rip out of the ground with each step of my wood-block feet. There must be an anvil lodged in my chest, and my clothes feel more and more like a suit of armor. Somehow I make it around the next two turns and back to Grandma’s.


  After I pass her house, I walk again, hoping for a quick recovery and a second lap. But this time when I tell my body to jog, it revolts. I can’t even will myself to run. My legs won’t do it, and my mind says no as well. I stop and lean over in defeat. I puff out a few more heavy breaths then rise and turn back. I made it around the block once. This is not good. I’ll buy some running gear tomorrow, but I know it’s going to take more than a pair of shoes and some shorts to make this dream come true.


  This is definitely going to be a challenge.


  Chapter 5


  It takes almost a week, but I finally wake up to one of these sunny California days I’ve heard so much about. It’s a perfect beach day, but that will have to wait because today is senior registration day at the high school. I already picked my classes online, but Aunt Jules scheduled a meeting for me with the guidance counselor at ten.


  She’s pretty nice, Mrs. Thomas. After she asks me what I’d like to get involved in this year and I tell her I’m interested in running, I find out the school’s cross-country and track teams are open to all students. There are no tryouts and no cuts. This is an unexpected gift. Cross-country was so competitive at my old school. I was just hoping there was a running club or something I could join to keep me from giving up.


  When we’re done talking, Mrs. Thomas offers to have a student ambassador show me around campus, but I decline and say I’ll explore on my own.


  I wander out of the main office and head right. The first thing that strikes me as odd about Union High School is that the hallways are outside. I guess since there’s no snow here, no one needs to be inside during the winter. I check my schedule for room numbers and meander the corridors until I spot my English and Physics AP classrooms. I finally find a building with an indoor hallway and discover my Calculus room.


  After I’ve located all my classes, I walk to the quad. It’s a giant rectangular area peppered with trees and planters. Kids cluster around the black and gold benches scattered throughout and weave their way through the maze of tables set up to advertise the myriad clubs to join. There are even mini food truck kiosks here: In-N-Out and Chick-fil-A, a familiar sight.


  But not even the sight of my favorite chicken sandwich eases the loneliness slowly blanketing every inch of me as I take in my surroundings. Even though the kids don’t look that much different—they’re in the same shorts and hoodies as the kids at my old school—they just seem different. They’re not Ohio kids. There are no UC or OSU sweatshirts, and they all look so tan. They have a California way about them. It’s silly, but even hovering off to the side as I am, I feel that people are staring at me and noticing my Ohioness.


  I walk over to an empty planter edge and sit down. My eyes scan the quad like a periscope looking to lock on to anything that could help me fit in. In a corner off by the In-N-Out kiosk, I spot some cheerleaders in uniform hanging a hand-painted sign advertising the first football game. My heart drops.


  I wish I were hanging signs with my friends at my old school. We used to paint them on the cement area behind the weight room so we could check out the players on their way in and out. We’d argue about which catchy slogan to use, and inevitably, someone would spell something wrong and we’d have to start all over.


  I miss my friends and my school. I reach into my backpack for my phone to text Callie, but my hand stops when I remember they’ve already started school. She’s probably in class or at cheer practice. I slowly remove my hand from my bag.


  I take one last look around at all these kids I don’t know in this place that probably isn’t so different yet feels like a foreign country. I should’ve pressed harder to stay with Callie. Or at least if I’d gone to Michigan, I’d have my cousins at school.


  I take a deep breath and stand. I carry my backpack and this ache of loneliness back to the car, hoping I’ll be able to survive the year somehow.


   


  “Hey Grand—,” I call into the house when I get home but freeze before my hand releases the door handle.


  Susan has a grip on my grandmother’s upper arm and is trying to pull her out of the chair.


  “Oww,” my grandma yelps.


  “Hey... what... what’s going on?” I demand, staring at Susan while my lips remain parted.


  “Your grandmother needs to take her pills,” Susan says, loosening her grip slightly.


  I let go of the door finally, and my backpack makes a thud on the wood floor. “I think you’re hurting her.”


  “She needs to get up and take her pills now. And I’m not hurting her.” She dismisses me with a shake of her head.


  “If she doesn’t want to, she doesn’t have to.” I move closer.


  “Spoken like a true teenager.” Susan smirks and rolls her eyes. “Let’s go, Connie.” She turns her attention back to my grandmother and speaks in a softer tone. “We’ve needed to take these pills since this morning.” She tries to lift my grandma by the arm again.


  “No!” Grandma Connie tries to jerk her arm down. “I need to watch my show.”


  Susan maintains her grip but softens a smidge. “We can pause it while we go to the kitchen.”


  Grandma tightens her lips and refuses.


  “Can’t you just bring her the pills?” I ask.


  Susan sighs. “Your grandmother chokes on her pills if she’s not standing, and we always take them in the kitchen in case she needs more water.”


  Susan tries to lift her once more, and Grandma barks at her. “I said I’m watching my show now, and I don’t like those pills anyway.”


  This time, I move right in front of Susan and hold my arm out to intervene. “Just let her watch her show. She can take her pills when she’s done.”


  Susan lets go of Grandma’s arm and mutters, “You people.” She throws up her hands. “Well, if you know it all, I guess I’m not needed here.”


  I stand next to Grandma’s armchair and put my arm around her. “No, you’re not. I’ve got it from here.” Susan raises a doubtful eyebrow but stalks back to the kitchen. She emerges moments later with her purse and a bag. She mutters something about errands and leaves.


  The house is quiet and still in her wake. Panic sets in because I’m not sure what just happened. Did she just leave for an hour, the day, or is she gone forever? I mean, I can handle this afternoon, but I have no idea how to care for my grandmother permanently. I didn’t know she had to take her pills in the kitchen. I didn’t even know she takes pills or what they’re for. A woman’s laughter coming from the TV breaks the silence.


  Grandma pats my arm. I exhale and silently reassure myself that of course Susan just left for the afternoon. I kneel next to Grandma’s chair and pick up the remote from her lap. “Here, let’s rewind back to the beginning.”


  Grandma nods and her hand trembles as she fixes a curl.


  “You didn’t miss much,” I comfort her. As the scenes run in slow motion, I see it’s a soap opera that Grandma is watching. She sure has always loved her soaps.


  I hit “play” and notice a familiar face. “Is that Jack? Is this the same one I used to watch with you?” I turn to her with wide eyes.


  She smiles, still a little shaky.


  “Wow, I can’t believe this is still on.” I turn back to the screen and watch this actor who hasn’t seemed to age a bit discuss some business deal with another male actor I don’t remember from before.


  When the scene switches to one with a woman, Grandma says, “And it’s the same Jessica, too.” I glance up and her eyes have brightened a bit.


  I refocus on the screen, and sure enough, the blond woman in conversation with a red-headed younger woman is the same actress I remember seeing all those years ago.


  When I was younger and Connor and I used to spend a week each summer with our grandparents, my grandma let me sit by her chair as I am now and watch her show with her. It was our secret; my mom never would have approved. I didn’t know what the show was about, but I loved being part of this world my grandma traveled to each day. And I loved the feeling of importance that came with having a secret that no one else knew.


  I watch the whole show on the floor next to Grandma, every once in a while asking who somebody is or how they’re all related. She doesn’t mind. Her sparkle grows with each passing minute, and she loves telling me all about her show. We have a good chuckle after each explanation because it all sounds so silly when you say it out loud.


  I don’t know what those pills out in the kitchen are for, but Grandma looks so happy now. They can’t be more important than that.


  When the show ends, she readily goes into the kitchen and swallows the four oblong pills that rest on the counter next to a glass of water. I ditch my plans for the beach. I want to keep Grandma’s spirits lifted. An idea pops into my head. “Hey, do you want to make cookies like we used to do when I was little?”


  She sets down the glass. “That would be fun.” She glances at the pantry and frowns. “I’m not sure if I have the ingredients.”


  “Let’s go to the store. I’ll drive us.”


  She wrinkles her nose. “Oh, it’s almost two, and by the time we get back, it’ll be time to start dinner.”


  “We have plenty of time. C’mon.” I won’t take no for an answer. I know she wants to; I can see it in her eyes. She’s just being an obstinate adult.


  She finally agrees. We check the pantry, make a shopping list, and we’re off.


  While we travel up and down grocery aisles, Grandma’s spark is back on full power, and she buys the fixings for a Greek pasta salad as well. She even steers me to the Greek bakery, and we buy some baklava for dessert despite just purchasing ingredients for cookies.


  We spend the rest of the afternoon and evening in the kitchen, so by the time we sit down to dinner, we are both exhausted.


  “This is great,” I say after a first bite of the pasta salad. “I think Mom tried to make this once, but she bought the wrong kinds of cheese and olives and she undercooked the pasta. I think we ended up ordering pizza for dinner that night.”


  “Your mother...” Grandma shakes her head. “Cooking definitely was hit or miss with her.”


  “That’s the truth.” I picture at least three more dinner disasters with Mom.


  “She simply lacked the patience to follow directions. That was her only problem.” She eats a forkful of salad. Then, she raises her empty fork. “You know, once she asked me for help with a traditional Greek meal she was making for your father for their first wedding anniversary. She was very ambitious, wanting to make Spanakopita, moussaka for the main dish, and Galaktoboureko for dessert. I set her up with a shopping list and step-by-step instructions, but I think she only gave it about ten minutes before saying she was just going to find a Greek restaurant and order food.”


  My eyes widen. “Did she do that?”


  “No. I came by—this was when they were still living in New London—and took over.” She winks at me.


  “You made the whole meal?”


  “I sure did. But I gave her all the credit.” Her lip curls into a sly grin. “That’s always been our little secret.”


  My chest tightens, and I swallow hard.


  “What is moussaka?” I ask, driving out the image of my mom sharing this secret with Grandma.


  “Well...” Her eyes shine, and she takes me through the full description and recipe. This becomes the first link in a long chain of recipes she recites for me, and she proposes to teach me how to make each one.


  “You ready for some baklava?” she asks after both our plates are wiped clean.


  I’m stuffed, but there’s no way I’m turning down dessert. “Of course.”


  She stacks my plate on hers. “It’s nice having you here, Emma.” She pauses and her soft eyes glow.


  “I’m glad I’m here, Grandma.”


  “You know, Susan never lets me cook when she’s here. I know she’s just trying to do her job, but really now, I’m perfectly capable of making a meal. Right?”


  “A very good one.” I stand and pick up our water glasses. “She seems a little mean sometimes, Susan does. Can’t you ask for a different nurse?”


  “Oh, they used to send a lovely girl over here.” My grandma’s eyes flutter. “Maggie was her name. She was the sweetest girl.”


  “What happened?”


  “Her husband got a job in Nebraska, so they moved.” Grandma starts off toward the kitchen, and I follow. “That was the end of Maggie,” Grandma sighs. “It took a month to get Susan, so I don’t think I have much choice here.” She sets the plates on the counter.


  “It might be worth it to try,” I suggest while refilling our water glasses.


  “Susan really is a kind woman. Her sister is ill, and I think it affects her. It’ll be fine.” She turns on the faucet.


  “Yeah, it’ll be fine,” I agree softly.


  If she comes back. I don’t think I can take care of Grandma all alone for three months. I say a surprising prayer for Susan’s return and open the box of baklava.


  Chapter 6


  I really had every intention of running this morning. I have some proper clothes and shoes now, and I even loaded my iPhone with songs to drown out all the heavy breathing. But when the alarm goes off at 6:00 a.m., the comfort of bed is a magical spell cast over me, preventing me from leaving even as my brain scolds me. In fact, I sleep in so late that I barely have time for a shower before racing off to get to work at nine.


  Lynn, the woman about Grandma’s age I met the other day when I was here filling out paperwork, leads me on a tour of the shelter. She’s very thorough and shows me everything from the animal enclosures to the turtle socialization area to the employee lunch room.


  It’s clear right away that I won’t be getting to pet cute animals all day. Lynn sets me to work cleaning the waste from the dog enclosures and hosing down the cement while they’re on their walks. She takes me to my starting point but is called away for a crisis at registration. She quickly hands me some gloves, points to the hose, and tells me to clean from back to front inside each enclosure. And that’s the extent of my instruction. I’m okay, though. It can’t be that difficult, just a little gross maybe.


  I drag the hose over to this first empty stall. The dog enclosures are rectangular cement areas with a shady section at the back for hot days like today. I discover immediately that it’s not as easy as one might think to clean from back to front. The ground must be uneven because most of the dirt and waste that I hose toward the front of the stall and out to the drain ends up flowing back inside. I try again but get the same result. This tragicomedy back-and-forth between the water and me seems to go on forever. I glance around, hoping no one who works here has noticed how the new girl can’t even hose dirt off cement properly.


  After I finally figure out a successful system and get this enclosure cleaned, I fill the water bowl and move it back in the shady portion of the stall. I’m not sure if I should do that, but it’s so hot out here—a little more inland than Grandma’s house—that water will be hot in minutes if I don’t put it in the shade. I pull the hose out and move to the next empty enclosure when my eye catches sight of something that delivers a blow to my chest.


  I fully turn around to stare at the young boy in the red Ohio State T-shirt. He is probably around Connor’s age with the same dark, wavy hair. His dad says something to him that makes both of them laugh. The boy playfully punches his dad on the arm, and his dad tousles his hair in return. I remember how my dad used to tease Connor. He pretended to hate it, but I think he secretly loved messing around with Dad.


  My eyes lock on the giant OSU on the boy’s chest. I can’t help but worry again about what Mrs. Thomas told me the other day. She said I should be able to get in to Ohio State with my GPA and the score I have so far on the ACT, but now that I’m an out-of-state applicant, it will be a little more difficult. At least I didn’t shoot myself in the foot on this one by coming to California. I don’t think it would have made it any easier had I gone to Michigan. In fact, it would probably be worse. I chuckle.


  “What’s so funny?” A voice startles me, and for some unknown reason as I whirl around to face it, my hand squeezes the hose nozzle. I spray a steady stream of water directly into the chest of a boy in a blue Seaside polo shirt that matches mine.


  “Ahhhh!” He raises his hands to shield himself, dropping hold of a dog’s leash.


  “Oh my God!” I panic and drop the hose, which only makes it worse as remnant water soaks the boy’s tan shorts, legs, and tennis shoes, and the dog—which miraculously has not moved—as the hose snakes its way to the ground.


  The boy shakes water off his legs and grabs the leash.


  “Oh my God. Oh my God... I’m so sorry...” It all happens so fast that it takes maybe an entire minute for me to realize I’m rubbing the chest of this stranger, trying to wipe away the water. My hand freezes in the middle of his chest. My cheeks flush, and I slowly lower my hand and take a step back, keeping my eyes focused on the ground.


  His laughter indicates it’s okay to look up. “I’m so sorry,” I repeat for a hundredth time.


  “It’s okay. It actually felt refreshing,” he says as he squeezes water out of his shirt. “You new here?”


  I’m not sure if he’s being sarcastic or not, and my cheeks heat up more. “Yes,” I respond with some sort of squeaky whimper while wiping off the bit of water that got onto my legs.


  He moves the leash from one hand to the other and holds out his free hand. “I’m Ryan.”


  “I’m Emma.” I shake his hand and make the unwitting mistake of looking into his eyes. They are a bold, vibrant blue—deep like the YinMn blue of that new Crayola crayon I fell in love with—but with specks of turquoise brightening them like tiny lightning bolts. I stare a little too long which causes me to hold onto his hand for an awkward extra moment.


  I let go and mumble, “Sorry, yeah. Nice... nice to meet you.”


  He laughs. “Really, it’s fine.” He points in the direction of the empty enclosure I’d been about to clean what feels like an eternity ago. “You finished with this one? I’ve got to put Jasper back.” He leans down and gives a scratch behind the ear to the quiet gray Husky-type dog that continues to sit still by Ryan’s side. He’s a beautiful dog with such a sad face.


  “He’s gorgeous,” I say, admiring the dog’s equally striking wide eyes.


  “Yeah,” Ryan says. “They found him on the street. He’s only been here a week.”


  I frown and let the dog sniff my hand.


  Ryan clears his throat. “The stall?”


  I launch into my thousandth ‘sorry’ of the day and explain that I was just getting to it. I hurriedly reach for the hose, but Ryan puts out his hand.


  “Uh, maybe it’d be better if I did that.” Two perfectly-placed dimples emerge as a grin spreads across his face. He offers a trade: Jasper’s leash for the hose. I smile and accept.


  While he hoses down the cement, I kneel next to Jasper. “Hey, buddy.” I slowly reach out to give him another scratch behind the ear. He pulls back slightly. “It’s okay, Jasper. I’m not going to hurt you.” I move even more slowly, and this time he lets me scratch behind those ears. “Aww, that’s a good boy,” I coo. Jasper leans his head into me. “Yeah, I know it’s been rough. But we’ll find you a good home.” I move my hand to the back of his neck. “We sure will.”


  The water has stopped, so I glance at Ryan. He’s frozen inside the enclosure watching me. I spring to my feet, scaring Jasper a little. Maybe I’m not supposed to be handling the animals. Lynn recited a litany of rules earlier. Was that one of them?


  “Sorry,” I say again.


  Ryan shakes himself free of some thought and says, “No, you’re fine. I’m done.” He drags the hose out, and I hand Jasper over to him. Ryan leads him inside, gives him a few more scratches, then shuts the gate.


  Instead of taking his break, Ryan helps me clean out the remaining enclosures. He says he doesn’t mind helping since it’s my first day, but I think he just doesn’t trust me with the hose. He asks about me, and I give him the SparkNotes version: I’m a senior and moved here because of family. He doesn’t press for additional details and doesn’t reveal much more about himself other than he’ll be a senior, too, at Union High.


  He doesn’t let me do much other than fill the water bowls from the spigot nearby, so I take silent inventory of him: the eyes, the light caramel skin, the thick straight chocolate brown hair that sort of sticks out haphazardly on top, and the easy grin that seems a permanent fixture on his face. He catches me staring at him a couple of times, and I casually pretend to wipe my chin on my shoulder or stare exaggeratedly beyond him. I’m sure it doesn’t fool him, and it really doesn’t even matter. I’ve already soaked him with water, and he’s been staring at me, especially my hair. So I’m sure he thinks I’m a freak.


  I’m relieved when we’re finally finished and he helps me find Lynn to learn my next task. Thankfully, he doesn’t report all my screw-ups to her, and I’m just grateful to survive the rest of the day without making any more mistakes.


   


  I’m exhausted and dirty when I get back to Grandma’s. She’s reading in her armchair, and Susan is on the couch working a crossword puzzle. She did come back. I flew by her earlier in the kitchen on my way to work.


  I tell Grandma—actually both of them as Susan is surprisingly interested—about my first day at work, complete with a full description of my humiliating introduction to Ryan. When I announce I’m going to take a shower, Grandma surprises me.


  “How about we go to the beach instead? You could cool off in the ocean,” Grandma suggests, closing her book.


  I’m surprised because it’s around five and Grandma has a strict 7:00 p.m. dinnertime. I’m not sure we could go to the beach and be back in time to get cleaned up and fix dinner by then. “What about dinner?” I ask.


  “Oh, we can eat later this once. Can’t we?” I’m not sure if she’s asking me or Susan. “You haven’t been to the beach yet, and school will be starting soon...” She raises her eyebrows as her voice trails off.


  All I wanted to do was shower and veg out on the couch, but Grandma’s eyes are practically dancing, and I hate to disappoint her. Plus, I do want to go to the beach and take my first swim in the Pacific Ocean. Callie has been hounding me for beach pictures. “Sure. Yeah, that would be fun,” I say.


  “Great.” She claps her hands together and rises. “I have a couple of beach chairs out in the garage.”


  Susan leaps to her feet, translating Grandma’s declaration into a task to be completed. We get changed and not more than twenty minutes later, Susan has dropped us at one of the numbered streets that dead-ends into the beach. I have her cell number, and I’ll text her when we’re ready to come home. There’s no way she could have stayed if she wanted to; there isn’t a single empty parking space anywhere.


  I carry the chairs and Grandma carries her beach tote and the towels. The coarse grains of sand slide through my toes as we traverse the wide expanse of beach. We weave around the many clusters of people who remain despite the late hour.


  Grandma stops midway to the water. “How about here?”


  I wanted to get closer to the ocean, but I say, “Sure. This is good.” I set out the chairs and spread the towels in front of them. Grandma sits and fishes her large straw sun hat out of her bag. I pull off my shorts and tank top. The sun is still hot, and I’m already sweating.


  “Do you want to walk down to the water with me?” I ask.


  “Oh no, sweetheart. I’m going to read my book. You go ahead.”


  I realize she hasn’t even worn a bathing suit. I had assumed it was under her long-sleeved blouse and shorts. Although I’m not sure why I thought that; she never wore a swimsuit to the lake in Ohio either. “Didn’t you wear a bathing suit?” I still inquire.


  She dismisses such a silly notion with her hand. “No, I never do. I just like to be out in the sunshine and fresh air. Plus, at my age, no one needs to see that.” She shakes her head.


  “Grandma! You’re not that old!” I laugh.


  “I’m fine here. You go ahead.” She waves me on.


  I head off. When my first foot meets the water, I recoil in sheer horror. It’s an ice bath. Definitely colder than the Atlantic water I remember from our Florida vacations. I whip around toward Grandma and her body quakes with laughter. I grab my upper arms and shiver as if to say, “Why didn’t you tell me???”


  I turn back and try again, this time armed with proper expectations. I wade ankle deep and stop to acclimate. A little boy to my right squeals in delight as a baby wave crashes right in front of him, sending salty sparks up to tickle his face. The water is fairly calm today with small waves rolling in one right after another. Out beyond the break line, the deep blue water ripples in the gentle breeze. The setting sun is angled so it creates a spotlight of tiny sparkling twinkle lights dancing on the water’s surface.


  I move a bit farther out until I’m knee-deep. The water is fairly clear, and I spot a fish darting around and finally crashing into my ankle. I think of Grandpa Emilios and the picture in Grandma’s hallway of Grandpa fishing in Corfu when he was a little kid. I gaze at the endless water in front of me, seeming to go on forever, and think of how much Grandpa Emilios must have loved living here—the sand, the water, and the open sea in front of him.


  I wave at Grandma, but she’s no longer watching. She’s got her nose in her book and doesn’t see me. She’s here in this seaside town—even after my grandpa died and her only family was still back in Ohio—and she doesn’t even like the ocean. She’s living out Grandpa’s dream, dedicated to it just as this shore underneath my feet is dedicated to the water that ceaselessly crashes its waves against it. It’s funny to me how much she has in common with the sea and yet has little interest in it.


  A bigger wave splashes me, and I turn back toward the water. I know I just have to go for it. I can’t be scared or tentative. I inhale a giant breath and slowly let it go. I squeeze my eyes and brace myself. One, two three... I open my eyes and dive forward into the crisp blue water.


  Chapter 7


  Today is a shock. In so many ways. I’ve gone to school in Sycamore Hill my entire life. Even when I moved from elementary to middle to high school, I never felt as though I was changing schools because there were still all the same faces. It was the same cast of characters on the same stage but with a different backdrop after a scene had come to an end.


  Today, it’s as though I’ve gone from that small-town performing arts center stage to a Hollywood movie set. It feels bigger and scarier and different.


  Before I even step foot on campus, I realize changing schools means much more than different classmates in different classes. I circle the parking lot twice before I choose a parking spot. Driving to school had been so automatic, but today I feel fresh out of the DMV with a brand new license. I’ve had the same parking space for three years, but here the lot is laid out differently, and I’m not sure if there’s a senior lot I’m supposed to park in or if one of these open spaces might be some other girl’s usual spot where she’s parked for three years. Plus, I’m thrown off by the silence in the car. Last year, I started driving Connor to school, and though I hated his constant chatter and incessant need to flip through radio stations like a deck of cards, I became accustomed to it.


  It gets no easier once I finally choose a parking spot for Grandma’s little white Honda. Normally I would race to the table in the quad where my group hangs out. We’d talk, and I would eat the bagel Mom had pressed into my hand as I flew by her on the way out the door. Today, I wander through the crowded halls trying to remember where my locker is. I make a few wrong turns and am lost when the first period bell rings. I barely make it to Physics on time, with a full backpack and the uneaten bagel I’d pressed into my own hand on my way out the door.


  Most of my classes are fine. The teachers seem nice enough, and they let us choose our own seats. I pick the ones in the farthest back corners, except in fourth period French. I get lost on my way there, and when I show up after class has already started, there’s only one seat left, front and center. A sea of eyes tracks me as I slink into my spotlight seat. At least the teacher, Madame Nelson, isn’t a spitter.


  That’s about as dramatic as my classes get, though. For the most part, kids are nice and nobody notices me. A few girls smile at me, and I receive the expected fresh-meat leers from a few jerseyed football players. The only person who actually speaks to me, though, is a kid named Dan in an MIT sweatshirt at my Physics AP lab table. And I think he just wants to know about me to make sure I’m not going to ruin his grade.


  I’m happy to survive the morning and make it to lunch. I find my only friend—Chick-fil-A—and take my meal to a planter at the edge of the quad. I pull out my phone and let my backpack crash to the ground. I still haven’t found my locker. I check the time and hope I can catch Callie after school but before cheer practice. I miss my friends, today especially, and a melancholy yearning to hear about the classes I should have—English AP with Mr. Barton and Calculus with Mrs. Chen—is growing inside me. I wait, but there’s no response from Callie. I try Hannah but get the same silence.


  I finish my sandwich and scan the quad for Ryan. I haven’t seen him since my first day of work. I casually mentioned him to Lynn, and she said his usual day is Sunday. It was a fluke that he was there on the Saturday I started. I’ve looked for him today in all my classes—my one shot at seeing a friendly face. But I’ve had no luck there or now at lunch.


  The conversation of the two girls in cheer sweatshirts drifts over from the bench on my right. I’m bored, so I listen.


  “I heard he broke up with Jess this summer,” the one with the long brown ponytail says.


  “Yeah, I think she cheated on him at that big party a few weeks ago. The one at Tyler King’s house.” The other one takes down her bun, shakes out her jet-black hair, and wraps it back up.


  “You need to make a move. Now’s your chance.” The ponytail girl elbows her friend.


  “I don’t know...” The bun girl grins in that way that means she really does know. And it’s a yes. “Do you think he’d go for me?” She scrunches her nose.


  “For sure.”


  “It would be so much easier if I had a class with him again.”


  “I know. But it can still happen. You just need to—” Ponytail girl stops and gently backhands her friend on the upper arm and clears her throat.


  I follow their eyes which have locked onto a tall dark-haired kid in basketball gear who has emerged from around a corner. He looks like... I squint because it might be the glare of the sun, but I’m right. It’s Ryan. Ryan from the animal shelter.


  “God. Ryan is so hot,” the bun girl exhales dramatically.


  “Totally,” her friend echoes.


  Suddenly it all comes together: the conversation, the basketball gear, the article I read last night on the school web site. Ryan from the animal shelter is Ryan Mellano, star basketball player for Union High.


  Even if I wanted to walk over and say hi to him, I’m certainly not going to do it now. Three other tall guys in basketball gear join him, as do a gaggle of girls. Even from afar, I can see the easy smile and giant dimples, but here at school I can also now see the swagger.


  Hmm. I never would have pegged him as a jock. I finish off my fries as the girls nearby continue to swoon. I watch the whole scene until the bell rings.


   


  By the time I find the locker room after school and change into my running clothes, there is already a swarm of bodies out on the track. I get there in time to join the team-building introduction activity, and I’m relieved to discover I’m not the only late addition. After that, we separate into groups for sprint work. I stay with the beginners’ group in the grassy area while the other two groups split off on either side of the track. The young assistant coach—a former Union High track star, I think—sets out some cones and leads us through some very basic speed repeats.


  When we’re done, I assume it’s the end of practice, but Coach calls out, “Easy three.” The elite runners take off for the gate at what I would describe as lightning speed, while a lot of us beginners awkwardly eyeball one another. The young assistant coach chuckles. “That means a three-mile run at an easy pace. Just go as far as you can and turn around when you need to. It’s an out and back.” We nod and start jogging at a much slower pace than the others.


  I’ve come a long way since that first attempt at running through Grandma’s neighborhood. I have the proper clothes, and I’ve done at least some running every day. But the one thing I’m never sure of is my distance. I keep forgetting to track how far I go. So I’m not sure if I can do this “easy three,” especially after going all out in those sprint drills. My legs are a little rubbery right now.


  I don’t know where we’re going, so I press to keep pace with the girls in front of me. I’ve gotten used to running with music, so the increasing volume of my heavy breathing and a little bit of heart-attack panic from my desert-thirst syndrome nearly stop me. But I resist the urge, both due to pride and necessity. If I’m going to run a half-marathon—and I need to start soon—this means I’ll definitely have to be able to run three miles. I am in Calculus.


  We make it to the beach after several blocks of alternating uphill and downhill, and the girls in front of me turn onto the bike path. I see the steady stream of high school runners both in front of me and running at me on my left. Apart from the sun’s death rays, this isn’t too bad. I have finally found flat ground, and boy, does that make running a lot easier.


  After a few more overheating panic attacks, we reach the pier where all the runners turn around. I nearly crash into a red-headed girl who’s stopped and doubled over at the waist, heaving at a decibel level I’ve not yet achieved. Two girls behind me nearly crash into both of us, and as they pass by, they stare and mumble something disparaging. My muscles itch to rejoin the pace of the pack flowing by, but I glimpse the girl’s strained expression and power down.


  “Are you okay?” I ask.


  No response, just more heavy breathing.


  “Hey, are you okay?” I try again, a bit more loudly.


  Still no response. I know I can be a bit soft-spoken, but if I’m any louder I’m going to be shouting.


  “Do you need help?” I shout.


  Finally, she straightens up. I can’t tell if it’s sweat or tears streaming down her face.


  “Are you okay?” I repeat.


  “No, I’m okay. I’m just tired, and I have a cramp in my side.”


  That happened to me a few days ago when I went running in the middle of the day. By accident, I discovered that walking helped it go away.


  “Hey, let’s start walking. That will help.”


  She turns her head and points at her ear. “You have to talk into this ear. It’s the good ear.”


  Sure enough, on her ear is a giant clear hearing aid contraption. That explains it. I maneuver to her good side, and we start walking. A boy and girl stare at us as they pass and snicker. The red-haired girl must hear them because she flinches and dips her head ever-so-slightly.


  “How are you doing? Is it getting better?” I ask to divert her attention.


  She raises a shoulder. “A little.”


  “Let’s try running a little,” I suggest. I’m a little nervous. Fewer and fewer people are passing us on either side. I don’t want to be last, so I start with a slow jog. She joins in, shuffling arduously next to me. She wipes her face with the palm of her hand, and her labored breathing sounds like an old man snoring. After a minute or so, she stops and tells me to go on without her. I won’t leave her out here in the heat struggling as she is. So I slow down and walk with her, continuing to urge her on. Through a combination of walking and running, we finally make it back to school.


  We’re close but not the very last to finish. Thank goodness someone set out a giant orange Gatorade cooler with water and cups. We each fill a cup and suck it down like we’ve just raced across the Sahara. We refill then collapse on the grassy area inside the track.


  “Thanks,” the girl says. “That was my first time running.”


  My eyes bulge. “Ever?”


  She laughs. “Yeah. It’s not really my thing.”


  “Why did you join cross country then?” I’m sure to speak up because I forget which is her good ear, and I don’t want to stare at her, trying to find the hearing aid.


  “I used to be in Mural Club, but the teacher left and I don’t like the new art teacher. My mom said I have to be involved in something or she’ll take away my phone and the car. So I picked cross country.” She swipes at her face and pulls her bangs and short hair behind her head. “It’s open to anyone, and I figured, how hard can it be?”


  My shoulders shake as I giggle and remember how I once thought the same thing.


  “I know.” She lets her hair go. “Now, I know.”


  We finish our water. In the sunlight, I notice the beautiful red-orange of her hair that’s streaked with flecks of gold. She has porcelain skin like a doll, and it’s really just her unfortunate boxy haircut that makes her look so awkward.


  The coach says a few words, then kids stream off the field. Practice is officially over. I stand, and she joins me. As we head to the locker room, she says, “I’m Mari, by the way.”


  “I’m Emma.”


  “Are you new here?”


  “Yeah.” My lips remain parted, ready to say more, but nothing comes out.


  “Cool,” Mari says.


  We finish the trek back discussing which classes we have, and I discover that she’s a junior. As we are about to part ways, I ask, “Are you going to stick with it?”


  “Yeah, I will.” After a pause, she jokes, “I need my phone.”


  “Cool,” I say and exhale a tiny bit of relief. I finally know someone here. My first friend.


   


  I’m so tired both mentally and physically from the day that I trip and nearly fall on the front porch steps. Voices travel through the front door, and I remember Grandma said something about hosting afternoon bridge. The thought of small talk with Grandma’s friends doubles my exhaustion.


  I inhale a deep breath, let it out, and open the front door. My second foot is just over the threshold when it registers that the voices are not happy gossiping ones. My bags slide off my shoulders and tumble to the ground. I think because I’m so tired, it takes me a moment to process the scene in front of me.


  Two of Grandma’s friends are inches from Susan near the dining table where bridge cards, scorepads, and perspiring iced tea glasses sit undisturbed. The ladies and Susan argue with voices that rise an octave with each retort. To my right, Rose sits on the couch with her arm around my grandma who is crying silent tears.


  I rush over, not even kicking off my dirty running shoes first. “Grandma, are you okay?” I sit down next to her and put a hand on her leg. I hope she’ll comment on my sitting on the couch in sweaty clothes, but instead she turns and her vacant stare shows no recognition of my clothes or my face.


  “She’s had another one of her spells,” Rose says, rubbing Grandma’s shoulder.


  “What’s that all about?” I point at the shouting match.


  “That Susan...” Rose shakes her head. “When we arrived, Connie was still in her nightgown. Susan claims she just arrived and there was supposed to be another nurse here. It’s the second time this has happened. All this change is very unsettling for your grandmother.”


  I nod.


  “Susan said something about a family emergency. I feel for her, but Connie needs consistency.”


  More tears fall from Grandma’s eyes, and Rose gives her a squeeze. “We have to think about Connie’s well-being. She seems fine a lot of the time, but I know your father’s death is taking a toll.” Rose tilts her head in that sad, apologetic way and reaches for my hand. “She was looking for your mother when we arrived today.”


  I let go of Rose’s hand and pat Grandma’s leg again. I steady myself with a deep breath and stand. I walk over to the table to get Grandma’s iced tea. She loves her afternoon tea. Maybe that will make her feel better.


  Susan barks a rebuke of something one of the bridge ladies says, and this gets Grandma’s attention. “Alice? Is that you? Alice, where’s Peter? Where’s Peter?” Her shrill cry sets off Grandma’s friends. Their voices elevate, and when Susan’s sharp words mix in with more of Grandma’s shrieks, I stumble a little and lean on the table because it brings me back to the day Callie and her mom took me to the hospital to see Mom.


  It was the same cacophonous volley of voices shouting that day when I arrived at the hospital with Callie and her mom after the attack. We rushed into the ER, into a vortex of activity. All the bombing victims had been transported to this hospital that looked more like Grand Central Station on that day we were there on our family vacation to New York City. Blue and green-clothed men and women flew past each other from one side of the entrance area to the other, shouting orders. Mixed in were the shrill cries and sobs of all the relatives. Mr. and Mrs. Maguire left us to find out where my mom was while Callie waited next to me and held my hand. We were still as statues as activity swirled all around us. Eventually, a nurse put us in two empty chairs.


  Callie’s parents finally learned the information about my mom. When they found us and pointed to the curtain where my mom lay awaiting surgery, I leaped out of my seat. I cut off a few hospital workers in my dash to Mom but was stopped by a nurse before I could part the curtain. I screamed about that being my mom in there, but the nurse wouldn’t let me see her. I don’t even remember any of the words she said, just that they were soft and gentle. But they were no match for my screams and tears. Finally, a combination of Mrs. Maguire, the nurse, and those soft, gentle words calmed me. I stepped away but just as far as was required. I wouldn’t sit in the only empty seat halfway across the room. I stood and waited, ready for the moment I’d be able to see her.


  I didn’t have to wait long because suddenly a discordant yelp from one of Mom’s machines shot into the waiting area. My body jerked forward, but Callie’s mom restrained me. Green and blue bodies dashed into my mom’s curtained room. A woman’s voice shouted, “Code blue,” and more nurses swooped in. Within seconds, the curtain flew open and the wheeled bed emerged, surrounded by bodies and tubes. Callie’s mom gasped, “Alice!” and took a step forward. But I was frozen in place, rooted to the ground. And as they wheeled my mom past me, I looked away.


  I looked away.


  I didn’t know what I’d see. There was so much anguish in all the voices, I knew it wasn’t good. What if this was the last time I’d see Mom? I didn’t want her colorless face or mangled features to be the lasting image in my mind. I wanted to remember her the way she smiled at me on her way out the door that day saying, “Last chance, Emma.” I should have rushed to my mom’s side when they wheeled her out. She needed me, and I should have been there. But I was more concerned with my own memories. I turned away from my mom because I was selfish.


  “Alice?” Grandma’s cry brings me back to the present.


  The argument continues as all of Grandma’s friends are now over by the couch, trying to calm her. She’s sobbing, confused about where my mom and dad are and also now wondering when Grandpa will be home. My body urges flight once more, and before my mind can stop it, I mumble something about going to the car.


  I escape to the porch, but the fresh air is like oxygen to the smoldering tears that live permanently in my eyes. I stare at the clear evening sky and hold them back. Another outcry from inside, and my legs take over. They carry me out to the sidewalk, and I run as fast as I can—away from the sadness and from Grandma—turning my back once again.


  Chapter 8


  I’ve settled into a rhythm at school these past few weeks. Classes aren’t so bad, and I’ve even befriended a couple of girls in English. Not best friend status, but friendly in the kind of way where we’ll choose each other for partners when we’re forced to work on a group project. They even motioned for me to sit with them at lunch one day. But when I called Mari over to join us, their darting eyes told me they weren’t too thrilled. So ever since, I’ve stuck to my planter edge where Mari joins me every day.


  “Hey,” I say loudly as I head over to our spot where Mari is already eating her usual peanut butter and jelly sandwich.


  She waves and points to her full mouth. I move her backpack to the ground and drop mine next to it so I can sit on her good side.


  “How’d you do on your Spanish test?” I ask, unwrapping my chicken sandwich. At some point I’m going to have to start packing a lunch. I’m actually getting a little sick of Chick-fil-A.


  She swallows. “Pretty good. I think. Although I still forgot the difference between por and para.”


  We studied at the library after cross-country practice yesterday. I wasn’t much help because I’m taking French, but I quizzed her since her mom was down with a migraine and she had no one else to help her.


  “Was your grandma okay yesterday?” Mari asks.


  “Yeah. She seems okay.” It’s been several weeks since the episode on bridge day, but Susan has been there consistently and Grandma has only had a few minor bouts of forgetfulness. I finally broke down and told Mari everything about my situation. I felt bad lying to her, and it actually was sort of a relief to let go of a few of the secrets I’m carrying.


  “Do you think he’ll make us run the long sprints at practice today?” Mari asks.


  I swallow a bite of my sandwich. “I hope not. My legs are still a little sore from my weekend run.”


  “Yeah, how’s that going? Didn’t you say your first race is coming up?” Mari crumples her brown bag into a ball.


  “It’s in about a month, in early November.”


  “Yikes!” She stands and walks to a nearby trash can. Turning back, she says, “Thirteen miles. That’s a lot. Will you be able to do it?”


  “I hope so.” I’m really not sure I’ll be ready, but if I don’t start soon, there’s no way I’ll be able to get in four races by Memorial Day.


  “What do you hope for, Loukas?” says a guy’s voice from behind us.


  Ryan steps in front of us with an open bag of potato chips. I have only seen him a few times at the shelter, but we worked another shift together last week. Now, when I see him in the hall between second and third periods, he walks with me to Calculus even though his class seems to be in the opposite direction.


  “Hey,” I say. This is the first I’ve seen him at lunch.


  “Were you hoping I’d come and say ‘hi’?” He smiles his easy grin.


  “Ha ha. Yeah.” His eyes travel over to Mari. “Oh hey, do you know Mari? Sorry, I assume you guys all know each other.”


  “Look, the marigold blooms from secret roots,” he says and winks at her.


  Mari blushes and her chin drops to her chest. My eyes move from Mari to Ryan. I don’t think he’s teasing her because he seems like a pretty nice guy. But I’m confused. “I don’t get it,” I say.


  “Elementary school drama club,” Ryan says. “We all had to recite a poem from memory, and I thought it was so cool that she had like her own personal poem.”


  Mari looks up. “How do you even remember that? The poem, I mean.” Her eyes and nose form one confused line on her face.


  Ryan laughs. “Those aren’t the exact words. But I remember the poem. I guess some things just stick.”


  “I didn’t know that was your full name,” I say to Mari, finally figuring it out.


  “Yep. My name is Marigold.” She says it in the way someone would admit relation to Hitler or Osama bin Laden. “And it’s been a super fun name to have.” She points at her hair. “Super fun.”


  Ryan hangs his head and holds out his chip bag to her. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Peace chip?”


  Mari smiles. “No, thanks. And I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”


  I point to my own hair, particularly unruly today and squished back into a headband. “Hey, I know the feeling.”


  “I like your hair,” Ryan says. When I look over at him, his cheeks are sort of flushed. “Both of you, I mean,” he adds quickly.


  Mari doesn’t seem to hear him and exhales loudly. “I know parents think they’re all cool when they choose weird names for their kids, but what they fail to remember is that it’s the kid who has to go through life being Marigold or Apple or North or Sir.”


  Ryan and I snort out a laugh. I immediately look at Mari and am relieved when I see she’s joining in. “Yours is way better than Sir. And you left out Blanket.” We make a few more jokes about celebrity names, and when those jokes peter out, an awkward silence settles on our little group.


  Thankfully it doesn’t last long because Ryan’s basketball buddies find him and call him over. As he leaves, he winks and says, “New beginnings come from those secret roots,” which I assume is another line from the poem.


  “That’s the first he’s spoken to me, I think, since elementary school,” Mari says when he’s gone.


  “Is he a jerk? I really only know him from working at the animal shelter.”


  “He works at an animal shelter?” Mari’s eyes grow wide.


  “Yeah. The Seaside Humane Society.”


  “I mean, it surprises me because he’s a jock, but then again, it really doesn’t surprise me,” she says.


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because he’s not like a lot of them. Or at least he doesn’t seem to be. He bought pizzas for all the students who camped out for seats before the cross-town rival game last year. And he’s like wicked smart.”


  I nod.


  “And from what I can see, I’m pretty sure he likes you.”


  I wrinkle my nose at her. “I think that’s a stretch. We hardly know each other.” Still, I can’t help feeling a little flutter of something inside my chest.


  Mari shrugs. “Go read the poem. I’m pretty sure that wasn’t only for me.”


  The bell rings, and I tell Mari she’s crazy before we head off in separate directions.


   


  When I get home after cross-country practice, there’s a young Asian woman I don’t recognize dusting the tables in the living room. Her long ponytailed head bobs up and down. I spot a black cord coming out of her back jeans pocket and follow it to the earbuds nestled inside each ear.


  “Hello?” I shout to get her attention. It doesn’t work, so I walk over to her side and wave my hand in front of her.


  She jumps back and puts a hand to her chest. She pulls out an earbud. “Oh, hi.”


  “Where’s Susan? Are you...? Are... who are you? And where’s my grandmother?”


  She smacks her gum. “I’m Alicia. I’m only here for the day. Susan had something today... I don’t know, a family thing or something.” She smacks her gum again. “Your grandma’s in the bedroom taking a nap.” She puts the earbud back in signaling the end of our conversation.


  I sigh angrily. Change isn’t good for Grandma, and things have been going so well. I leave my backpack and cross-country bag by the armchair and tiptoe to the bedroom. I peek inside and see Grandma asleep on one side of the bed. Her bright blue polka dot pants don’t match the green plaid shirt she’s wearing. She is always dressed impeccably, even when we’re lounging around on a Saturday. Maybe these are work clothes because she was cleaning the garage like she always says she’s going to. I hope for this and close the door.


  I walk back to the kitchen to fix a snack, and I’m greeted by a disturbing sight. Grandma’s morning pills are still resting on the counter next to a glass of water. I march into the living room where the nurse is rocking out to the rap music that thumps out of her earbuds.


  “Hey!” I get right next to her and yell.


  She rolls her eyes and pulls out one of the earbuds.


  “Why are my grandmother’s pills still out on the counter?” I demand.


  She squints as if she doesn’t understand what I’m saying.


  “My grandmother’s pills? The ones she’s supposed to take every morning for her dementia and her blood pressure, and her calcium and multivitamin.” I asked Susan one day what all the pills were for. I thought I should know, and now I’m glad I do.


  A light clicks on in the nurse’s head. “Oh yeah, she was pretty upset and adamant that she didn’t want to take her pills. She said she’d take them later, so I left them out on the counter. I thought she’d taken them a few hours ago.”


  I frown. The calcium and vitamin aren’t so important. But she needs to take her dementia medicine and blood pressure medicine at the same time every day.


  “What did she do all day?” I ask, stopping her from putting her ear bud back in.


  “I don’t know.” She smacks her gum again and this time adds an eyelash flutter. “She was agitated and wanted to go to the store, so I drove her. But then she didn’t know what she wanted when we got there. So we came home, and she’s been in her room ever since.”


  I direct an exaggerated sigh at the nurse, one similar to what my parents would do when I’d take out the garbage but not the recycling because technically they had only asked me to take out the trash. Grandma will be so upset if she realizes she went in public looking like she does now. It will mortify her.


  “Look,” the nurse lowers her dust rag, “I’m as unhappy as you are. Dementia patients, that’s not my thing. I’m only here because I drew the short straw.”


  “Short straw?” My hand and my hip meet like two magnets drawn to each other and my chin juts out. “Excuse me, but my grandmother isn’t somebody’s ‘short straw.’”


  Her eyes soften. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just frustrated.” She puts down her dust rag. “Let’s go wake your grandmother and have her take her pills.”


  “No thanks.” My anger still boils. “I’ll take it from here.”


  “Suit yourself.” She smacks her gum a couple more times and picks up the dust rag.


  I roll my eyes and head to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water and a bowl of grapes. I carry them back to Grandma’s room. I have so much to do tonight: finish my math homework, study for a French quiz tomorrow, work on my college essay, and review more for the ACT in a few weeks. I need one more attempt to raise my score. It’s already pretty high, but I want more assurance for Ohio State.


  Instead of doing any of that, though, I sit on the floor next to Grandma’s bed while she sleeps. I want to be here when she wakes up to be certain she’s okay. I need to be here for her.


  Chapter 9


  On Saturday morning, my alarm chirps at 5:00 a.m. I punch the snooze button and consider turning it off completely, but in my mind, “November 11” flashes, and I know I have to get up. I have a race in less than a month, and I need to get these long runs in.


  I roll out of bed and turn off my alarm. In the dark, I manage to find some shorts and a tank top to wear. I put my hair on lockdown and grab my iPhone, socks, and shoes. I double-check to make sure I didn’t put my tank top on backwards—I did that last week—and I’m out the door.


  There’s not much light down at the beach at this time in the morning, so it’s just the whites of the crashing waves glowing under the moon. The start is always the toughest. I don’t know how my mom did it. She used to run in the early mornings, too. My legs are always creaky at the start, and today is no different. I feel like I’m running so fast, but when I check my watch, I can see that’s not true. I bought one of those fancy GPS running watches a few weeks ago. Since I’m training for 13.1 miles—and believe me, the .1 is important—I need to know how far I’m actually going during these practice runs. I have to run six today. Coach said if I can get to ten, I should be able to make it through a half-marathon.


  Once I settle in and get past all the early wake-up agony, a peacefulness settles on me. At this point in the run, my iPhone volume is still low, so I can hear the methodical rhythm of the ocean crashing against the shore. It’s cool enough that even though I’m sweating already, the breaths still come easily, and there’s no real pain, only intermittent flutters and sparks.


  The best part, though, is the feeling that I’m part of a secret club—the early morning risers. We own the darkness and the silence. I run by apartment buildings still asleep except for a lone light illuminated on an upper floor. I pass the dark silhouettes of beach houses—one after another—until I stumble upon a single lamp glowing in a window. I wonder what gets these people up so early in the morning. Is it insomnia? Maybe they’re chasing a dream, too. Or maybe they just enjoy the quiet stillness of the early mornings.


  And it’s not only the people I don’t see who make me feel connected. I feel a real camaraderie with the two bikers and a couple other runners I see each weekend. I may be imagining it, but we have a bond, a shared connection at being in the same place at the same time each Saturday morning. After you pass someone every week for five or six weeks and there’s no one else around, you can’t help but notice each other.


  I don’t know any of these people and probably never will, but I treasure this special secret I share with the early morning. It spurs me on, and that’s a good thing because it’s right around the halfway mark that I want to die. The natural high I’d felt just a mile before—when I felt like Wonder Woman and thought I could conquer the world—vanishes like smoke rising into the sky. Everything hurts. The pinball pain starts and shoots from my hip to my foot to my thigh. My legs gain forty pounds each, and I swear I won’t be able to make it back. I curse myself for getting up at such an ungodly hour and debate whether or not trying to achieve Mom’s goal isn’t just some stupid idea that doesn’t even matter anyway.


  But I forge ahead. I stop to walk here and there, mostly on the way back, but I’m trying to push through the pain. I want to be tough. I need to be tough. So I increase the volume of my iPhone—so loud that it’s as if the headphones are connected directly to my muscles—and I let the beat of the music bring me home.


  When I finish this morning, the sunlight is beginning to peek over the buildings and shine on the bike path. I lean over with my hands on my hips in order to catch my breath then walk over to the drinking fountain. I gulp down some warm water as sweat drips down my body like rainwater down a window. It’s a steady stream that probably won’t stop until I’m almost home. But it feels good. I’m happy and proud and strong.


  I remember when Mom came home from her runs. I sat at the kitchen island munching on some cereal when she breezed into the room, seeming to have an electric current running through her. Even though she tried to explain, I never understood why she said she felt so good when she looked like an overripe tomato. She bounced and chirped and sang all while leaving pools of sweat everywhere she went. I couldn’t understand how she could get up so early on a weekend merely to punish herself with something that sounded like torture. She told me it made her feel alive.


  As I walk back to the car this morning—not having had my best run but finishing the six miles, the most I’ve ever run in my life—I finally understand what she meant. I feel alive.


   


  Later, Ryan is waiting for me in the parking lot when I arrive at work. He switched shifts this weekend.


  “You look tired already,” he jokes and offers me a piece of his donut.


  “Ha ha, thanks a lot,” I say and comment on his choice of a boring glazed donut. I don’t tell him that I was awake at five running; I haven’t shared anything about my personal life with him. I’m not ready.


  Once we’re inside, we splinter off to separate jobs. Lynn decides to give me a try at walking the dogs. On our way out, I see Ryan has the honor of cleaning the cages today. He pretends to shoot me with the hose, and I laugh.


  I leash up a tiny brown terrier mix first. His name is Pepper, and he is extremely friendly. Lynn accompanies me and recites all sorts of guidelines. It’s not as simple as just walking a dog. I’m going off grounds with rescue dogs of all different temperaments. This means there are a lot of if-thens I have to know. There’s even a special way to hold the leash and special commands I need to use.


  We walk outside the back of the property and into a beautiful neighborhood behind the shelter, lined with trees and tiny old Monopoly houses. It’s quiet except for the occasional rustle of leaves. Midway through, Lynn hands Pepper’s leash over to me. I guess I pass the test the rest of the way because when we return, she says I’m ready to continue on my own and she walks away to the office.


  I put the leash on the dog from the next stall, a little Chihuahua named Buddy. I get him out of the gate and into the neighborhood. I stop a few times right away to adjust the leash so I’m holding it correctly. Buddy jumps on my leg as if to say, “C’mon already. Let’s go!”


  “Okay, okay,” I say, crouching to let him sniff my hand. When he gives it the okay, I give him some scratches behind the ears. He licks my arm, and I swear he smiles at me.


  I rise, and Buddy leads the way. I think I’m supposed to keep him right next to me, but he’s so excited to lift his leg on every tree and plant, I don’t have the heart to rein in his fun.


  When Buddy’s turn is over, I take the rest of the dogs in his row. Mia, the Pomeranian mix, tries to chase a butterfly. Boomer, the shih tzu-terrier mix, rolls on his back in the middle of someone’s lawn, and Jimmy, another Chihuahua, nearly pulls my arm out of the socket chasing every squirrel in the neighborhood.


  After I put a whimpering Jimmy back in his pen, I turn the corner to the next row of stalls. The first one had been empty, but now it’s not, so I start with that dog. It’s a larger German Shepard mix; his name placard says Hunter.


  “Hey, Hunter. Do you want to go for a walk?” I carefully unlock the cage and step inside with the leash. I’m more of a small dog person, so my hands quiver a little as I attach the leash. Before we’re even out of the stall, Hunter is tugging and bucking. I struggle a little with his weight but manage to get the leash secured correctly and lead him to the back gate. From down the way, Ryan gives me a worried look, but I flash a thumbs-up and head out the back.


  We’re not two steps out when Hunter takes off, yanking my arm with him. I take back control, but he continues. He jerks and bucks, and I give the leash a gentle tug and repeat, “Easy, Hunter. Easy.” He tries to chase a squirrel, but it’s not as cute as when Jimmy did it. I think Hunter wants to rip the squirrel to shreds then eat its bones. He barks at a biker riding by whom I also think he wants to devour bones and all.


  Moments later, he sits down, and I can’t get him back up. I lean down slowly with my hand open like they taught me, but Hunter snarls. It’s so menacing that I jump back, and this makes him bark at me. I try to coax him, but he won’t budge. I give the leash a little pull and nothing. My heart races and a thread of perspiration unwinds down my back. Hunter continues to growl anytime I approach him. I try again, and he barks and nips at the space right next to my hand. Full panic mode sets in. My eyes search frantically up and down the street for someone, anyone who can help me, but there’s only a single leaf tumbling down the sidewalk. My hand instinctively reaches into my back pocket even though I know my phone is in the employee break room. What do I do? I’m all alone with this obstinate dog that hates me. I need help. I can’t do this.


  And then Hunter becomes a symbol for my entire life. I can’t do this all alone. I can’t be in this strange place trying to do everything on my own. Grandma needs more help than I can give her. And what am I thinking that I can run thirteen miles just because I’ve run six? That’s not even half. And like this minimum wage job is going to fund a trip to Greece? I can’t do this. I’m not a survivor; I’m a remnant, a leftover piece of shrapnel. I should’ve gone to Michigan and been that fragile bird everyone wanted me to be. My whole family is dead. That’s what I should be: a fragile bird with broken wings.


  The tears burn and fill my eyes until they’re ready to burst. And they might have if I didn’t hear a familiar voice yell out from a few houses away.


  “Loukas! Hey!” Ryan is running in my direction. I turn away and quickly fan my face. The tide ebbs.


  Ryan slows as he approaches and takes the leash from me. “It’s okay,” he says gently. I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or the dog.


  “Hey Hunter,” he says and opens his hand. There’s a treat in it, and Hunter gets up. Ryan commands him to sit. Then he says, “Hunter, come.” Hunter takes a step forward, and Ryan gives him the treat. Ryan and Hunter continue this ritual down the sidewalk, and I follow.


  When Ryan has him walking without the treats, he says, “I can’t believe Lynn didn’t tell you to skip Hunter. He’s super temperamental. When I saw you leaving with him, I knew what was going to happen. Sorry I didn’t get here sooner. I had to finish the cage I was in because Jupiter was back from his vet appointment earlier than expected.”


  I can only muster a smile and some nodding. I follow behind Ryan and Hunter back to the shelter, grateful to have been saved but not quite sure my internal meltdown is over.


  Ryan finished his cleaning, so he walks the next few dogs with me. Gradually, I back off my meltdown ledge as he tells stories and we talk about school. We compare the odd teachers we’ve had and talk about college applications. He jokes with me that the most stressful part of the application process is the ethnicity choice. His dad is African-American mixed with Italian and Scandinavian, and his mom is half-Chinese. He also tells me about the non-profit he either wants to work for or start one day that matches emotional support dogs with veterans.


  Ryan’s eyes shine the same whether he’s talking about helping veterans or being the MVP of last year’s basketball team. One minute I’m mesmerized by his fiery passion and the next I’m doubled over in laughter at some silly image he’s planted in my head. Even the few moments of silence feel like a warm blanket around my shoulders. Now that he’s becoming a friend, I want so much to tell him all about me—who I am and why I’m here in California. But I don’t really want to be that fragile bird. I like the way he looks at me now, and I like how I feel in this moment. So I stay silent and enjoy this time as a regular girl.


  Chapter 10


  My first half-marathon is tomorrow, so I skip cross-country practice today. I know enough about running to know that I shouldn’t work out the day before a race. Mari decides to skip in a show of support, but I’m pretty sure it’s mostly because it’s a Friday, it’s wicked hot, and she hates running. Her mom is down with another migraine, so I invite her over to do some homework.


  My heart hammers as we approach the house. Susan is back to showing up regularly and Grandma hasn’t had any of her spells, but it’s still a box of chocolates anytime I come home.


  I enter slowly, pausing in the doorway, and I hear my grandma before I see her. Her voice sings out some Broadway show tune from the kitchen. My tension dissolves, and I step fully inside and motion for Mari to follow me to the kitchen.


  “Hey, Grandma.” Her hands are immersed in a bowl, and Susan stands next to her spotted all over with flour.


  “Hi, sweetie,” Grandma sings out as she removes her hands from the bowl and twirls around to face us. Susan looks over, and the flour spots are even more prevalent on her front side. The two of them look like long lost friends reunited. My mouth remains open, and Grandma laughs, probably inferring my thoughts. She wipes her hands on a yellow towel. “Susan and I thought we’d make some homemade pizza for dinner. I’m teaching her how to make the dough.” Susan wipes a hand across her forehead. This leaves a streak of flour, which elicits chuckles from both of them.


  “Maybe your friend would like to stay, too?” Grandma suggests, aiming her head at Mari.


  I pick up my jaw from the floor. I’d forgotten Mari was next to me. “Oh yeah, sorry. Grandma, this is Mari.” I turn to Mari. “This is my grandmother and Susan, her nurse.”


  Mari holds out her hand, but Grandma pulls her in for a quick hug. “It’s so nice to meet you, Mari. I do hope you’ll stay for pizza.”


  “I think I can.” She looks from Grandma to me.


  Susan dons one of her serious nods, and I feel a sense of normalcy return. “We’re going to study,” I say as I grab a couple of waters from the refrigerator and a bag of chips from the pantry.


  “Okay, you let me know if you need anything,” Grandma says and returns to her bowl of dough. As we walk down the hall, a chorus of laughter rattles the walls.


  “Your grandma seems to be doing better,” Mari says in a low voice once we’re in my room.


  “Yeah.” I’m still bewildered at the warm and fuzzy scene in the kitchen. “Susan has been here consistently, and that’s helped.”


  We both plop to the floor and unzip our backpacks. I hand Mari a water and set the chips in between us. We agree to work on our math homework first, and I’ll help with her essay after that. She scoots back to lean against the dresser, and I sit against the bed.


  I’ve only finished one math problem when Mari holds her paper out in my direction. “Check out what I drew today in my notes. Mrs. Clayton is so boring.” I let out a laugh at her BORING acrostic poem.


  I thought it was just because Callie and I were such good friends for so long that we could never actually do our homework together. We would start but end up talking about cheer or whatever guy we were interested in or one of us would start a cat GIF war. So we never actually did the studying part of studying together.


  I realize now that maybe it’s not just because Callie and I are best friends. Maybe it’s homework with anyone because after only one more math problem, I ask Mari, “Did you have Mr. Martin for Algebra II?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “I overheard a kid in my Calculus class say he’s like some professional food eater.”


  “Oh yeah, he talks about that all the time in class. All. The. Time.”


  “What does that even mean?”


  “He goes to all these competitions and like eats as much as he can. He says it’s a sport.”


  A burst of laughter escapes from me.


  “Yeah, like he was in some hot dog eating contest on July 4th.”


  The Nathans Hot Dog Eating Contest. Connor loved that. He forced us to watch it every year. He called us in when it started and made us watch these people eat like sixty hot dogs in ten minutes. It was so gross. I got sick to my stomach just watching them. But Connor thought it was so awesome. He’d keep repeating, “This is SO awesome!” all the way through. I only watched it so he’d shut up and stop pestering me, but now I’d give anything to watch it on repeat with him all day long.


  “What?” Mari’s voice jolts the needle on the record of my thoughts.


  “Nothing,” I say, pushing against the unexpected surge of emotion. I take a breath and add, “It’s just that my brother used to love watching that.”


  Her face tilts. “I’m sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay.” I’m determined to cast aside the sadness. “It’s so gross. Have you ever watched it?”


  “I did this past year, just to see Mr. Martin. And yeah, it was gross.”


  “I think it would be so weird to see your teacher on TV shoving his face full of food,” I say.


  “It was.” We both laugh and begin listing other teachers with weird quirks.


  We manage to finish our math homework right before Grandma calls us for dinner at the usual 7:00 p.m. Susan eats with us, and their giggling and gabbing continues through the entire meal. I finally see why Grandma has been so adamant about keeping Susan around despite her friends’ pleas to request a change. Susan really is a nice lady, and I can see she cares about my grandma. I guess I’m not around all day to see how she really is. She is even sure to include Mari in every conversation and talks loudly so Mari can hear.


  They also made peanut butter cookies for dessert. My favorite. Grandma won’t let us help with the dishes, so we go back to my room with a plate full of cookies and work more on the essay. Mari is still getting her notes out when my phone dings. It’s almost 8:30. Where did the time go? It’s a text from Ryan.


  You up for yogurt?


  I quickly type a response. Studying [image: Unhappy emoticon]


  I put the phone face down on the floor. My stare lingers on it, though, and Mari asks, “Who was it?”


  “Just Ryan.”


  Mari turns dreamy eyes on me. “What did he want?”


  “Nothing.” I dismiss it with a shrug.


  “C’mon. What did he want?” Her dreamy eyes reproach me.


  “He wanted to meet at the yogurt place.”


  “You should go!”


  “No, we’re studying.” I reach over for her essay outline as the phone dings again.


  She playfully swats at my hand. “We can do this some other time. You need to go!”


  “I won’t have any time to help you until Sunday night.”


  “That’s fine.” She closes her notebook.


  “Well, I’m not going unless you go, too.”


  Mari squints hard at me with her book half-inside her backpack.


  “We’re hanging out. I’m not just going to ditch you. You’re coming, too,” I insist.


  Mari relents. “Fine. You win. But only because I know it’s the only way you’ll go.”


  A few nervous flutters escape from my heart as I reach for the phone to text him.


   


  We pull into the parking lot of the strip mall where kids swarm like bees. I manage to find a parking spot down in front of the teal-colored nail salon. Each storefront is a different bold color, so the whole place looks like a giant rainbow. The Big Chill is an ugly mustard yellow, but that doesn’t seem to be hurting business. The crowd spills out onto the sidewalk in front of the store. I guess this is the place where everyone hangs out. It’s the first time I’ve been out on a Friday night.


  “Is it always this crowded?” I ask Mari after we’ve gotten out of the car. She doesn’t hear me, so I move to the other side of her and repeat my question.


  “Well, since the football team was winless this year, their season is over, and this is what people do instead.”


  We approach the door, and I spot Ryan to our right in the middle of a cluster of guys and girls. He’s wearing more Union High basketball gear. I’d think he didn’t own any other clothes if I didn’t see him at work and once when I was at church with Grandma. I’d been surprised to see him there. He told me his dad’s had some crazy work hours lately—pulling all-nighters because of some big project—so his mom isn’t sleeping well. She goes to early Mass since she’s awake anyway, and Ryan and his little brother take turns going with her if they can get themselves out of bed.


  I feel stupid going up to Ryan in a big group. “Let’s order, then we’ll try to find him,” I lie to Mari. We step inside and get in the long line. We’re inching along, studying the flavors, when I hear Ryan’s voice from behind us. “Now, I recommend the vanilla. It may seem boring to most, but TBC’s is no average vanilla. It’s rich and creamy with floral undertones. It pairs nicely with the Strawberry Sensation.”


  “You’re such a goof,” I say to him through my laughter. He grins and his two dimples ignite tiny goose bumps on my arms. Moments later, a few girls approach us and corral Ryan with their flirty smiles. I wipe off the goose bumps and move forward in line.


  “What are you going to get?” I ask Mari.


  “I don’t know. I may get the vanilla.” She laughs.


  We move again, and before I can reach for two cups, Ryan swoops in and hands one to each of us. We fill them, with Ryan cramming as many toppings as he can on and around his mountain of yogurt. I squirm a little as he insists on paying for ours, too.


  We find an empty table outside around the side of the store and sit. We take a few bites in silence, then Ryan inspects my cup.


  “So, I see you went with the vanilla.” My cheeks ignite. “Good choice. And rainbow sprinkles,” he observes.


  “Yep. My favorite,” I say and take another bite, hoping to cool the fire under my skin.


  Ryan shifts his eyes to Mari’s cup. “Gummi bears. Solid choice. Although, don’t you find the chill takes away their gumminess?”


  I know she hasn’t heard him, so I motion to Ryan to switch seats with Mari, so we’re both on her left side. Ryan looks confused, and Mari points to her ear.


  “Oh yeah, right. Sorry,” he says and trades places with her.


  Now Ryan sits next to me, and my heart pounds as the fresh-from-the-dryer smell of his sweatshirt drifts into my space. I stare at my yogurt, strategically moving around each rainbow sprinkle as we all shift in our seats.


  Mari finally breaks the silence. “Are you nervous about tomorrow, Emma?”


  My head darts up, and I narrow my eyes at her.


  “What’s tomorrow?” Ryan asks.


  I blink several times at Mari, and she nods, understanding her mistake. I still haven’t told Ryan about my situation and what I’m working on. Now I have to tell him about the race, at least.


  “I’m running a half-marathon tomorrow.”


  His eyes double in size. “A half-marathon? Damn. I knew you were in cross country, Loukas, but I didn’t know you were like a real runner.”


  I snort out a laugh. “I’m not. Trust me. I don’t even know if I can finish the thirteen miles.”


  “You’ll do fine,” Mari chimes in, trying, I think, to end the conversation.


  Ryan keeps it going. “So why are you running a half-marathon then?”


  I can’t tell him why without telling him my whole tragic tale. And even though I feel like I owe him the truth, I don’t want to do it in a crowd of kids at The Big Chill. So I lie. “I guess for the challenge.”


  “A challenge? Geez. Well, yeah, I guess that’s a challenge, all right.” He takes his last bite of yogurt. I’m only halfway done. “Maybe you should’ve started with a 5k,” he jokes.


  “I guess, but—”


  “What’s up, dude?” Two guys in basketball hoodies come from behind and slap Ryan on the back. A few more guys and girls follow, and Ryan stands. Mari and I fade into the background as they all talk. We finish our yogurts, and I catch a couple of the girls sneak a glance at Mari and exchange a knowing look with each other.


  “Do you want to go?” I whisper at Mari.


  “No. It’s okay,” she says, but I can sense she does.


  “We’re headed over to Tracey’s house. Her parents are gone,” one of the tall boys says to Ryan. “You in?”


  “Nah, I’m good here,” Ryan says and aims an elbow at us. “I’m hanging with Loukas and Mari tonight.”


  They frown at us. I smile awkwardly, and Mari shrinks about five sizes.


  I nudge Ryan’s leg. “It’s okay. You should go.” My mouth says the words, but my heart wants him to stay.


  “No way. I’m hanging with you guys.” He turns to the guys. “I’ll catch the next one.”


  “Okay, bro,” the blond non-basketball player says. “Later,” they echo one after the other. They do some sort of bro handshake and leave with the girls trailing behind.


  “Really,” I insist. “You should go. I have to leave anyway. I have the race tomorrow.” I stand and Mari follows. I only said that so he’d not feel obligated to stay with us, but I should probably go anyway. I imagine staying up late will only make the thirteen miles more difficult.


  “Where’s the race?” Ryan asks.


  “In Huntington Beach. I don’t even know where that is. I have to get directions.”


  “It’s like thirty minutes away. What time does it start?”


  “Seven.”


  “Yikes.” He collects our empty yogurt cups. “Well, yeah, you probably should go to bed early.”


  I agree and grab my keys and phone from the table.


  “Well, I’m at least going to walk you to your car.” He stretches out an arm. “Ladies, after you.”


  We walk back to the car and Ryan’s hint of cologne mixes with his dryer fresh smell to create a perfect cloud of boy that hovers all around me. A rush of warmth travels through my veins until the sight of an out-of-state license plate next to my car halts its flow. Pictures of Ohio and my mom, dad, and brother flash in my mind. And my race tomorrow. I don’t have the space to let in a boy. And my fragmented heart certainly can’t afford another splinter.


  I shiver and quickly get in the car.


   


  When I get home, Grandma is already asleep, but there is a light on for me. She also left a note out on the counter wishing me good luck tomorrow, and she and Susan even printed out directions to the race for me. I haven’t told Grandma about Mom’s goal. I told her running helps me deal with everything, and as a result, she’s letting me out of therapy.


  I tiptoe to my room to get my clothes ready for tomorrow morning. I set an alarm for 5:00 a.m. Ugh. Another early morning. I second-guess this goal, wondering again if it’s simply a stupid idea that doesn’t matter anyway. But I see Mom’s picture next to the race medal on my dresser, and I know it’s the right thing to do. I turn out the lights and crawl into bed.


  After a while, the ping of my phone wakes me. I fumble in the darkness and see a blurry 1:05 a.m. I don’t have a good grip on the phone, and it drops to the floor before I can read who the message is from. My head falls back on the pillow, and I consider ignoring it. But Ryan still lingers in my heart like bits of confetti after a party, and I secretly hope it’s a message from him even though my brain says it would be weird for him to be texting me at this hour and that I should stop thinking about him.


  Tired of the volleying between my head and my heart, I lean over the side of the bed and pick up the phone. I prop myself on an elbow and squint to read the screen.


  My heart drops with a thud and not a swoon. It’s a news alert. There’s been another terror attack. I tap the alert, and it opens to an article headline that indicates it happened in Brussels. My finger jumps to click off the screen, and I put the phone face down on the nightstand. I roll over and curl up on my side.


  I tell myself I don’t care and demand sleep, but my brain switchboard is the Las Vegas strip. I wonder how many died and were injured. And where exactly was it and how did they do it this time? And I wonder who all the lost faces belong to. Are they adults or kids? Is there anyone who lost her family in this attack?


  I can’t stand it anymore, so I throw off the covers and sneak into the living room. I locate the remote and press the power button, lowering the volume immediately. I flip to channel 1064, and the Breaking News banner at the bottom of the screen starts feeding me answers. Eleven injured and five confirmed dead. A trio of pictures shows an outdoor market and the large white windowless van that drove through it. A new alert flashes, telling me it’s a Saturday morning festival in Brussels. I sit on my knees a foot from the TV.


  I study the images rotating at even intervals on the screen. Tables are upturned and broken, some scattered in pieces. The ripped white tops of E-Z UPs flutter in the breeze, and the rainbow splinters of fruit and shredded art resemble the smeary up-close mess of the Monets we studied in art class last year. Another picture sends that nasally wail into Grandma’s living room as European police cars rush to the scene. Still more images show a montage of bodies—bloodied, bandaged, and blanketed.


  The blond female news anchor introduces a young woman who survived the carnage. She describes the chaos and the terror she saw in the eyes of people fleeing the scene. She recalls comforting an older man who couldn’t find his wife. She doesn’t know where the van came from, but all of a sudden, she heard the roaring of an engine and tables and goods shooting off into the air one row away from where she was. The news anchor tells the woman she appreciates her visit during this difficult time.


  “Wait!” I say to the news anchor. I need to know more about the moment when it happened. I need to know who escaped and who didn’t and why.


  It’s 1:30 a.m. now, and my alarm is going to blast me awake in a few hours. I can’t go to bed without answers, though. So I continue watching until I see their faces and feel their final breaths and know exactly how it happened. I sit in the living room in front of the TV until I’ve traveled to Brussels and can feel the late morning sun and hear the chaos of sirens and cries that sound like an orchestra tuning.


  Finally, around three I stumble back to bed, my mind still wandering around in all the rubble, looking for all the answers.


  Chapter 11


  I guess there isn’t always traffic in Southern California, and I’m happy to discover this fact today. After being awake most of the night, I overslept, but I still arrive in time to pick up my race packet before the start. Mom always got hers the day before, but I couldn’t drive all the way here yesterday. So I rush to a portable table and get my race bib, the neon yellow T-shirt, and bag of advertisements with thirty minutes to spare.


  Once I’ve organized myself at the car, I walk back to the start area. I’m not really sure what to do. Off to the side, some people lean and angle their bodies in different stretching positions. Others jog up and back along the race route. Yet there are also a ton of people drinking coffee and talking as if it’s a Sunday morning at Starbucks. What they have in common, though, is that they all have someone—a companion, a group, someone to be with. My isolation only increases my insecurity, so I sit on a curb and check my music and retie my shoes.


  The sitting intensifies the heaviness of my eyelids and the vividness of last night’s news remnants still rustling in my brain. I jump to my feet and try to remember the different stretching drills from cross-country practice. I pull my leg back behind me and wonder if my mom ever felt this awkward before a race. We all went to the first few races, but once she began racing regularly, we stopped. It didn’t seem like such a big deal anymore. I wish I’d paid more attention to those race days. I wish...


  I let go of my leg and jam my earbuds and some thumping music into my ears. I need to clear all these thoughts from my mind. None of that will help me make it through thirteen miles. I pace a bit and look at my watch again and again until I see people’s hands cover their hearts. I pause my music and listen to the national anthem. Race time has arrived.


  Moments later, an airhorn signals the start. I’ve forgotten to turn on the GPS on my watch, though, so I have to fuss with it for the first bit of the race. It finally starts, and I settle into the flow. There’s such a clog of people for the first half mile or so as we wind our way through the beach boardwalk. I feel like I’m back in middle school PE running the obstacle course. I’m dodging people and weaving all around some who are already walking.


  The clump of runners thins when we reach the road that parallels the ocean. One reason I chose this race was that it was flat with the entire course running along the shoreline. It’s a beautiful, sunny morning, and I’m feeling so good now that I snap a few photos of the ocean as I run so I can text Callie later. I giggle at the caption I’ll use: “Surf’s up, dude!”


  At Mile 4, I check my pace, and I’m a full minute faster than I usually am. I haven’t even had to stop for water yet. Visions fill my head of me bounding across the finish line earlier than expected. I can’t wait to tell Coach how well I did. I’m literally cruising out here.


  The tide begins to shift, though, at about Mile 5.5. A car in a nearby parking lot backfires, and my mind immediately unearths the bodies from last night. I contrast them with the healthy fresh-faced runners all around me. It’s the same sun shining down on us as it was shining down on that morning festival in Brussels. Why have we been spared? Who makes these decisions?


  The heaviness seeps out of my head and travels down my body. The pinball pain shoots into my legs, and I feel the first signs of their weight. My body temperature is rising fast. One great thing about running by the beach is the beautiful scenery, but an equally awful thing is the fact that there is no shade from trees. The morning sun beats down on me, and my body is heating like a barbeque. I peek at my watch. I’m almost at the turnaround. There will be water there and a chance to walk. I’m slowing down, but I keep running.


  I arrive just in time, according to the cries of my muscles and my enflamed cheeks. I don’t notice that the cup I’ve taken is Gatorade and not water until I pour it over my head. I quickly find a cup of water and dump that over me to wash off the lemon-lime Gatorade, and I grab another cup for actual drinking. They’re handing out energy gels, and even though I’ve never used them, I take one. I need all the help I can get to run another six and a half miles. The coffee flavor sounds good because I need like a gallon of coffee to have the energy to finish this race. I rip off the top and squeeze it into my mouth. It comes right back out as I spit it into my hand. This is not the time for coffee, especially a gooey toothpaste version of it. I flick it into the empty cup, but now I have a sticky hand. I wipe it on my shirt and use my cup of water to wash off the rest. I can’t go back for more water, so I start running, just as thirsty as I was when I got to this water station.


  At the seven-mile mark, my legs stop. I beg and plead but neither they nor I can imagine running six more miles. It’s a desert out here, and I can practically feel my flesh burning. I didn’t even think about wearing sunscreen or a hat. 7:00 sounds so early. How can it be this hot already? My short-sleeved shirt might as well be a fleece sweatshirt. I shove the sleeves up as far as they will go, but they keep slipping down off my shoulders. I really need some water. I coax my legs back into running, but I nearly trip on a crack in the road because my feet hardly move off the ground in this shuffle-jogging I’m doing. I alternate walking and shuffling, with the walking lasting a bit longer each time. Start again at the next light pole. But when I pass the light pole, my legs continue walking. They are done. The ache in my feet and the pain in my knees shout this at me loud and clear. I look at my watch. If I walk the five and a half miles back to the finish line, it doesn’t really count. I will not have run a half-marathon, and this will be a waste of time. But my legs don’t care, and the heat stroke and dehydration seal the deal. I’m walking.


  I hang my head in defeat. A blast of cowbell comes from my left. I’ve been hearing it intermittently on the course. It’s an older man out here cheering everyone on. I remember following Mom on the course a couple of times, holding a sign to encourage her. Now I glance in the direction of the cowbell guy, hoping that maybe his cheers can encourage me to run. I see him and a few people near him holding signs for their family members. One sign makes me step aside to stop all together. I rub my eyes because I think the heat might be making me hallucinate. A sign reads, “Go Emma!” and right above it is Ryan’s beaming face.


  I carefully cross through the runners to where he is. “Wha... what?” I have no energy for any more words.


  “I came to cheer you on!” His bright blue eyes sparkle. He checks his watch. “You’re doing great. How’s it going?”


  I bend over and shake my head for a moment then straighten. “I’m not sure I can run anymore.”


  “Of course you can. You got this,” he encourages me and hands a bottle of water to me. “Here, hydrate. You’ll feel better.”


  “Thank you,” I gasp and snatch it from his hand. I alternately drink and pour it over me.


  “I’ve got more in the car. There’s another spectator point in a couple miles.” He points down the road.


  I finish the water and hand him the bottle. I feel a little refreshed and like I might be able to run again. I take another peek at his sign, “Go Emma!” I can go. I can do this.


  “C’mon, you can do this. You got it.” He gives me a squeeze on my shoulders.


  I nod. “Yeah... okay... yeah.”


  I say thanks and return to the stream of runners. I start with a slow jog, and my legs are moving. He’s right. I can do this. Go Emma. Some of the pain has dissipated, and I’ve shed a layer of discomfort. Refreshed from the water, I pick up my pace a little. I increase the volume of my music and let the rhythmic beat and the vision of Ryan’s poster carry me forward.


  It’s still blazing hot and my body still aches, but I’m able to run most of the remaining miles thanks to the additional water from Ryan and his cheering. Mile 13 hits, and the finish line beckons. I’m going to make it. I’m going to finish my first half-marathon!


  My elation grows when the race volunteer drapes the medal around my neck, and it doubles when I see Ryan waving along the side of the finishers’ lane. He hands me a bottle of water and follows me as I wander through and collect my post-race banana, muffin, and chocolate milk. When I’m through, he leads me to a shady spot on some grass near a tree. I can’t even sit down. I hand my stuff to Ryan and bend at the waist, pouring some of the water over my head.


  “You did it!” Ryan exclaims.


  “Yeah.” Even though the post-race adrenaline pulses through me, I can barely raise my hand for a high-five.


  “Do you need to stretch out or something?” he asks.


  I probably do, but I have no energy. And I’m starving. It’s about 9:30, and all I’ve eaten today is the donut I grabbed from the kitchen as I raced out of the house. “Probably, but...” I can’t even finish my thought. I drop to the ground and start shoving food into my mouth.


  Ryan laughs. “Hungry?”


  “Oh my God, yes,” I say, covering my mouth with my hand as I speak. He watches me, and I don’t even care that a bit of banana smears on my face or that muffin crumbs tumble and stick to my sweat-drenched shirt. God, I must smell, too. But I can’t even care about that either. I open the chocolate milk and start guzzling.


  “So... how was it?” he asks when I’m finished eating. He reads my face and adds, “I mean, what did you think of your first half-marathon?”


  I swallow the last bit of muffin and rattle off the list of lessons I angrily penned in my mind throughout the race. “I learned that even if it’s 60 degrees at the start, you should dress for 90 degrees. I learned that I need to carry water with me instead of only relying on the water stations. Oh, and drink water even if you feel invincible and think you don’t need it. I learned that I need to wear a hat and that energy gels are disgusting. And I learned that loud music is a runner’s best friend.”


  Ryan lets out a deep guttural laugh. “Damn.”


  “Yeah, well I had thirteen painful miles to reflect.” I finish off the chocolate milk.


  “Point one.”


  “Yes.” I laugh. “Thirteen point one. Let’s not forget the point one.”


  I drink more of the water and stare out at the ocean. We talk for a little bit, but I feel myself getting stiff. I stand, with some assistance from Ryan, and we walk—I hobble—back to my car. On the way, I say, “You know, I also learned that having someone cheering for you makes all the difference.”


  “You’re welcome.” He shines a heart-stopping smile at me. “Any time.”


  I heat up again and my gaze shifts down. I notice a smudge of coffee energy gel on my shirt and wonder how gross I truly look. My hand instinctively reaches up to my hair, and I cringe. But in the next step, the heavy finisher’s medal bangs against my chest, and nothing but pure joy fills me.


   


  I can barely walk the day after the race. It eventually passes; however, the glory of my finish remains. I blab to Mari about the race until I can tell from her reaction that she feels like she ran it with me. I can’t help it, though. I stare at my medal multiple times a day, and Coach is even impressed with me when I tell him about finishing. It wasn’t a really fast time, but he said for a first-time racer, especially at that distance, I did a great job.


  The pressure eases a little with one of the four races completed, so now I can focus more on my college applications. I’ve worked on the Ohio State application like an author drafting a novel. I’ve analyzed every word in my essay and reviewed my answers at least ten times. I made Grandma review it to see if I made any errors, and I even made an appointment with my counselor at lunch today to review it.


  “Sorry I’m late today,” I say to Mari when I make it to our lunch spot after the meeting.


  She’s just about finished with her lunch. “No biggie. I was just watching Jenny Miller attempt more flirting with Josh Sanders.”


  “And how’s she doing today?” I joke and remove my lunch from my backpack. We’ve been watching her try to make a move on him for the past week.


  “A little better. I think the casual touch of his shoulder combined with her low-cut top is working.” Mari crunches a carrot.


  I unwrap my sandwich and focus on Jenny. Sure enough, her shirt is really giving Josh a lot to look at.


  “So what’d the counselor say? Is your application good?” Mari asks.


  “She says it looks fine, and it’s ready to submit.”


  “That’s good.”


  “Yeah. I think she wanted to talk more about the other applications—the ones I haven’t done yet.” I bite my lip. “But I told her I had to go.”


  “You should’ve stayed.”


  “I didn’t want to—”


  “Leave me all alone?” Mari finishes.


  I shrug.


  “I’m a big girl, you know.” She crunches a final carrot. “And besides, you’re lucky that I’m hanging out with you. I had big plans with the library this year.”


  I laugh. “Oh yeah?”


  “That’s right. I had planned on spending some quality time this year with Hester Prynne and Miss Havisham, as well as reminisce about the good ole days with Harry Potter and Corduroy.”


  “I guess I am very lucky, especially if I’m up against Corduroy.”


  She nods at me in mock seriousness. “He’s tough competition with the heart-wrenching missing button and all.”


  We both giggle, and the bell rings. I shove my half-eaten sandwich in my lunch bag, and we pack our stuff.


  As I walk to class, I realize I am lucky. Mari is the perfect friend for me here.


   


  All my positive vibes dissipate when I arrive home after school. There’s another shouting match happening inside, with Grandma alone at the kitchen table. It must have been bridge day again because the cards and perspiring iced teas are out on the table. I only see Rose and another blond bridge friend this time. They are inches from Susan’s face.


  “What’s going on?” I shout into the chaos, dropping my stuff right inside the door.


  “Oh good, you’re here,” the blond friend says, turning toward me. “When we arrived for bridge this afternoon, your grandmother was having one of her spells. And this one,” she angrily points to Susan, “put her hands on Connie.”


  “What?” I glare at Susan.


  She throws up her hands. “Oh please. That’s a gross exaggeration. I was just trying to get her out of the chair.”


  “Yes, by yanking at her,” Rose chimes in.


  Susan turns to me. “Look, I was supposed to leave at three today. There should have been another nurse here at two for the transition, but she hasn’t arrived yet. I was just trying to get your grandmother to take her pills. She’s been refusing lately, and it’s something that has to get done.”


  Grandma’s friend mutters, “Leaving early again...”


  Cartoon steam shoots out of Susan’s head. “I’m very sorry that my sister’s illness is an inconvenience to you.”


  “I feel for you and your sister, I really do, but our priority is Connie. And she’s not getting the care she needs.”


  “Or that she’s paying for,” Rose adds. “She’s supposed to have a regular nurse.”


  “Well, then you should request a change,” Susan says matter-of-factly.


  Rose and the blond lady turn to me. “Your grandmother—”


  They’re interrupted by a knock at the door followed by the entrance of the young Asian nurse who had been here before. Susan launches at her like a tiger and begins mauling her with reproaches and accusations. The young nurse immediately snarls out a defense, and their arguing draws in Grandma’s friends. About this time, another bridge lady emerges from the hallway waving a paper and claiming she’s found the in-home care contract in Grandma’s bedroom. This takes the anger to a new level as they all claw at the paper like crows fighting over a dropped French fry.


  They’ve forgotten about me, so I walk over to Grandma. I sit next to her as she stares at the ruckus but looks somewhere far beyond it. The shouting continues and my mind flashes back to Mom and the hospital.


  When they rushed her out of the ER, she went immediately into surgery. Afterward, as she was recovering in the ICU, the nurses let me spend the nights in her room. The doctors always showed me cheery faces and spoke optimistic words, but more than once I saw them shaking their heads with more serious faces at my aunt and uncle outside the room.


  I woke up one morning in Mom’s ICU room—the third or fourth day, I’m not sure because all the days blurred together—to the shouts and screams of the blue and green-clothed bodies darting in and out of the room and back and forth from one side of her bed to the other, all while beeping machines screeched in urgency. My mind screamed—What’s happening? What’s wrong with my mom?—but my paralyzed voice remained silent. In the chaos, a nurse finally spotted me and led me out of the room. I saw her mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear her voice. My ears were filled with the dire cry of the machines hooked to Mom.


  My mom went into cardiac arrest that morning. We held out hope for two weeks, but we knew it was the end because her eyes never registered anything other than an empty faraway look. She’d gone somewhere that morning and was never coming back. Her body had experienced too much trauma. Still, I never left her side. I held her hand every moment of every day; even when I rested my head on her bed for brief moments of sleep, I never let go. Uncle Jim told me I should go home and get some proper sleep. He said she probably didn’t even know I was there. But that didn’t matter to me. I told him, if it were me, I’d want someone to sit with me and hold my hand at the end. I’d want someone to be there with me, so I wasn’t alone. Even if I didn’t know it.


  “Emma? Emma, what do you think?” Rose’s voice brings me back to the present.


  “You’re going to let a teenager make this decision?” Susan snaps.


  This sets off more shouts that ricochet off the walls. I gently hold Grandma’s hand between mine.


  “I’m here, Grandma,” I say to her, and she looks over at me, eyes still somewhere far away. “I’m here.”


  Chapter 12


  I fired Susan. I guess I “dismissed” her. That’s what Grandma’s friends called it. One of her friends found something in the in-home care contract that allowed for it, and collectively we ousted her, although as her relative, they made me give the final say. I don’t know if it was the right thing to do. Susan clearly has other things on her mind, and it’s hurting Grandma. But I can’t take care of her on my own. Her friends assured me they will be here to help out until we find a new in-home care service to use, and they’ll have to help out starting today because I still have a week of school until Thanksgiving break.


  Rose arrives before I leave for school. Grandma is still a little depressed. I’m not sure if it’s about Susan or something else; she’s pretty quiet. But both she and Rose assure me things will be okay. I have a little help from Grandma’s blond friend after cross-country practice, but she leaves before dinner. Most of Grandma’s friends have big family Thanksgiving plans. They insist I can call that week if I need anything, but I know I’ll be on my own.


  By the next week, Grandma seems to be back to her old self. She pressures me to go to work on Saturday, but my pulse quickens when I think about leaving her alone. So I reschedule my shift, and we spend the day together. It’s a good start when she takes her pills without issue. Thankfully, I remembered to have them set out on the counter when I call her back in the kitchen to take them. She’s a few days behind on her soap opera, so we catch up on that. Later, I drive her to the grocery store to buy the ingredients for a roast chicken recipe she’s been dying to try. During dinner, I tell her about an app for the iPad that could help her find a ton of new recipes. Her eyes brighten, so after we’ve done the dishes, we fish out her iPad and I set it up. I also add a few puzzle and game apps she can play. She gets a little confused with all the directions and passwords, and my heartbeat quickens at the thought of her having another spell. But I calmly recall what I read online earlier today when Grandma was napping and I researched dementia. I slow down and write out all the directions for her on a paper she can keep with the iPad. Her stress eases, and she even works a few puzzles before going to bed. I fall asleep not long after her, exhausted from the day.


  She pushes me out the door and on to work Sunday after church. “I’ve got my coffee and my newspaper. I’m fine,” she claims.


  I feel better about how she’s doing, but I still convince Lynn at work to let me keep my cell phone with me in case there is an emergency. Nothing eventful happens, especially because Ryan isn’t here. I knew he wouldn’t be because he has practice for his Thanksgiving tournament that starts tomorrow, and I’m worn out when the day is over. My worry over Grandma, not seeing Ryan, and being stuck in a cramped, dingy office filing paperwork for hours makes it a very long day. When I get home, Grandma sings in the kitchen, and the whole house smells like the Greek garlic sauce she loves to make. We eat until we’re stuffed, and I convince her to watch a silly animated movie with me after dinner.


  It doesn’t slow down the next day either. I guess I didn’t know how busy Grandma is because I’m at school, but a lot happens around here. On Monday of my weeklong vacation, we take her usual morning walk around the neighborhood. After a shower, I drive her to the church to count money and then to a hair appointment. I wasn’t thinking that I’d have to stay the whole time, and I forget to bring my homework or a phone charger. The ladies talk to me the whole time at church, but my phone dies about fifteen minutes into her two-hour hair appointment. So, I read the salon magazines and catch up on celebrity gossip from July, learn how to give my home some country charm and discover how to stay active after fifty.


  When the hair appointment is finished, Grandma needs to run a few errands. We stop at the drugstore and the garden shop. Monday is also grocery day, and Grandma must go to three different stores to get the proper brands and prices. Once we finally get home, I get a small break when she takes a nap, but then it’s time to help with dinner. I struggle to stay awake until 9:00 p.m. when she goes to bed.


  The next two days are no different. There are more walks, bridge with a different group of ladies I don’t know, she has a nail appointment, and we have to get the house cleaned for the holiday. I was hoping she would forget about Thanksgiving because it will be my first big holiday alone, and I don’t really want to think about it. But Grandma wants to cook a turkey and go all out. I find a bit of thankfulness when Rose invites us to her celebration. She and her husband are on their own this year, so they are grateful to have the company. I’m grateful to escape the gray cloud of mourning that I know would have hovered over our table for two.


  By the end of the week, I haven’t made any progress on my college applications, I’ve had to skip the extra days of work I’d requested, and Sunday night becomes a cram session for all the homework that’s due tomorrow. A nurse from the new in-home care service is supposed to start next week. At church this morning, I prayed several times for that to be true.


   


  I catch up with Mari on the way in to school on Monday.


  “Hey!”


  She clutches a giant Starbucks cup. “Hi,” she says through a yawn.


  “I should’ve done that.” I point to her coffee.


  “It’s the only way I was getting here this morning.”


  She motions to the left, and we break off from the stream of students and walk toward her locker.


  “So how was the trip? Sounds like you were having fun,” I say as I take her coffee so she can open her locker. Mari and her mom spent the week at her aunt’s house in northern California. The few text threads we started fizzled out in the chaos of our weeks.


  She points at her ear, and I swing around to her other side. “Sorry,” I say and repeat my question.


  “It’s okay. Yeah, it was actually kind of fun. I was surprised. My mom was down with a headache almost the entire time, so I spent a whole lot of time with my aunt. We got our nails done, went to the movies, and she even took me into the city.”


  “That sounds cool.”


  “Yeah, she brought me to this awesome record store, and later, we had the best pie ever from this little hole-in-the-wall place.” She takes out a few folders and puts them in her backpack. “I don’t know why she’s still single. She’s like the coolest person on the earth.” Mari slams her locker. “How was your week? Did it get any easier?”


  I hand the coffee back to her. “No,” I exhale. “I guess I sort of just thought my grandma sat around all day while I was gone. But she does a lot. And now that Susan is gone, I’m the chauffeur. She feels really bad about it, so I can’t complain. But I got absolutely nothing done.”


  “What about Ryan?” Mari raises her eyebrows at me. “Did you get to a game?”


  I turn and we start off to my locker. “No. He texted me a few times, but I couldn’t get away. I feel like I disappointed him. When I didn’t go to the first game, I got a sad-face emoji. After that, I didn’t get anything at all.”


  “You couldn’t get away or you were too scared to go?” Mari raises an eyebrow as we turn a corner.


  My hands fly up in surrender. “No, I swear I was too busy. But I feel so bad now, and I can’t even text him because I can’t explain to him the reason why.”


  “Seriously, you need to tell him. He’s going to understand.”


  We arrive at my locker. “It’s not that I don’t think he’ll understand. It’s just that...” I can’t finish the thought. I mess up my combination and have to try again.


  “I know,” Mari says, seeming to sense the rest of my thought. “But you need to tell him. I’ll bet you it’s not going to change how he acts around you.”


  I finally get the locker open and turn to face her. “I know. But how?”


  The bell rings. “You’ll figure it out. But you’ve got to do it. And soon.” She tips her head back and finishes the last sip of coffee. “Gotta go. English calls.”


  “Physics. Ugh. It’s too early for Mr. Dunbar.”


  “Better than Ms. Burgstrom.”


  “See you at lunch,” I say, shutting my locker, and I head off in the opposite direction.


   


  I successfully avoid Ryan all week. I don’t think he’s mad at me, but I’m not sure what to say to him, so I jam out of second period and take a different route to Calculus. I also convince Mari we should return to her library days at lunch. It’s the middle of yet another heat wave, so it sort of makes sense anyway.


  Grandma has been doing well, but I was still nervous to leave her this week. Her friends, though, have each taken a day and provide help. I wake up earlier than usual to eat breakfast with her and make sure she takes her pills. Then one of her friends spends the day with her. Grandma argued at first, but since she should only be inconveniencing everyone—as she puts it—for a week, she relented.


  By Saturday, I’m back to a mostly regular routine. I can finally go on a long run, and though it’s painful at first, I’ve missed seeing my early-morning regulars and feeling that end-of-run exhilaration. I’m back at work, too. My brain exhales in relief, but my heart sinks when Ryan isn’t there. However, at the end of my shift when I walk into the employee lounge, Ryan has his head buried in one of the cubbies.


  “Hey.” The word squeaks out as I freeze in the doorway.


  He turns and his smile tears through my heart. “Hey, Loukas! Long time, no see.”


  “Yeah...” I want to say more words, but even my cautious brain has been melted. His hair is still wet, and he smells like clean, pure soap.


  “You leaving?” he asks.


  “Yeah.” I quickly add, “Just finished.” At least I get two more words in this time. My feet finally uproot themselves, and I step forward into the room.


  “Cool.” His almond-shaped eyes dart from me to the floor and back to me. “So...” he says. I study the chipped floor tile like it’s the site of an ancient discovery. “So, I’ve got practice tomorrow and won’t be here. I guess I’ll see you Monday?”


  “Uh huh.” I look up, biting my lip. My heart drums so fast I’m breathless. I haven’t seen him in a while, and I forgot how his flawless caramel skin nearly glows. He’s like the most perfect shade of human.


  He turns to leave, and my heart sends a jolt through my entire body. I know my brain says I don’t have time or space in my heart for a boy, but my heart is screaming, “There’s space right here! Don’t let him go!” He’s at the doorway and my chance is floating away. I can sense it will forever be gone if I don’t do something now.


  “Wait!” I blurt out.


  He turns.


  “Do you... uh... uh... do want to maybe do something tonight after work?” My cheeks burn. He’s silent. “I mean, it’s okay if you don’t or if you have other stuff to do. It’s no big deal.” My brain is taking charge.


  His perfect blush-colored lips curl into a smile. “Are you asking me out, Loukas?”


  Now, my neck and whole face heat up. “No. Yeah. I don’t know?” I babble. “I mean, like hanging out.”


  “What did you have in mind?” He takes a step forward. “For this date?”


  My shoulders relax. He’s just teasing me. “I don’t know.” I hadn’t thought that far ahead. The wheels spin. I’m going to have to tell him my story. I don’t want to go where there’s a big crowd of people, and if we go to the movies, we won’t be able to talk. “I don’t know, maybe do you just want to come over to my place?”


  His eyebrows waggle. “Your place, huh?”


  “Not like that.” I playfully roll my eyes.


  “I know, I’m just teasing you. Yeah, that sounds good.”


  I exhale. “Okay. I’ll text you the address.”


  “Cool. I get off work around seven. I’ll come over after that?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okey doke.” He sort of flinches after he says it and turns to leave. He pauses before he steps through the door and says, “You know, I’m great with parents.” He winks at me, then he’s out the door. Parents. Great. The drumming in my heart restarts, but this time it’s more like a funeral call.


   


  Grandma clasps her hands and beams wide eyes at me when I announce that I’ve invited a boy over to the house. She reminds me of Dad with her nosy Greekness needing to catalogue every detail about him. Together, we clean the house, and Grandma laughs as I shift everything from one place to another and hide the fifth grade picture of me that she has on the end table. Afterward, I shower but break into a full-body sweat trying to tame my hair. I pull every piece of clothing I own from the closet and dresser drawers, but nothing looks right. Nothing says cute and casual. I group text Callie and Hannah for reinforcements, but I don’t hear from either of them. I check the time and do the math. They’re probably out. I now remember Callie saying something about a big party tonight. I toss the phone on the bed.


  When I’ve finally settled on jeans (casual) and my white eyelet shirt with the sweetheart neckline (cute), I perch at the front window like a hawk—a cute and casual one. My grandmother doesn’t know that Ryan doesn’t know my whole story, and Ryan doesn’t know that there won’t be any parents in here. I’m guarding all angles. When Ryan’s black Jeep pulls into the driveway, I call to Grandma in the kitchen, “Ryan’s here. We’ll be inside in a minute.”


  I step out to the porch as he approaches.


  “Hey,” he says. “You... uh... wow, you look good.” His eyes blink abnormally fast.


  My hands fidget with my shirt, and I brush off his compliment. “Thanks. I think I was covered in dog hair last time you saw me, so anything’s an improvement, right?”


  He takes a step forward, but I’m still blocking the door. “Uh, before we go in, there’s something I have to tell you.”


  His eyebrows draw together, and he stiffens. I can only imagine what he’s thinking he’ll find inside. “It’s nothing bad,” I assure him. “For you, I mean. There’s nothing weird in there.” I let out a nervous laugh.


  His shoulders release a bit. I motion for him to sit on the porch step. He sits, and after stuttering and starting about fifty million times, I finally tell him my story, starting with my regrettable refusal to attend the baseball game. I narrate it as someone else’s tragedy, like I’m a voice hired to record an audiobook. It keeps the emotion at bay until I get to Mom’s cardiac arrest. Not even the stack of 300 figure eights I’ve traced on the porch with my finger can keep me detached. I wrap it up. The end.


  I haven’t been paying attention to Ryan’s face. I was just trying to get through the story. I sneak a peek at him. His eyes aren’t wide. His head isn’t tilted, and he doesn’t seem to want to reach out and pet me like a stray dog as most people do. His eyes are softened, and he simply nods, lips slightly pursed.


  He remains silent for a moment then says, “I’m sorry. I mean, I’m sure people say that all the time. But that’s a horrible thing to have happen to you. I mean, I can’t even imagine...” His voice trails off and his eyes search the sky as if he really is trying to imagine it. When his gaze returns to me, he sees my smile and seems dazed.


  “You know, you’re the first person not to tell me that everything is going to be okay? Or that things happen for a reason or that I’m strong and a survivor?” He’s the first person to simply validate how I feel. It’s awful. It’s horrible. And it sucks, and no one else can possibly imagine what it’s like.


  We both stare at our feet and hands and let this huge revelation float between us. Finally, I know it’s time to discover the consequence of my truth. I say, “So, if you don’t want to stick around, I totally get it. Too much drama.”


  His eyes bulge, and he springs to his feet. “Not stick around? Are you kidding me, Loukas? I’m even better with grandparents!” My heart turns a few cartwheels, and I stand to join him.


  It takes all of five minutes for Grandma and Ryan to fall in love with each other. They gab about some festival the town has each Christmas and somehow get on the topic of a game Ryan plays. He sends Grandma for her iPad, and he downloads the game and explains it, slowly, as if he instinctively knows. None of us has eaten dinner yet; we interrupted Grandma’s usual 7:00 p.m. dinnertime. Ryan insists we try the best Chinese takeout in town, so we order a bunch of food. He even convinces Grandma to forgo her leftover meatloaf and join in.


  After dinner, Grandma excuses herself to bed, and just like Dad would, she finds a loud way to suggest silently that it’s time for Ryan to go. “Don’t forget, Emma, we have church early in the morning.”


  I smile. “I remember, Grandma.”


  She disappears, and Ryan says to me, “Looks like that’s my cue to leave.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “You heard that loud and clear, too?”


  We walk outside, and it’s still warm out.


  “Is it always this hot in December?” I ask him. “I haven’t even thought about wearing a sweater yet.”


  “The past few years, yeah.” He slows his steps, and it feels like neither one of us wants him to leave.


  “You want to hang out here for a little bit?” I ask, motioning to the two red Adirondack chairs on the porch. “We didn’t really get much time to hang out with the lovefest between you and my grandma.” I giggle and sit down.


  He flashes a sly grin and takes the other seat. “I told you I was good with grandparents.”


  “You weren’t kidding,”


  A few crickets chirp and a car drives by. Other than that, it’s silent. Neither of us seems to have anything to say. I’m wondering if I made a mistake when Ryan says, “So, what do you think of California so far?”


  “It’s not bad... I mean, I love the beach and the weather. But I miss some things about Ohio and the Midwest.”


  “Like what?”


  “Well, I miss the first snow of the season. I love waking up one morning and the whole world has magically turned into a snow globe overnight.” A vision of our last snowfall flashes in my mind. “After those few magical moments, though, I’m done with snow. It’s nothing but a pain after that.” I laugh, and he joins in, sharing his first experience with snow while skiing. “And I miss the ice cream parlor in my town.” I pause and add, “But most of all, I think I miss the fireflies.”


  “Oh yeah, I’ve heard of those. They look really cool.”


  “Yeah, on summer nights when I was little, I’d sit out on our back porch and count them with my dad. Connor and I used to have contests: who could count the most in a minute. When I was really little, my mom made a special jar and helped me catch some. I guess I liked it for a minute, but then I cried because I thought they were going to die.” I shrug. “At least that’s what they tell me.”


  Ryan watches me intently. “Ohio sounds cool.”


  “It is.” A wave of homesickness washes over me. It’s been a while since the last one, but the memories stir the waters tonight.


  “Did you know that fireflies use their light as a warning to predators?” I announce. He shakes his head no. “When I was in kindergarten, I was afraid of the dark. After tucking me in, my parents would leave, then count down, ‘3, 2, 1...’ and I would appear downstairs. So my mom made me a firefly costume to wear to bed. She said, ‘Your light is your strength. You can fight off any predator.’ I wore it every night and even at Halloween. In fact, for three years in a row, I was a firefly for Halloween, long after I was over my fear of the dark. And I didn’t even care that some of the kids made fun of me. I loved being a firefly.”


  Ryan laughs. “I was Batman four years in a row.”


  “See, you get it,” I say. And he really does.


  “Totally.” He nods and his gaze remains locked on me.


  I shift around in my chair. “I should probably go. I don’t want to give my grandma any reason to fall out of love with you.” My ears catch fire at the mention of being in love with him.


  “No, we wouldn’t want that,” he jokes.


  We both rise and stand face-to-face, close enough that his body heat mingles with mine. I stare at his chest and then at his lips. They’re parted slightly, as are mine. My heartbeat quickens as his hand flinches at his side. We’re both frozen in our indecision about what comes next. I panic and shove my hands in my pockets. Decision made. His shoulders slump, and he takes a step off the porch.


  “See you Monday, Loukas. And don’t rush off after English. No hiding.” He waves a naughty finger at me.


  “I won’t.” No hiding anymore.


  Chapter 13


  The summer weather in December and the way people say “the” before a freeway—as in the 405—aren’t the only odd things about California. Finals are after winter break. I guess it’s because school starts so late here. So, I’m not cramming for tests the week before vacation. And despite dreading the holiday, I’m sort of floating through the days. Ryan stops by at lunch more often now. Sometimes Mari pretends she has to get something from her locker in order to leave us alone. I’m not sure what she thinks is going to happen in the quad at school, but since he’s getting busier with basketball, it’s nice to have these few moments alone with him. I’ve learned he has a little brother Jake who’s in seventh grade, and Ryan has already gotten an offer to play basketball at San Diego State. His dad is an engineer, and his mom is a physical therapist who works her schedule around their school hours. He pretty much has a perfect life. He’s pretty much perfect himself.


  And this whatever I have going with Ryan has also reignited my friendship with Callie. We’ve kept in touch, but there is more than just a bunch of states between us. We’ve drifted apart without the anchor of cheer and classes and our parents palling around. A little boy drama was just what we needed. I’m pretty sure by now Callie can sketch Ryan in her art pad, down to the tiny freckle beneath his left eye, and in hundreds of texts, she hasn’t once asked me if I’m doing okay.


  Even at home, Grandma is doing really well. There’s a delay with the new nurse’s start date, but the independence has freed Grandma from her depression. She’s singing, cooking, and really obsessing over her iPad these days. She’s even started cleaning out the garage. All her appointments have been consolidated into two days each week, so it’s easy for us to get her a ride. She seems more like a mom these days than a grandma.


  Since Grandma is so self-sufficient and I don’t have finals, I finish all my college applications this week. They’re not due until February 1, but I’m anxious to keep checking things off my list—one race down, half of my plane ticket to Greece earned, and my Ohio State application sent. I couldn’t get all the information together in time for early decision to Ohio State, and this means I’ll have to wait until April. That’s an eternity from now, but it feels good to be finished.


  By Friday, my heart is so light that the fact that it’s the last day before vacation is just the icing on the cake. My second half-marathon is tomorrow. It’s closer this time, so I can drive over after school to pick up my race packet like all the other runners. Like Mom used to do. This puts me at ease as well as the fact that I have a handheld water bottle, hat, and tank top ready for tomorrow even though it’s expected to be chilly at the start. This race is already starting out better than the last one.


  The start on Saturday isn’t even as awkward because Tim, the graduate assistant who works with my group at cross-country practice, is running the race and finds me in the crowd. He gives me some tips about the course and guides me through some stretching. In no time, it seems, it’s time to line up in our race corrals.


  Even though I put all of my lessons from race one to work—hat, water, tank top, regular hydration, and don’t go out so fast—it’s still no day at Disney World. Sweat streams down my face that has heated up despite my hat, and at times my breathing is so loud I have to increase the volume of my music to drown it out. And I have to admit that I’m the teeniest bit disappointed my hopeful eyes haven’t spotted Ryan along the course.


  Nevertheless, I make it all the way to the halfway point without stopping to walk, except through the water stations. I’m careful about the cup I take and choose a more appropriate mixed berry energy gel. I practiced with them twice on my Saturday runs, so I know what to expect now. It’s a much better experience at the midpoint this time, and I surge into the second half of the race.


  The extreme pain and mental anguish, however, make their usual appearance. All the cross-country drills pay off as I’m better able to use my mind to power through the pain, but even a mind of steel eventually is no match for the brute force of leg fatigue. I’m starting to let it all overwhelm me—the heat, breathlessness, and pain—when I hear my name. “Loooooo-kas!” My head swivels left, and Ryan, along with Mari this time, stands in a clump of other cheering friends and family. Ryan waves his “Go Emma!” sign, and they give me a thumbs-up. My legs instantly rev up as a surge of power has electrified them. And for the rest of the race, just when I need that burst of energy to keep going, they magically appear.


  At the finish line, Ryan waits for me with a bottle of water. “Congrats!”


  “Thanks,” I say, bending down to catch my breath. I straighten and add, “You came.”


  “Of course I came. If you’re crazy enough to run these things, you deserve a cheering section.” He leads me away from the crowded finish area. “Mari says congrats. She had to take off.”


  I smile. Of course she did.


  “And actually, I have to go, too. Basketball practice.” He shrugs apologetically. “Sorry I can’t stay to hang out.”


  I wave him off. “It’s totally fine. I’m grateful you came at all. You guys really helped me.”


  “I wouldn’t miss it. You’re a beast, Loukas.” He playfully knocks me on the arm.


  My hand immediately reaches to pat down my hair.


  His cheeks flush. “No, I mean, you’re an animal... you’re like a monster...” He shakes his head. “Never mind.”


  I laugh. “I know what you mean. And thanks.”


  “I mean you’re great,” he says quietly.


  I fidget with my water bottle. “Thanks.”


  Ryan clears his throat. “All right, I’m out. Congrats again.” He leans in and we exchange an awkward hug as I try to keep my sweat and smell to myself.


  He waves and walks away, and I head to the grassy area away from the crowd. I plop down and take a bite of banana. By no means am I that Prefontaine guy Coach talked about at our end-of-season party, but this wasn’t nearly the disaster that the last race was. And now I’m halfway done with Mom’s races. I lean back and stare at the sky. I’m almost there, guys.


   


  My euphoria of late is much like the runner’s high I experience around mile four—it doesn’t last long. Each day that Christmas inches closer increases the weight that’s shackled to every part of me. I sense Grandma has a similar weight because she’s singing less and doing a lot more sitting in her armchair, staring at her book. We hardly talk about my dad or that day. We sidestep unintended references and gloss over the empty moments that pop up. Like me, I don’t think she wants to be buried in an avalanche of teardrops, so we avoid the topic. But the approach of Christmas makes that difficult.


  Christmas was always my dad’s favorite holiday. He nominated himself Lead Decorator. Ornaments filled every space on our tree because he loved all of them. It hurt him to leave any off. He dragged us all out to a Christmas tree farm ever since I can remember, and each year he made one of us choose the winning tree. He cursed his way through getting it home and into the house, but his eyes lit up just like the tree when it was finished. From all the pictures I’ve seen of Grandma and Grandpa’s Christmases, I think Dad inherited his enthusiasm. And when Grandma started spending the holiday with us, the joy only multiplied.


  My mom was in charge of the cookies. Every year, I helped her make a batch of sugar cookies in different Christmas cutout shapes. Connor swooped in at the end to help decorate them in green, red, and white frosting, but he wouldn’t allow sprinkles. I tried to sneak them in one year, and he told me I ruined Christmas.


  On top of all of this, Christmas Day is also my birthday. I am a Christmas baby. My parents knew how much I hated it, so they always filled the house with equal parts Christmas decorations and birthday decorations; my dad even counted. They split the day in half, too. The first half of the day was Christmas and the second half, including dinner, was always the birthday celebration.


  But this year, I don’t think either of us cares about cookies or decorations or a tree. We go through the motions out of a sense of obligation. With the help of Rose’s son, we find a live Christmas tree and get it set up at home. I dig out Grandma’s Christmas boxes from the garage, and we decorate the tree. Lights are quickly wrapped around the tree, and ornaments are placed wherever there is space. Instead of “Frosty the Snowman” playing in the background, we have the evening news on TV, and we stop when I ask, “Is this good enough?” and Grandma says, “Sure.”


  We already have plenty of presents to put under our tree. Since December 1, packages have arrived daily from Mom’s relatives and Grandma’s friends and her family in Greece. It’s as if everyone thinks they can make this time easier by giving us a box of chocolates or a gift card or a pair of fuzzy socks. But we still spend a day shopping at the mall. We plaster on our best smiles and choose a few gifts for each other. I think Grandma has forgotten it’s also my birthday, and for once I’m not sad to let it get lost in the red and green of Christmastime.


  At the end of the day, we stop at the drugstore and buy some wrapping paper with Christmas aliens on it, simply because it was the first roll we saw. When we are finally home, we wrap the presents together and put them under the tree. That night and for the next few nights, we forget to even plug in the tree lights.


  On December 23, after work, I drive to the store and buy all the ingredients for the sugar cookies. I don’t have Mom’s exact recipe and the new cookie cutters I buy are odd. Santa has a bigger head than belly, and the tree branches are too skinny and the dough keeps getting stuck in it. I suffer through my frustration and decorate them as usual. When they’re finished, I place some out on one of Grandma’s holiday china platters.


  With the cookies on the table, decorations everywhere, and the tree lights glowing, it looks like a house bursting with Christmas joy. But when we say goodnight on Christmas Eve, after Mass and a very quiet dinner, I can sense that neither of us is going to want to get out of bed tomorrow.


  But we do. I awaken around six because there is a clanging going on in the kitchen. I stumble in and pots and pans are stacked on the counter.


  “Grandma, what are you doing?” I ask.


  Her hair is disheveled, and she’s still in her pink floral robe. She never comes out of her bedroom undressed. “I can’t find my hairbrush. I need to do my hair before we go, and I can’t find my hairbrush.”


  My heart sinks. I inhale slowly and let it out. “Okay, can I help you look?” I walk over to her and open a nearby cupboard. I remove some Tupperware. “I’ll check all these cabinets, and you look in the drawers.”


  The wildness in her eyes softens. For a few moments, I pretend to search for her hairbrush in the cupboards while she opens every drawer.


  “It’s just not here.” The desperation in her voice and the worry etched on her pale face age her by about twenty years.


  “Why don’t we try some of the other rooms?” I suggest.


  “I’ve looked everywhere,” she insists.


  “I know you have, but sometimes it’s good to double-check. C’mon, let’s double-check.” I rest my hand lightly on her back and lead her by the elbow out of the kitchen and back to her room. “Let’s start in your room. Next, we’ll move on to my room and the living room.”


  She agrees, and I help her search a few of the dresser drawers before I step into the bathroom. Right there on the counter next to a tan hand towel with a single seashell stitched into it lies her brown paddle brush.


  Grandma sits on the bed, staring at her hands. I sit by her side.


  “I found your hairbrush, Grandma.” She looks at it as though she isn’t sure what I’m holding. “It was buried under your hand towel, so that’s probably why you didn’t see it.” A tear tumbles down her cheek. I put my arm around her and give her a little squeeze, blinking back my own tears.


  “It’s okay. We found it. Now let’s get your hair done,” I say in as a cheery a voice as I can muster. I help her up and lead her into the bathroom.


  “Your hair always looks so pretty. Can I stay and see how you do it?” I don’t want to leave her alone with the curling iron, but I know the hovering will agitate her more.


  She wipes away the tears, and a half smile forms as she slowly raises the brush and gently moves it through her chin-length hair.


  “Your hair has always reminded me of Elizabeth Taylor.” This is Grandma’s favorite actress. And it’s true, her brown waves remind me of the way Elizabeth Taylor looked in the movie I watched with Grandma once when she visited us. “What was that movie called that we watched together?” I squirm as soon as I say it. This might be another thing she can’t remember.


  “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,” she says confidently, and her eyes brighten. “That’s sweet of you to say, dear. You know, Elizabeth Taylor...” She slowly eases herself out of the confusion by talking about her favorite actress and all the others she loves. I actually enjoy hearing her tell me about all her favorite old Hollywood stars, but I feel even better being there when she uses the curling iron and helping her find the right makeup after she’s done.


  While she’s getting dressed, I sneak out into the kitchen and clean up. I also set out her pills. She appears a few minutes later in her walking clothes and informs me she doesn’t feel like taking her pills right now and that it’s time for us to go on her usual Wednesday walk. My heart drops once more; today is Thursday, and we just took her Wednesday walk yesterday. But I figure another walk can’t hurt, so I tell her to give me a minute to change.


  After her walk, she takes a quick rinse off shower and tells me it’s time to go to her hair appointment. I try to convince her she might have written the day down incorrectly, but she insists she’s correct. I’m not sure if it’s the right thing to do, but I want to avoid a meltdown so I drive her to the salon. When we arrive, it’s closed, and this upsets her more. I concoct a story about the hairdresser probably forgetting what day it is, but it doesn’t calm her and the tears tumble once more.


  After waiting for fifteen minutes, I drive us home. I try explaining to her that it’s Christmas, but she tells me, “Don’t be silly. Christmas was last week.” She then appears to notice the tree for the first time today and asks why we haven’t taken it down yet. Once again, I try to tell her that Christmas is today and remind her how we were at Christmas Eve Mass just yesterday. But she yells at me that she knows when Christmas is. It was last week, and why is everyone always telling her that she’s wrong? I consider calling her friends, but I don’t want to ruin their days. They’re probably playing with grandchildren and new toys or working on their special dinners.


  So I bring over a calendar and study it. “You know what, Grandma? You’re right. Christmas was last week.” Her muscles unclench and her agitation subsides. “It probably is time to take down the decorations. Do you want to get the stuff on the tables, and I’ll get the Christmas tree?” She nods and her breathing slows to a normal rate.


  While she gathers figurines and candles from around the room, I haul all the unopened presents into my room to get them out of her sight. Together we box up all the decorations, and I somehow manage to drag the tree outside to the curb. I return the boxes to the garage, and Grandma vacuums the living room.


  By late afternoon, there is no sign left of Christmas in this house. I’ve even thrown away all the cookies I made and iced, except a few I keep in a baggie and put in my room. Grandma says she isn’t hungry, but I cook a frozen pizza for dinner. She picks at it and says she’s tired. I help her set out pajamas and wait for her as she goes through her nightly routine. By 8:00 p.m., she’s asleep. I clean the kitchen and even put her pills away, hoping we can start fresh tomorrow.


  I throw on a sweatshirt and take my phone and the few cookies I saved out to the front porch. It’s not even cold out. Such an odd Christmas. Our tree has been kicked to the curb, and it’s warm enough for shorts.


  My phone dings.


  Ryan: Merry Christmas! How’s it going over there?


  Me: fine


  Ryan: can I stop by with something?


   


  I glance at my shabby jean shorts and the hole in my Cincinnati Bengals sweatshirt and reach up to feel the unruliness of my hair.


  Me: sure


   


  I’m too tired to care.


  Ryan: be there soon


   


  Sure enough, about fifteen minutes later, his Jeep pulls into my driveway. For once, Ryan is not in basketball gear. He’s wearing a pair of khaki pants and a light blue button-down shirt. He hides one hand behind his back.


  “Well, don’t you look all fancy,” I tease him.


  “Family dinner.” He shrugs. He walks up the pathway and sits next to me on the porch, still holding his hand behind him.


  “So how was Christmas?” I ask


  “Good. Typical. New socks from my grandma, my mom overcooked the prime rib, and Uncle Todd got drunk.”


  I laugh. “At least it wasn’t dull. Well, except for the socks.”


  He smiles. “How... was your day?” I read the pause in his voice.


  I point at the curb. “Well, that’s our Christmas tree.”


  He looks down the driveway then back at me with furrowed brows.


  “Grandma didn’t have a good day. It started with her tearing apart the kitchen looking for her hairbrush and ended with us taking down all the decorations.”


  “I’m sorry,” he says quietly.


  “It’s okay, actually. I was too busy to be sad.” My gaze shifts down, and I brush away a few stray pine needles.


  “Well, I had a feeling from the way you talked about it at work the other day that you wouldn’t be celebrating the other holiday, so I wanted to bring you this.” His arm swings out from behind him, and he’s holding a chocolate cupcake with green frosting topped with chocolate jimmies and a single candle. “Happy birthday, Loukas.” His usual steady hand trembles a little as he hands it to me.


  My lips curl into a half smile. “Thanks.” I take the cupcake and swipe a finger through the side of the green frosting. My eyebrows rise. “Mmmm... mint.”


  “Well, I know you miss the mint chip ice cream from home, but I couldn’t really bring you a dish of ice cream without it melting, so I thought a mint cupcake would be an okay substitute.”


  I lower the cupcake and gaze at his bright blue eyes. My half smile widens into a fully genuine one. “Thanks,” I say again. I want to say more, but that’s all I can get out.


  “Here.” He fishes a matchbook out of his pocket. “I’ll be careful.” He raises a hand to promise. I set the cupcake down between us, and he lights the candle. “Make a wish,” he instructs.


  Make a wish. A crowd of ideas appears in my mind, each clamoring to be chosen. I could wish my family back or that they are all in heaven or that I’ll be able to fulfill their dreams. I could wish Grandma will be okay. I could wish I get into Ohio State. I could wish for an A on all my finals. I could even wish that Ryan would kiss me.


  But when I draw a deep inhale and begin to let it out, the words that push all the others away are I wish to be free. And the flame is extinguished.


  I don’t even know what it means, but on my 18th birthday, when technically I’m already free, that is what I wish for. I wish to be free.


  Chapter 14


  We make it through the holiday season, but Grandma and her friends agree we need to get help immediately. There are no more major meltdowns, but she’s getting more and more forgetful. She set the hot curling iron down on the hand towel and nearly caused a fire, and several times she couldn’t remember where her glasses were. Once they were in the freezer, and another time they were in her medicine cabinet. Grandma reluctantly agreed she needed more help one afternoon when her friends were over for bridge. Her pride took a hit, and she’s seemed a little smaller to me ever since.


  She finally relented and used her money from Dad to go outside her insurance to find another in-home care company. Right away, a really young-looking nurse named Cherise started coming on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturday mornings. She seems nice enough, and Grandma likes her. I’m grateful because it allows me time to study for my finals, and I ace all of them. These are the last grades that Ohio State will see, so I’m ecstatic to have kept my straight As.


  More help for Grandma is not the only change in the new year. No more cross-country practice and having my college applications finished has granted me a lot of spare time. I still run on my own after school, but it’s much less of a time commitment than practice. And now I don’t even need to work anymore. My uncle called last night to share the news that there is a small sum of money besides the college funds that was released when I turned eighteen. All the legal stuff confuses me, so I don’t really understand why or what the money is from. All I know is that Uncle Jim will be depositing $10,000 into my savings account, so I have all the money I need for Greece now.


  When I thought about quitting on my way to work today, a hollow ache grew in my chest. It didn’t come from the thought of not seeing Ryan either. Ryan is hardly here anyway because of basketball. I would miss all the animals. Just last week, an old Labrador was found on the streets during a terrible day of rain. We call him Dexter, and he had the saddest brown eyes that first day at the shelter. But today, I am able to walk him, and I help the trainer work with him. For brief moments, his eyes brighten, and he cowers a little less. He’s older, so I know we will have a difficult time finding a home for him. I want to be here to help him feel loved. It’s not only the dogs either. There is a turtle named George and a rabbit named Fancy, and I swear they recognize me.


  I would also miss all the joy that comes from uniting these animals with new owners. Today we adopt out a tiny white-and-brown Pomeranian who had been in the foster program. He and his two brothers were unwanted and dropped after hours one night at the shelter. A young, single woman raced here to claim him, and while we wait for her to fill out the paperwork, we take turns holding the little puppy at reception. This girl Jenna puts him on the desk, and he steps onto her computer keyboard and pees on it. He looks at us with big eyes and wags his tiny tail. My dad would’ve loved this little dog. When the woman carries him off, there is a cloud of cartoon hearts over both of them.


  I love this job. Next week, I’ll shadow the on-site vet for a day in order to understand what she does, and I’ve already learned about turtle socialization and how to train dogs. I don’t even hate cats as much as I used to. I love this job, and I’m definitely going to keep it.


   


  By the end of January, I still haven’t been to one of Ryan’s games. It’s not that I don’t want to go, but Mari always has an issue with her mom or has homework because she’s a procrastinator, and I don’t want to go by myself. But Ryan keeps asking. I’ve finally run out of excuses, though, plus I miss him. So this Friday, Mari is finally free, and we make a plan to go to the game.


  When I get home from school on Friday, I intend on spending the entire time getting ready, but I sense trouble when I don’t see Cherise’s car out front. They’re usually not running errands this late in the day. I open the front door cautiously. Grandma sits on the couch staring at the wall and working her hands into a knot. She’s fully dressed in a beautiful red paisley blouse and black pants, but I get the feeling she’s been on the couch for a while.


  “Grandma?” There’s no response. She doesn’t even look in my direction.


  “Cherise?” I call out. There’s no answer, and there are no sounds of work coming from anywhere in the house.


  I walk over and sit next to Grandma. “Where is Cherise?”


  She flinches when I put my hand on her leg and scoots away from me.


  Her reaction kicks me in the gut. “What’s wrong, Grandma?” I ask softly.


  “Who are you? And where is Peter? He said he would be here.” Grandma’s eyes are crazed. I don’t think Cherise has been here all day.


  “Grandma, it’s me, Emma.” I say, keeping my distance.


  She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re not Emma. My granddaughter is in Ohio. Where is Peter? Peter said he would be here.”


  “Grandma, Peter isn’t here anymore, remember?”


  “What do you mean he’s not here? He was supposed to come for a visit. He said he would be in California for a business trip.” The hysteria in her voice builds with every word.


  My mind shuffles through memories, and I vaguely recall Dad saying something about visiting Grandma this year when he would be here for a conference. I inch closer and reach out to touch her arm. She angles away from me. “You get away from me. I don’t know who you are.” Her nose crinkles, and her amber eyes that everyone always says match mine register no recognition of our connection. “You get away from me! You get out of my house! I don’t know who you are!”


  I fight the tears that spring from her sharp words. I know I’m not supposed to take any of this personally, but my grandmother doesn’t even know who I am. She thinks I’m a stranger in her house.


  “Grandma, it’s me, Emma,” I try once more. As soon as I say it, I know it’s a mistake.


  “You are not Emma! Stop talking about my granddaughter!” Her hysterical voice bounces off the walls and lands another kick to my gut.


  “Okay, okay. It’s okay. I’m going outside.” I slowly get up and back away as if I’m being held at gunpoint. Grandma smoothes her hair, and I can see the tremble in her hand. “I’ll call Peter and get him to come over.”


  I ease my way out the front door, leaving it open so I can still hear her. I should call Rose, but instead I collapse in the porch chair and bury my head in my own shaky hands. A wave of nausea rises from my stomach into my chest. I can’t do this anymore. I’ve handled it until now, but this is too much. Grandma needs a consistent nurse, and I don’t know how to get that for her. I don’t know what it is this time because we used Dad’s money to hire the best in-home care service. She just seems to be having bad luck, and I can’t fix that or anything else. I’m just guessing and reading stuff on the internet about dementia. She needs more than that. I’m not strong enough for this. But you promised you would be. But I can’t. You made a promise.


  I sit up and wipe at the tears I haven’t allowed to fall. I stare out at the rainbow of flowers that line the front lawn and remind myself why I need to be strong.


  On Mom’s last day in the ICU after her cardiac arrest—the day we let her expire naturally—a parade of family and friends came by to say their private goodbyes. I was last. I sat by her side, holding her hand in both of mine as tears and sobs made an Atlantic Ocean in the ICU hallway behind the glass doors of her room. I heard their broken voices while I felt the strength—even at the end—in my mom’s hand and the toughness of her skin. This wasn’t the way to end the life of a woman who didn’t shed a tear when she sliced off the tip of her thumb with her new set of kitchen knives and who didn’t fall apart when her mom developed a brain tumor and died three months after her father died.


  So I squeezed my mom’s hand, and I blinked back my tears and I promised her I would be strong. I vowed I wouldn’t fall apart, and I’d put everyone back together just like she would have. I’d be her daughter and make her proud.


  I stayed with her all alone until the final moments. The nurse told us her breathing was becoming more labored and it would be any time now. She and I let everyone back in the room. They all huddled behind me, murmuring and leaning on one another.


  Finally, Mom took in one sharp inhale, and her beautiful green eyes opened wide. She smiled, in the same way someone would upon seeing a new baby or a frolicking puppy or a wide-open field of daffodils swaying in a summer breeze. It was the briefest of moments, and then she exhaled. And that was it.


  Bodies all around me slumped as sobs echoed in the room. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes for a moment. Then I kissed her hand, squeezed it once, and gave her a nod. I turned to the nurse and asked, “So, what do we do now?”


  “What are you doing?” Grandma’s voice calls me back into the present. “Is Peter coming?”


  I swallow hard just like I did that day. “Yes, he’s coming. He’ll be here soon.” I find Rose’s number in my phone and call her. In minutes, Rose and another friend are here consoling Grandma. She seems to recognize her friends, and they are able to set her straight about everything.


  I remain outside. It looks as though Grandma hasn’t done much trimming lately, so I walk around to the backyard and find some gardening tools. I return and work my way around the front yard, pruning and clearing away the dead flowers and leaves the way my dad taught me. When I finish, it’s 5:45, and I remember the game. I walk over to my phone, and as I’m about to text Mari to cancel, Rose calls for me. She explains that they’ve spoken to Cherise, and she called my grandma this morning to say she had to go to the ER because she dropped a knife on her foot. My grandma told her that it was okay and that she was fine, but Grandma has no memory of this.


  I sigh and step inside hesitantly. Grandma stares at me with a face knotted in sadness but with eyes full of recognition. I walk over to her and sit.


  “Oh sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” Her voice is tired, but the hug she envelops me in is full of strength.


  “It’s okay, Grandma. The nurse didn’t come when she should have. And when she’s already not here every day, I’d get confused, too.”


  She lets go but holds my shoulders. “Well, I hope something like that wouldn’t confuse you. You’re too young for that.”


  The ladies laugh and a slow grin spreads on my grandma’s face that I match with one of my own. I tell them I need to cancel some plans, but all three insist I go to the game. Grandma assures me she’s fine now. Tired, but fine. And her friends will stay with her to be sure.


  I give in to them just as Mari texts me that she’s on her way. I haven’t had a chance to shower or change, so I’ll have to go in the same jeans and red graphic T-shirt I wore to school. I dash to the bathroom and put my hair half-up to calm it a bit and grab a lip gloss. Mari arrives just as Grandma and her friends are ordering takeout. They tell me to have fun and not to hurry home. My stomach unclenches a little as I see that things do seem okay, at least for now.


  The gym is packed when we arrive. We squeeze into an empty spot near the top of the bleachers. Basketball games in California aren’t much different than in Ohio. It’s the same home and visitor sides of the bleachers, refreshments out in the hall, and cheerleaders crammed in the corner between the wall and the end of the court. I remember struggling to find space to do a jump after a basket. I study the Union High cheerleaders as they practice the motions of their different cheers. I watch more with curiosity than with longing. I miss my friends, but watching these girls makes me realize I don’t miss cheerleading.


  The game starts, and Ryan scores our team’s first ten points. I don’t know how many points he has by halftime, but it seems like he has made every basket for us. When halftime ends, he stares up into the student section. Mari waves her hands like she’s stranded on a desert island, but with all the commotion, there’s no way he sees us.


  It’s a close game, and it comes down to the last minute. One of the guys on our team steals the ball, and we have thirty seconds to make a basket to win. They do a lot of dribbling and passing, and at the last moment, they pass it over to Ryan. He shoots a basket from really far away, and it goes in. The buzzer sounds, and his teammates mob him as the crowd erupts. Students swarm onto the court like a dam has burst. The two security guards struggle to keep order.


  “We can leave,” I yell as Mari and I watch the mob scene unfold from our seats.


  “No, we’re staying. If he told you to wait for him after the game, you can’t just leave.”


  “But I’ll never find him,” I protest. Part of me wants to stay, but another part of me doesn’t want to be some awkward fangirl.


  “We’re waiting.” She lowers an eye at me, and it’s final.


  We watch the swarm for about five minutes, then I see Ryan weaving his way through all the people. His eyes search the crowd on the floor then up in the bleachers, and he sees us. I wave, and we walk down to the court to meet him.


  “Hey, I gotta change, but meet me in the parking lot?” he says slightly out of breath.


  I look over at Mari. “Can you stay?”


  “I can take Emma home, if you can’t,” Ryan says.


  Mari shines a devious grin. “Yeah, I probably should get home.”


  Ryan reads her expression, and I swear he winks at her. “Okay, my Jeep is in the first row of the parking lot. Meet you there? I’ll hurry.” He doesn’t wait for a response and snakes his way back into the masses.


  Mari waggles her eyebrows at me, and we head for the exit. “See. I told you we should wait.”


  In the parking lot, I tell Mari I’ll text her with all the details, and she walks off to her car. I try to hide behind Ryan’s Jeep as people flock to their cars. I feel like a creeper lurking here in the darkness. A lifetime seems to pass, and Ryan finally approaches. My heart hammers. After seeing him play, my swooning has doubled.


  “Great game,” I say, kicking at a rock with my foot.


  “Thanks.” He puts his bag in the back seat. He shuts the door and asks, “Do you want to get yogurt or something?”


  “Yeah, sure.” It comes out shaky and disinterested, but thankfully he doesn’t seem to notice.


  We hang out at the yogurt shop for a while, and I barely touch mine. My stomach is twisted in knots. Ryan’s rosy cheeks are still flushed from the game, and his clean, fresh boy smell fills the night air. I only have on a T-shirt, so he gives me his basketball sweatshirt to keep warm. I’m swimming in it and probably look ridiculous, but I don’t care. It smells like Ryan, and I keep trying to inhale the smell without him realizing.


  After yogurt, he takes me home. I wipe my clammy palms on my jeans after I get out of the car. Before we get to the porch, I take off the sweatshirt. “Thanks,” I say, holding it out to him.


  He pushes my hand gently back. “No, you keep it.” He adds, “I feel it’s my duty to make sure you have at least one item of California clothing.”


  I laugh a little too loudly. I fold the sweatshirt and study the ground, not sure if I should keep walking or if we’re going to say goodbye here.


  “You know,” he says, and I look up. “Fireflies don’t only use their light to ward off predators. They use it to attract a mate.”


  “What?” I’m caught off guard.


  “You know, what you told me about fireflies. I looked it up. It says they use their light to attract a mate.”


  “I guess, yeah. But it’s also to warn predators.”


  He leans in and grabs my hand, letting the sweatshirt fall to the ground. He laces his fingers with mine. “And also to attract a mate.”


  We inch closer, and then it’s happening. His head leans down, inching toward mine, and I don’t dare breathe for fear of disturbing the magic of the moment. Slowly, his velvety lips part mine, kissing me gently, and he lets go of my hands. He moves one of his hands to my neck, and the other pulls me closer to him. My heart pounds against his chest, and my arms wrap tightly around him. The touch of his warm hands on the base of my neck and on my back sends tiny embers spreading all over my skin. Our kisses become longer and more passionate until I’ve completed melted in his embrace.


  When we pause and he looks into my eyes, little fireflies flicker in my fragmented heart. Yes, also to attract a mate.


  Chapter 15


  “So, like, what are you guys now?” Mari questions me on the way into school on Monday.


  “I don’t know.” It comes out in a singsong voice that matches the cartoon birds that dressed me earlier.


  “Well, you’ll find out after English.” She raises an eyebrow and gives me a wave, turning the corner in the direction of her class.


  I worry my nerves into a network of knots during physics class wondering about Mari’s question. What are we? We texted all weekend, but what do I do when I see him? Do we hug? Do I play it cool? And my stress level only increases in English. Ms. Novak calls on me in the middle of a zone-out, then I’m so worried about leaving class at the right moment that I stumble over this girl Jordan’s backpack and nearly fall on my face. I make it to the hallway and search for Ryan without looking like I’m looking for him.


  “Loukas!” a voice behind me calls out.


  My body deflates a bit. I like how he calls me by my last name, but now it feels more like a buddy-pal kind of thing instead of a flirty thing.


  “Hey,” I say, looking over at him when he catches up to me.


  Someone jostles him, and he flies into me. He immediately jerks himself back, and I lose a little more air. As we walk together, I space out as I catalog each one of his movements and analyze the meaning. At the door of my calculus class, I catch the end of what he’s been saying.


  “... it’s such a great movie.”


  He’s stopped, and I turn to face him. He stares at me, so I say, “It is, totally.”


  His eyes widen. “You’ve seen it? Wow, I don’t know anyone else who’s seen it.”


  “Yeah, I really liked it,” I respond and pray he doesn’t ask me more. Thankfully the hallway empties, a clear sign of the impending bell. I turn to leave, but Ryan grabs my pinky and interlaces his hand with mine and says, “See you at lunch?”


  I inflate to near-bursting. The cartoon birds return and carry me dazed into class where I proceed accidentally to sit in Joey Spieth’s seat.


  The next few weeks follow this pattern. I wish away every minute of Physics and English so I can see Ryan. In the three minutes between classes, I find little ways to touch him without being too obvious. I know of at least eight girls in my classes who are in love with him, and I don’t want to cause a Mean Girls incident. Ryan also spends part of his lunch with us every day now, and I think even Mari enjoys it. Ryan has this energy that ignites everyone around him. Every moment with him sharpens my senses. Colors seem brighter, and even in the middle of winter, I can smell the approach of spring. I’m so emboldened by him, I sign up for another half-marathon this month even though I was going to train more and wait until spring break.


  I don’t see Ryan too much outside of school because his basketball schedule is hectic, but we text all the time. Add to that all the back and forth with Callie and Hannah about Ryan, and it’s difficult to squeeze in time for homework and running.


  I have managed to take time to figure out Grandma’s situation. After Grandma’s last spell, Rose and I took her to see the doctor even though it wasn’t yet time for her regular checkup. He suggested assisted living, but Grandma scoffed at that. She said she’s only seventy-five and not ready to be one of those old ladies in a home. So, the doctor suggested part-time help on a daily basis would help keep things more consistent. With his help, we argued our way with the caretaker service and got Grandma the same number of hours as before but spread out among all days. Cherise now comes from 8-1 every day, and I take the afternoon shift after school. It already seems to be helping. Grandma still forgets little things like where her book is or where she keeps the flour in the kitchen, and sometimes she confuses people’s names. But she’s much more energetic, and her strong opinions and bold presence seem to be reemerging.


  I’m so confident about the situation at the house that a few weeks later, when we have a Friday without school, I’m not worried about leaving Grandma for a few hours in the afternoon. Mari has an ear appointment in downtown LA. She sees some world-renowned ear doctor at a clinic there. Her mom has missed so much work lately that she can’t take time off, so I offer to go with Mari. She tells me she’s fine to go on her own, but I haven’t seen downtown LA yet and convince her to let me tag along.


  Los Angeles is not much different from Cincinnati. It’s a little bigger and somewhat dirtier, but it has all the same one-way streets with suits and locals streaming down sidewalks darkened by the office high-rises. The clinic is at the edge of the central cluster of buildings, and her appointment only takes an hour. Afterward, she insists on taking me on what she calls an underground food tour of LA.


  Our first stop isn’t even a restaurant. It’s a cart by the side of the road in front of a museum. I think she’s joking, but she swears this will be the best hot dog I’ve ever eaten. The hands of the tiny woman behind the cart move in a blur as she prepares hot dogs for the small crowd surrounding her. A cloud of steam rises over her and pushes the sweet smell of sizzling peppers and onions all around us. I have to admit, I’m already hooked. When I get my hot dog, I see that under the pile of peppers and onions, the hot dog is wrapped in bacon. The first bite sends my taste buds into a frenzy as the perfect mix of sweet, salty, and spicy dances on my tongue and travels all the way to my stomach.


  “I told you,” Mari gloats when we get back to the car, and I have to admit my assumption was way off.


  This experience helps me reserve judgment at our next stop, a hole-in-the-wall pie shop. It literally looks like a hole carved into the side of an unmarked gray building. Bodies are jammed inside the small entryway, and Mari frowns. She’s annoyed other people have discovered her gem. The long line gives me ample time to review the menu. This is not just an apple-or-cherry kind of pie shop. There are at least twenty kinds of sweet and savory pies. We split a giant slice of macaroni-and-cheese pie and a Mexican chocolate pie. I’m nearly bursting out of my jeans after just the one slice.


  When it’s down to the last bites of our chocolate pie, I ask, “How do you know about these places?”


  Mari remains silent at first but finally says, “My dad used to take me to a new restaurant every week, but it could never be a chain restaurant. He always said that off the beaten path is where you’ll find the most interesting people and things.”


  I nod and swallow my piece of pie. She’s never mentioned her dad. but since she brings it up, I ask, “Where... is your dad? You never talk about him.”


  She scrapes at the plate with her fork. “He and my mom divorced three years ago. He has some new family in South Carolina, so we don’t hear from him.”


  “I’m sorry.” I know it’s a lame thing to say even before the words finish tumbling out of my mouth, but it’s like a reflex. I suddenly have a better understanding of all those who have said it to me. “It must be hard for you and your mom,” I add in an attempt to say something more meaningful.


  “Yeah, Mom’s headaches started after that. She cries a lot at night. She thinks I can’t hear, but I can. It’s gotten better, but she’s still sad.”


  “What about you?”


  She swallows a drink of water. “I don’t know. I guess I should be mad at him, but I just... I just miss him.” I pierce a stray macaroni with my fork. I know exactly how she feels. “After he left,” she goes on, “I tried to keep the restaurant thing going with my mom, but she wasn’t interested. My dad and I were the ones who had all the special traditions. So as soon as I got my license, I starting coming to LA in search of interesting people and things off the beaten path.”


  “That’s cool,” I say.


  “Kind of like what you’re doing.” She eats another leftover macaroni off the plate.


  “Yeah.” It’s clear now why it’s been so easy to be friends with Mari.


  She pushes the chocolate pie plate away, and I check my phone. It’s 4:00 p.m. I really need to get home, and we still have to swing by the packet pickup for my race tomorrow. Grandma has been alone for three hours already, and while I’m sure she’s fine, I should get back. I tell Mari, and we head out the door.


   


  “Hey Grandma,” I call in the house as I walk inside. I expect to see her sitting in her armchair reading, but she’s not there. The house smells like garlic and spices, so I continue into the kitchen to see what she’s cooking. She’s not there either. Bowls and measuring cups and food are strewn all over the counter. Piles of diced garlic and chopped onions wait on a cutting board with a knife resting right next to it. The pantry door is open, and a raw chicken sits in the sink.


  Maybe she’s just in the bathroom. I walk to her room and peek in, but there’s no sign of her. I step inside and the bathroom door is wide open and it’s dark inside. My heartbeat quickens, and I feel dizzy. I walk back to the living room and try to focus. That’s it. Maybe she’s out back cutting some fresh herbs.


  I sprint to the back, but she’s not there either. I walk in circles around the patio, short of breath and light-headed. Where could she be? The car is in the driveway, so thankfully she hasn’t driven somewhere. Maybe Cherise is still here, and they went on an errand, something for the dinner. I dart inside and check the hall closet for Cherise’s bag, but it’s not there. She never takes more than her purse when she goes out with Grandma.


  “Grandma?” I cry out as I race up and down the hall. I’m sweating and my pounding heart forces me to sit for a moment in the living room. But I’m up almost instantly, pacing back and forth. Where could she be? What do I do? These thoughts play in my mind on repeat. I am in full panic mode.


  I run through the house one more time, as if I somehow missed her. But she’s not in any of the rooms. I check out back again, and this time I also look in the garage. I’ve circled the house twice, and there’s no sign of her. Before I consciously know what I’m doing, my fingers are texting Ryan. I tell him my grandma is missing and I’m freaking out and what do I do?


  There is no response, and I figure he’s busy. I circle the house one more time because I can’t think clearly. I can only keep moving. When I emerge from the side of the house, Ryan’s Jeep is in the driveway and he’s sprinting to the front porch.


  “Ryan!” It’s more of an exhale of relief than an acknowledgment of his presence.


  He rushes over and wraps his arms around me.


  “I came home from downtown with Mari, and she wasn’t here. I’ve looked everywhere. She’s not here. I don’t know where she is.” I let it all spill out into his shoulder.


  He lets go but holds my hands. “It’s okay. We’ll find her.” He pauses then says, “Could she have driven anywhere?”


  “No. The car is here.” I point to it out on the street.


  “Okay, could she be with her friends?”


  “No. She always leaves a note. They would never take her anywhere and not leave a note for me. Plus, it looks like she was in the middle of cooking.” I motion for him to come inside. I toss my phone on the armchair and lead him to the kitchen like I’m showing him a crime scene. “See?”


  He scans the room and lines of worry appear on his face.


  I read them. “I know, right? It’s weird.”


  His nose crinkles. “Could the nurse have taken her somewhere?” he suggests.


  I shake my head forcefully. “No. Her stuff isn’t here. She’d never take all her stuff with her to run an errand. Plus, they wouldn’t go without leaving a note.”


  “Maybe it was just for something quick, and they figured they’d be back before you came home. Same with her friends.” He raises his shoulders in a half shrug.


  “No!” I’m even more adamant. “We’ve been through too much. Grandma would never go somewhere without leaving a note.”


  The uncertainty of the situation sends my mind stumbling into all sorts of scenarios. “What if she was taken? What if someone came to rob the house and kidnapped her? Or killed her?” My voice rises with each thought.


  Ryan leads me to the living room and sits me down. But I pop back up. “Or what if she’s wandering around somewhere? We have to do something.”


  Something I’ve said turns a switch in Ryan’s mind and it shows in his eyes. “I know, I’ll start walking the neighborhood to find someone who might have seen her, and you stay here and call your grandma’s friends.”


  “Okay, yeah. That’s good.” I grab my phone and walk out to the porch with him. I follow Ryan to the street so I can see where he’s going. Then I call Rose first. She’s not home, so I leave a message for her. I lower the phone, and my hand freezes. I don’t know any of Grandma’s other friends’ numbers. I consider calling 911 but decide to wait.


  Instead, I race after Ryan. He turned the corner, and I can no longer see him. I catch up to him, and he shrugs, saying he hasn’t seen anyone outside to talk to. He asks if I know which neighbors Grandma is friendly with, but I don’t. We turn around and walk back down Grandma’s street on the opposite side. Ryan asks a man watering his plants if he’s seen my grandma or an older lady walking around, but he hasn’t. We continue around the corner and up the next street, both of our eyes searching every inch of the neighborhood.


  Sweat pours down my back, and my heart still pounds. Maybe we should call the police. I open my mouth to suggest this, but my voice freezes when I see a dark-haired woman sitting in a chair in the front lawn of a one-story house that looks like Grandma’s. I halt and blink hard to make sure I’m not hallucinating. I’m not. It’s Grandma.


  I race across the street and slow when I reach the tiny white gate. Grandma sits in someone’s white lawn chair, tears streaming down her face.


  “Grandma!” I rush over to her.


  She doesn’t say anything but clutches me as I lean down to hug her. Her body trembles.


  “Grandma, are you okay?” I let go and hold her by the shoulders.


  She nods, but doesn’t speak. “Are you hurt?” I scan her from head to toe.


  “No.” Her tiny voice squeaks. She looks so old in this moment.


  “Grandma, what happened?” I kneel in front of her while also peering through the window behind her. It doesn’t appear that anyone is home at this house.


  She sniffles a little, and I hold and rub her hands to help her calm down.


  “I don’t know,” she says with closed eyes. “I don’t know.”


  I rub her back. “It’s okay. I’m here now.” Suddenly a queasiness replaces the fear inside me. The hot dog and pie churn in my stomach as reminders that I left her alone and this is all my fault.


  Ryan approaches slowly, and I ask, “Hey, can you help me get her home?”


  “Of course.”


  “Grandma, we’re going to go home now, okay? Will you let us walk you home?” I pause. “This is Ryan,” I say, unsure if she remembers.


  Her eyes blink in recognition. I rise and gently lift her arm. Ryan steps in, and we slowly ease her out of the chair and walk her out to the sidewalk. We take it slowly, and she lets Ryan hold her arm as I rub her back. Eventually she calms down enough to tell us what happened. She was out of breadcrumbs and needed to go to the store. She forgot she didn’t drive until she was out to the driveway, and then she forgot why she was standing there. She checked the mailbox—thinking that was it—but got herself turned around and couldn’t find the house. So she wandered around until she found a house that had chairs like hers. The door was locked and she didn’t have a key, so she just sat outside. Slowly she realized it wasn’t her house, but she didn’t know where she was.


  We get her back home, and she lies down for a nap. Ryan helps me clean the kitchen, and I can’t stop shaking my head as I return some spice jars to the pantry.


  “What?” he asks. “You’re shaking your head.”


  “I don’t get it.” I close the pantry door and face him. “We saw the doctor and got her the nurse on a consistent basis. I made a plan to fix it, and everything was going fine. But it still wasn’t enough.”


  “You know, I found out my great aunt had dementia. My mom said a lot of the same things happened to her. You can’t control it. It’s sort of like life, I guess.”


  I shrug. “Maybe you’re right. But still, I let her down. Either my plan wasn’t good enough or it’s that I wasn’t here.”


  Ryan pulls me in for a hug. “Don’t beat yourself up. It’s fine, and she’s okay.”


  I allow him to console me for a moment, then I release and walk to the counter to clean up the cutting board.


  “Now this guy,” Ryan says. I look over, and he’s holding the chicken. “This guy is definitely not fine. He’s a goner.” He waves a chicken leg at me, and a little light breaks through all my guilt and worry and sadness.


  When the kitchen is clean, we sit on the couch and tomorrow’s race crashes into my thoughts.


  Ryan reads the wince on my face. “What’s wrong?”


  “I have a half-marathon tomorrow.” I bury my hands in my head.


  “Don’t run.”


  “I have to,” I say to the floor.


  “What do you mean you have to? Just skip it.”


  I sigh and raise my head. “I can’t skip it.”


  “Why not?” His eyebrows furrow.


  I’m so tired that I don’t even have the energy to lie. “I can’t skip it because I’m trying to run my mom’s last four half-marathons to complete her goal of fifty half-marathons by the time she’s fifty. She would have turned fifty on June third.”


  “So that’s what the running is all about,” he says.


  “Yep.”


  “You know, I never bought the ‘I want a challenge’ reason.” He shakes his head at me.


  “I know. I’m sorry I lied. It’s just that I haven’t told anyone. Well, Mari, but no one else. Not even my grandma knows. It’s like I wanted it to be a secret between my mom and me.”


  He nods. “I get it.”


  “There’s more.” I just want to get it all out, so I proceed to tell him all about my dad’s dream to take us to his childhood home in Corfu and Connor’s dream to attend Ohio State. I explain the job and my obsession over the OSU application and tell him all about the moment I decided to do all of this.


  When I’m done, I lean back on the couch. I feel like some of the rocks in my pockets that have been pulling me underwater have disappeared, like I’ve gotten a little gasp of fresh air. Ryan pulls me into him, and his strong arms draw me in. In this moment, it’s as if everything that’s been tugging at me has let go. Everything is still, and I feel safe. But this idea of safety also sends my thoughts drifting back to Grandma.


  “It doesn’t matter anyway about the race.” I break the silence. “Because I can’t leave Grandma tomorrow. Even with Cherise coming in the morning, I should be here with her.”


  “I’ll come and check on her if you want. I don’t have practice until the afternoon. I could play a few games with her on the iPad.” I look at him, and he winks. I smile and continue to stare into the blue eyes of this perfect boy who would play games with my grandma. He leans over and kisses me gently on the lips. My head falls onto his chest, and we stay this way for a while.


  Eventually Ryan sits up, bringing me with him. “Why don’t you take a shower to help you relax, and I’ll get some food. I’ll get that Italian takeout your grandma likes so if she wakes up, she can eat with us.”


  I notice the time on the cable box. “It’s 7:00 p.m. already? Ugh, you should go. I’ve taken too much of your time. I’m sorry.”


  “Not at all, Loukas. I love being here.” He smiles at me. “Even for things like this. Especially for things like this.” He stands and pulls me up. “Trust me. Take a shower, and I’ll be right back.” He leans down and kisses me again, this one lasting a little longer. And even after he leaves, the soft touch of his lips on mine and the warmth of his arms wrapped around me lingers, keeping the heaviness at bay at least for a little longer.


  Chapter 16


  This race is a disaster before it even begins. I hardly slept, still beating myself up for not being there for Grandma. When my alarm blares at 4:30 a.m., I slam on the snooze button and oversleep. I make it to the race and nearly miss the last bus to the start line. I’ve forgotten my water bottle, and my legs hurt already. Once we set off, I know it’s a bad sign when I check my watch and see I’ve only run half a mile and want to quit.


  Fatigue and mental defeat set in at Mile 3, and I start mixing a little walking in with my running. I would probably give up except I see Ryan at Mile 4 cheering me on with his sign and a goofy grin. It gives me a boost, but it doesn’t last long. Soon the weight of my regret and self-loathing is back on my shoulders, pushing me down like a giant hand. As I run through the city streets and tree-lined neighborhoods, I feel Grandma’s trembling and see her tear-stained face plastered like a billboard in my mind. It’s nearly impossible to run with all of this emotional baggage.


  At the halfway point, I’ve convinced myself to quit; I don’t have it in me. But when I see Ryan and walk over to tell him, he gives me a pep talk that convinces me to stick with it. Among his convincing arguments are that I’m already halfway done, this will get me one step closer to my mom’s goal, and he drove by my house on his way here and saw my grandma and Cherise on the front porch drinking coffee. Plus, there’s his smile.


  So I continue on and survive to the finish line, with Ryan popping up at nearly every mile giving me a surge of energy to keep me going. It’s not a great finish time at all, but I ran more than I walked, so I guess it counts.


  I rush home, and Grandma is fine, playing cards with Cherise. And she’s fine for the next couple of weeks, slowly coming back to her regular self. This allows me to focus on the big news at school: the basketball team is expected to win the CIF championship this year. It’s all over school, and it’s all anyone talks about. Hallways are plastered with black-and-gold posters advertising the games and ones with glitter paint celebrating each of the players. We had an assembly last week before the first-round game, and there’s a noontime rally going on right now in advance of today’s game. Last year, they came up one win short of a state championship, and no one is going to let that happen again.


  Ryan is on the outdoor stage today at lunch asking for all the students to come out and support the team tonight. It’s going to be a tough crowd in a hostile gym, and they’ll need all of our cheers. The students erupt, and the cheerleaders jump around him and shake their shiny pom-poms. Even from across the quad, I am dazzled by his energy.


  Mari nails me on the cheek with a pretzel. “Ow! What?” I turn my head in her direction.


  “I asked you a question. Like three times.”


  “I didn’t hear you,” I explain.


  “What, were you still daydreaming about your smooch with Prince Hottie?” she teases.


  On his way to the rally, Ryan stopped by to say hi, and he kissed me when he left. I guess the word is out about Ryan and me—that we’re “dating” or whatever. I’m starting to get the dirty looks from some girls and the wide-eyed awe from others when Ryan and I hold hands in the hallway or when he kisses me goodbye.


  “No, I was watching the rally,” I protest. “What did you ask?”


  “I asked if you want to go to the game straight from school since it starts at five. We could go to Starbucks on our way or something.”


  I know we need to get there early, but I should probably go home first. “I need to check on my grandma before I go. Can you pick me up around four thirty?”


  “Fine with me, but you probably won’t get to see Boy Wonder warm-up.” She makes googly eyes at me.


  I grab the pretzel and nail her with it. “Ha, ha, ha.”


  We continue watching the rally until the bell rings. On my way to fifth period, I already feel badly for Mrs. Hamilton. If it’s anything like last week, very few will be paying attention to her. People will be texting plans, and this time, they’ll probably be Googling directions. I silently vow to participate in class today.


   


  Thank goodness Mari has a small car that we can squeeze into an empty space on a side street around the corner from the school. It’s the only parking available by the time we arrive at the game. The gym is packed, and the crowd screams as the players are being introduced. There is no more space left in the visitor section, so we have to wedge ourselves into a tiny spot in the home team section. Thankfully, neither of us wore any Union High gear. In fact, my green I Love Ireland shirt and Mari’s black hoodie make us look like we belong to the other school anyway.


  Shouts and cheers bounce from one side of the bleachers to the other as the score goes back and forth. Their fans yell all sorts of things at our players, especially Ryan. I can’t hear them clearly, but they don’t sound like compliments. In the third quarter, though, Union starts to pull away as Ryan finally starts making his shots. As he scores more points, the students at the edge of the section near us begin the name-calling. Now that it’s closer to us, I can hear what they’re saying. They aren’t just calling out the standard “you suck” and “loser” comments. The students shout “zebra” and “chonky” and “half-breed” at Ryan. It makes me mad, but if Ryan hears it, it only motivates him because he scores almost all our points in the second half. Union wins by ten points.


  After the final buzzer, Mari and I make a beeline for our section, and Ryan finds us almost immediately.


  I give him a hug, not caring how sweaty he is. “Great game,” I say.


  “Thanks.” He grins and high-fives a couple people who swarm us.


  “Tough crowd,” Mari adds.


  “Yeah, just a little.” He raises an eyebrow. “They’re not too original, though. It wasn’t anything I haven’t heard before.”


  He fields a few more congratulations from students and parents then looks me up and down and does the same to Mari. “What’s with the green and black?” He rests his hand on his heart to indicate his pain.


  “Sorry.” My chin drops to my chest.


  “Nah, I’m just kidding. I—” He’s interrupted by a mob of friends piling on top of him. Mari and I step back to avoid being clobbered.


  “Let’s go,” I say to Mari. “He’s too busy.”


  “No,” she scolds me. “You at least have to say goodbye.”


  We hang around, and when his friends leave, I say, “We’re going to take off. I’ll talk to you later?”


  “Wait.” He grabs my arm. “I want you to meet my parents. Don’t move.” He signals for us to stay and weaves his way through the crowd.


  “Ooooh, the parents,” Mari jokes. “So, uh, I’m going to go hang out right outside the entrance.”


  I feel my face turn white. “What? No, you have to stay!”


  “The only thing more awkward than meeting his parents will be meeting his parents with me there.” She laughs. “You’ll be fine. I’ll be outside when you’re done.”


  She disappears, and I’m left alone in a strange gym amid a swarm of people, none of whom are familiar—my school or theirs. I pretend to study something on my phone, but even that feels awkward. Luckily, Ryan returns quickly with his mom, dad, and brother.


  He stands between us. “Mom, Dad... this is Emma.” He points his open hand at me, and I’m so nervous I nearly curtsy.


  Mr. Mellano gives my hand a firm shake, but when I extend my hand toward his mom, she takes me in for a hug instead. “Oh Emma. It’s so nice to finally meet you. We’ve heard so much about you.”


  My mind instantly wonders what exactly they’ve heard. I didn’t notice any sad head tilts, so maybe they don’t know my tragic tale.


  Ryan’s brother clears his throat, and Ryan says, “Oh yeah, this is my brother, Jake.”


  I’m not sure what to do, so I raise a hand for a wave. Ryan’s brother looks like a miniature version of him except his skin tone is darker and his hair is wavier.


  Ryan’s mom asks me how I like California, and his dad tells me he’s been to Cleveland. I’m not nearly as good with adults as Ryan is. I stutter and stumble over my simple one-sentence responses. I’m not sure if it’s so much nerves as it is staring at how beautiful his parents are, too.


  I can see the Scandinavian in his dad’s bright blue eyes and honey skin. His mom looks like an Olympic athlete version of that actress Lucy Liu. She’s nearly as tall as Mr. Mellano, which explains Ryan but not his brother who is closer to my size. Her short-sleeved Union High shirt reveals muscles chiseled into her upper arms. Her long black hair falls gracefully over her shoulder—I’m so jealous—and her face is even more striking with high cheekbones, flawless skin, and her own set of sky-blue eyes.


  My staring is probably shifting from interest to creepy, so I look at Ryan. He’s so hot, especially after a game, and all this does is mix up my brain. I snap back and manage to focus on the conversation. I answer a few more questions without sounding too stupid, then Ryan’s coach signals for him to rejoin the team.


  “It was nice to meet you,” I say, and Ryan’s mom hugs me again. I say goodbye and leave to find Mari.


  She’s waiting outside the exit. “So?” she asks.


  “That is the most perfect-looking family I’ve ever seen.” She laughs, and I relay the entire scene as we walk to the car.


   


  Grandma is finishing her dinner when I walk through the front door. I help her clean up, and she invites me to join her for an after-dinner cup of tea. It’s unusually warm tonight, so we sit outside.


  Grandma and Grandpa updated the backyard to be a smaller version of their New London house, I think. They built a covered patio with ropes of mini globe lights strung from one end to the other. One flickers, and for a moment, it looks like a firefly out here in the California night air. Grass and brightly colored flowers surround it on all sides. We sit in two of the tan cushioned chairs.


  “It’s really pretty out here, Grandma.”


  “Thank you. Your grandfather did all of this.” She waves her hand in front of her. “We used to sit out here almost every night, but I don’t come out that much anymore.” A dreaminess fills her eyes. I make a mental note to come out here with her more often.


  She asks me more about the game, about school, and she asks about Mari. We talk about her friends, this week’s bridge game, and the new TV show we’ve started watching about a dog and its owner.


  Eventually we tire out and sip our cooled tea in silence. My mind drifts to my to-do list, at the top of which is finding a fiftieth race. I take inventory and realize I’m so close to fulfilling all of their goals: one more race for Mom, almost into Ohio State for Connor, and I just need to plan Greece for Dad. A new idea jumps into my head at that last thought.


  “Hey Grandma, I was thinking about taking a trip to Greece after I graduate and before I go off to college, and I thought...” My voice stalls when I see the surprise on her face. I didn’t think before I spoke, and I hope I haven’t upset her at the mention of Greece.


  Her mind seems to travel somewhere, then she looks over at me and smiles. “You’ll love it.”


  “I kind of wanted to go to Corfu, where you guys are from. What do you think?”


  Her eyes brighten. “Oh, it’s beautiful. Of course you’d have to visit Kassiopi. And they say Paleokastritsa Beach is the place to go now. And then there’s your grandfather’s favorite taverna, but I’m sure that’s no longer there.” Her eyes search the night air for more memories.


  “I should probably write all this down.” I laugh.


  “Oh!” She sits taller in her chair. “I’ll call my niece. I’m sure you could stay with her. Or my nephew. Though he’s a little wild, from what I understand.”


  “Thanks. I’d love to meet my family.” I hadn’t really thought of that. When I originally developed the plan, it was only about getting to Corfu. I guess I figured I’d stay in a hotel, but meeting Dad’s family—while a little scary and intimidating—is much more meaningful.


  “Let me go get her number and my iPad. We could look things up together. I don’t even know what’s there anymore.” She’s little-girl-on-Christmas-morning excited, and I swear her Greek accent is thicker after just the mention of Greece.


  While she’s inside, my foot taps and my heart flips at the thought of planning this trip and making it real. I open the notepad app on my phone to get ready to type in all our ideas, and I see a previous note I started: “Funeral.” I forgot it was still in here. I open it, and the memory floods my mind.


  There was such commotion in the house after Mom passed away. People came by nonstop with rectangular casseroles, all forms of chocolate desserts, cards with overly dramatic pre-printed sentiments, and clusters of flowers—none of which were Mom’s favorite daisies. At one point, I couldn’t even see the kitchen table because it was mired in flower arrangements. I escaped to my room and started this list of all the things I thought Mom, Dad, and Connor would want at the funeral. I brought it to Uncle Jim and Aunt Jules, but they told me they would take care of everything and that I shouldn’t worry. I tried to explain to them that I wasn’t worried, but they insisted it would be too much for me. I know they only wanted to help me, but it left me feeling useless and detached from the celebration for my own family. The funeral meant nothing to me because it didn’t have a slideshow or Mom’s daisies decorating the church or Dad’s baklava at the reception or Connor’s Ohio State scarlet and gray on the programs.


  “It doesn’t have much charge left, but it should be good for a while.” Grandma is back with the iPad, and I close the funeral note. I think she’s forgotten to get her sister’s phone number, but I’m certainly not going to remind her of that. We spend the next hour reading about a more modern Corfu than Grandma remembers. Recalling memories of Grandpa and Dad doesn’t seem to make her sad. It does the opposite; her eyes sparkle. I save all the websites we find and I type in the list of sights to see on a new note I name “Dad’s Greece.”


  Grandma tells me lots of stories well into the night. It’s definitely one of her good days, and I finally understand that it doesn’t mean she’s cured. There will be more bad days, maybe even tomorrow. But I’m content, sitting here under these imitation fireflies, enjoying a good moment.


  Chapter 17


  My life these days is a giant wall of countdown clocks. We won another CIF game which means we’re in the semifinals tonight. We’re all counting down the minutes until the game, and no one is paying attention in any of my classes today. College acceptances will be posted soon, so I’m wishing away the days until I can check my Ohio State application status. Spring break is still a few weeks away—it’s a bit later out here—but everyone, including teachers, is counting the days until that happens. I’m especially anxious for this because I’ve signed up for the last race, Mom’s fiftieth, during that week. I have a reverse Cinderella thing happening—I feel like when the clock strikes twelve and all these things happen, my world will turn magical.


  Ryan is magical at the game tonight.


  “That’s twenty-two points,” Jake announces at halftime. He and some of his junior high buddies have kept track of all of Ryan’s points.


  I’m without Mari, so Ryan orchestrates it so I sit with his parents. It’s sort of weird sitting at my own high school game with parents—I never would have dreamed this in my former life—but it’s less weird than sitting in the student section alone. I’m much less nervous now around his parents, and by the end of the game, they’ve made me feel like I’m part of the family.


  After the win, Ryan’s mom gives me a quick hug and says, “Now don’t forget, the dinner is a surprise!” She’s invited me to Ryan’s big eighteenth birthday family celebration in a few weeks.


  “Not a word,” I say just before Ryan swoops in for a one-breath hi and bye before he’s swallowed up by the roaring crowd.


  That’s pretty much the most I see Ryan lately, so I’m spending more time at the library with Mari. I’m coasting as a second semester senior, but she’s mired in the junior year stress. I’ve been helping her with anatomy homework and quizzing her before tests.


  “What’s going to happen with you guys next year?” she asks the next day, glancing up from her notebook.


  I flinch; it’s so out of left field. “I don’t know. We haven’t really talked about it.” I thought about it once while we were at the movies watching a romantic comedy I dragged him to see. But I wanted to stay in my cloud of happiness, so I pushed the thought out of my mind. “Besides,” I add, trying to push it out again, “I don’t even know if we’re a thing to break up. He hasn’t referred to me as his girlfriend.”


  Mari rolls her eyes at me as if I’ve missed the skywriter with the message. “Is he still going to San Diego State?”


  “I don’t know. He got a scholarship offer, but I don’t think he’s accepted yet. He said he’s waiting on some other schools and got all squirmy when I asked which ones.” It was weird that day I asked him about it when we were doing homework at my house. He stuttered and fidgeted with his pencil so much it flew out of his hand. “It’s probably stressful for him to decide because of basketball.”


  “So if you’re in Ohio and he’s out here, will you break up?” She continues the press conference-style questioning.


  Now I know she’s just procrastinating. “I don’t know. I’m sure he won’t be too upset. He’ll have someone new in seconds.”


  She laughs. “You know, you’re only his second girlfriend, I think.”


  My ears perk up. “Really?” We’ve never talked about stuff like that.


  “Yeah. Jess Hoffman was his first real girlfriend. They went out for like a year, and she cheated on him this past summer.”


  “What are you, the Encyclopedia of Ryan?”


  “I just thought you should know.” She shrugs innocently.


  “Well that’s good.” I’m getting dizzy with all the Ryan talk. “You know what else is good? Finishing your anatomy homework.” I tap the paper.


  She rolls her eyes at me. “Fine.”


  We get back to her homework, but a tiny space in my brain continues to concoct scenarios for next year.


   


  I take on an extra shift at work Thursday after school. There’s a big adoption event on Saturday, and they need some extra hands helping to prepare. Grandma has bridge this afternoon, so I don’t stress about being gone. I don’t know if it’s the downpour we had this morning or what, but the entire shelter is unruly. Little Chester, my favorite Chihuahua mix who’s been at the shelter as long as I have, is usually friendly and easy-going. Today, he barks at everyone who passes by his stall, and he’s stubborn and obstinate on our walk. I have to use treats to maintain his focus, and I swear at one point he rolls his eyes at me.


  The turtles aren’t socializing well, and we have an incident where a little girl reaches into a cage and a little Yorkie mix nips at her. Lynn spills her coffee all over the front desk, and two people return dogs that didn’t work out for them. It’s a strange afternoon, and for the first time, I am happy when the shift is over.


  I make it home for Grandma’s 7:00 p.m. dinnertime. Even she seems a little off today. She asks me when the CIF finals are, and I tell her. In the next breath, she asks again as though we hadn’t just discussed it. She does the same thing with several other topics throughout dinner. After we do the dishes, I play a few rounds of Rummikub with her, one of her favorite games. I’ve been trying to play a lot of these games or work puzzles with her because I read keeping her mind active will maybe help slow the development of her dementia.


  Even though I can sleep in because of a late start tomorrow for some teacher meeting, I’m exhausted from the day and go to sleep at 9:00 p.m. with Grandma. I fall asleep right away but am jolted awake when my phone dings twice and lights up. The clock by the bed shines 12:06. I don’t even need to look at the phone screen. My gut tells me what it is. Again? I try to convince myself I don’t care and turn over in bed. After thirty minutes of tossing and turning, it’s clear that my mind won’t allow it. I relent and stumble out into the living room.


  I turn on the TV and switch to the news. I lower the volume and sit on the edge of the couch. My eyes focus on the banner at the bottom of the screen. After several minutes, I have pieced together the event. Around eight thirty, one suspect drove a van onto the walkway of a popular bridge in Paris and mowed down several pedestrians. He then got out of the van and started shooting, killing a few more people, including an American couple. Police were on the scene almost instantly and took out the shooter. Pictures of the bridge and the familiar white body bags continue to flash across the screen at regular intervals. They have confirmed it was terror-related.


  I inch closer, trying to learn who these people were who just happened to be on this bridge at the wrong moment. Especially the American couple. I need to know if they had any children.


  “Emma?” I spring to my feet and my finger immediately turns off the TV. “What are you doing out here, sweetheart?” Grandma asks in a sleepy voice.


  “Sorry, Grandma. Did I wake you up?” I drop the remote like I’m hiding evidence.


  “I was tossing and turning, and I heard the TV.” She yawns. “What were you watching?”


  “Oh, nothing.” I walk toward her and turn her around to head back to sleep. “I was restless, too, and thought the TV would put me to sleep. But there isn’t anything good on at midnight.” I let out a shaky laugh.


  “There’s nothing good on any time these days,” she agrees, and I’m relieved she doesn’t appear to have seen what I was watching.


  “Sorry I woke you. Let’s go back to bed.” I nudge her farther away from the living room.


  She stops in the kitchen for a glass of water, and moments later, both our bedroom doors close.


  When I’m back in bed, I can’t sleep as all the unanswered questions about the attack collide in my mind like bumper cars. Since I can’t get my answers from the TV, I grab my phone and search the news sites. I read all the articles I can find, then it’s refresh, refresh, refresh. I study every picture and memorize each detail about these unlucky people. I’m a shameful mix of relief and disappointment when I discover the American couple did not have any children.


  Eventually, I’ve exhausted all my sources and set the phone back on the nightstand. My mind still races as I close my eyes. I lie awake most of the night trying to place myself on that bridge. What would I have done? Did those people see it coming as they walked their usual routes to work or headed for a morning coffee before some sightseeing?


  I never fall asleep, and the stiff ache of my muscles is unbearable. The clock shines 5:02 a.m., and I decide I need to get up and move. A run will help clear my head and loosen my muscles. I put on my running gear, leave a note for Grandma, and drive to the beach.


  These days, it’s still dark at 5:30 a.m., but Fridays bring out a few more early morning runners. Right from the start, I race at lightning speed, my mind still buzzing from the news. With every stride, the crash of the waves and the silence of the darkened streets calm me, and some of the images slowly fade away. It helps that the usual leg pain sets in and gives me something else to think about.


  After a start that was a shot out of a cannon, I’m dragging pretty quickly. I make it about two miles, where the million-dollar homes butt up against the sidewalk, and have to walk a little. There are more lights on than usual, probably people rising early for work. The thought of work sends my mind back to that Paris bridge and the young man I read about who appeared to be on his way to work, his satchel still draped over his shoulder as his body lay on the bridge in a pool of blood. The dots start to connect back to my dad and Connor. I gasp for air and can’t even walk. I bend over and steady myself, putting my hand down on the waist-high stone wall of a three-story modern beach house.


  My breathing slows, and I rise and lean against the wall, drinking from my water bottle. At that moment, a man and a woman exit through a sliding glass door and step onto the patio of a house next door. I hop off the wall and step away, feeling like a trespasser, but my mind insists it’s seen something familiar. I turn back and see Ryan’s dad kissing a very tall brunette who is not Ryan’s mom. It’s dark out and my mind is admittedly cluttered, so I lean in and stare harder. But this picture is crystal clear. Ryan’s dad, dressed in fancy work clothes, has his hands all over this other woman in a long silk robe. Something bursts inside me, sending a stinging sensation in every direction. What do I do? How is this happening? He hasn’t seen me yet, so I could just back away quietly. I’m frozen in shock, though.


  In my indecision, they sense my presence and look over. I’m spotted. For a single held breath, I lock eyes with Ryan’s dad. Then I whirl around and race back the way I came. I run as fast as I can for as long as I can, as if the more distance I put between us, the more I can believe that it hasn’t happened. I run and run until I can no longer breathe. I stop and double over, dropping my water bottle to the ground, and I grab my head. I squeeze my eyes shut and will the image away, but it’s still there, cemented in my mind. I rise and recognize what burst inside me. It was a bomb that just blew up Ryan’s life.


  Chapter 18


  Fortunately, on late-start days, the schedule is shuffled, so I don’t have to face Ryan after English. Still, I skulk in the halls and lean around corners to avoid running into him. I text Mari and tell her to meet me in the library right away at lunch. I need to tell her, to tell someone.


  “What’s the hurry?” she asks as she approaches the table where I sit. She looks left and right. “And what’s with the table all the way in the corner?”


  As the words are about to come out of my mouth, I realize that once I tell even one person, I no longer have control of this information. I don’t think Mari would say anything, but I can’t risk it. Ryan could find out somehow. “No hurry,” I say instead. “Sorry if I made it seem that way.”


  “We’re going to miss the rally. What do you need from the library?” She still hasn’t taken off her backpack.


  “I... uh... I need to... uh... finish some homework for my government class next period.” It’s all I can think to say.


  Mari raises a suspicious eyebrow. “You always do your homework.”


  “Yeah, but last night there was this thing with my grandma, and I didn’t get to it.”


  “Okay...” She’s still skeptical. “But I certainly wouldn’t miss my boyfriend’s rally before the Finals for one homework assignment.”


  “He’s not my boyfriend,” I blurt out.


  She raises her hands. “Fine. Sorry.” She sits down, but I make her change seats because she’s in my line of sight to the door.


  “So, what’s this important homework?” she asks after I’ve made no move toward my backpack.


  “What? Oh yeah.” I unzip my backpack and take out a spiral notebook. I don’t actually have any government homework, so I open to a blank page.


  Mari stares at my notebook. “So, um, what’s the homework?”


  “I, we—” A tall dark-haired boy in a black Union High T-shirt walks inside. “Ihavetogofindabook,” I spit out and rush off, nearly tripping over my chair. I take cover in the aisle between two tall bookcases and wind my way through the other shelves to the front to get a better view of the boy who came in. I’m pretty sure the rally is happening now, but I can’t take any chances. I sneak around from the side and see the kid’s shirt has a water polo ball screen-printed on it. He’s not Ryan.


  I have to come back with a book, so I wander through the shelves looking for something government-related. I see a book that says “Politics” in large lettering on the spine, so I grab it and walk back to our table.


  “What is wrong with you?” Mari asks when I return.


  “Nothing, why?” My intended breeziness comes out more like a boy going through puberty. I put the book on the table and lean over to grab a pen from my backpack.


  When I sit up, Mari has slid the book in front of her. “Quotes from famous politicians? This is your homework?”


  Oops. Not a great choice. “Uh, yeah. We have to find some quotes to support the arguments in our essay.”


  “What’s the essay about?”


  “It’s just about... like... government and politics and stuff.” The more she grills me, the worse I get. I’m a horrible liar. “Just let me get some quotes, then we can get out of here and go to the rally.”


  “Okay.” Her stare lets me know that I haven’t fooled her. “I’m going to get a magazine.”


  She wanders off, and I copy down meaningless quotes into my notebook, keeping one eye trained on the door like a sniper. My heart rate increases as the end of lunch draws closer. Mari eventually returns as a crowd of students enters the library. The rally is over. My writing slows as both eyes stare down the door. Moments later, Ryan walks through the door. I drop my pen and say, “Uh, I have to get another book. I’ll be right back.” Mari doesn’t even look up from her magazine.


  I dive back into the bookshelves and weave around until I’m near the front of the library. The bathroom seems like my only choice, but to get there undetected, I must perform a near-army crawl through the low shelves. I make it inside and hide in the farthest stall. Ryan will probably see Mari and stay at our table until the end of lunch. So I wait them out. The bell rings, and even then, I linger until I’m sure they’ll be off to class.


  When I return to our table, my stuff is still there, but Mari and Ryan are nowhere in sight. I grab my notebook to put it away. Mari has written, “What’s with you?” and circled it. I wish I could tell you. I zip my backpack and set off to earn my first tardy of the year.


   


  By the end of the day, the mountain of lies I’m scaling and this secret I’m carrying around like a backpack full of concrete have worn me out. Even though I’m tired, I hardly sleep. I roll out of bed and take an early morning walk around the neighborhood with Grandma, but I’m still jittery like I’ve ingested a gallon of coffee. So I decide go on another long run. I don’t even care that it’s not good for me to do this two days in a row, especially when I have a race coming up. I put on my gear, and this time, I walk to the beach. Maybe I can find some answers in the extra miles.


  I don’t, and when I get to the beach, my head is so clogged with Ryan’s dad and the Paris bridge and Finals and all the lies I’ve told during the past twenty-four hours, my legs won’t run properly. My mind is a malfunctioning switchboard that can’t fire off the correct commands. I slow to a walk and try to let the morning sun and rhythmic crash of the ocean waves clear my head. It seems to help until I approach the house that started this whole nightmare.


  I consider speeding past it, ignoring it and pretending it doesn’t exist. But my feet stop, and my eyes lock on that sliding door. It’s like in that one crime drama my dad loved where they said they were sure to nab the killer because a killer will always return to the crime scene. I can’t tear myself away. I move to the side and lean against the wall separating the beach from the path. Even though it was dark yesterday morning, there’s no mistaking this is the house.


  In the daylight, I can see and feel its magnitude. A flower bed with deep red and purple flowers lines the wall all the way around the property. It’s on the corner of a walk street, so the patio wraps around to the side where there is a fire pit and patio furniture. It’s beautiful, but it doesn’t fit in with the modern architecture and Italian-style houses surrounding it. The white trim and white railings against the light gray paint remind me more of the east coast beach houses we saw on vacations when I was little.


  I step closer, searching for signs of life inside. I want to see this tall brunette bomb that could destroy Ryan’s life. I want to study her and try to figure out how I could have seen what I saw yesterday morning. But there’s no movement. In fact, the house looks as unnoticeable as it has every other Saturday I’ve run past it.


  In the next breath, a spark of anger replaces my curiosity. I should never have seen this. White body bags fan the flames inside me. If it weren’t for the stupid terrorists, I wouldn’t have been sleepless on a Thursday night and wouldn’t have needed to go out for a run. Running brings more flames. If I never started running, I would have never been out that early. I would have been tucked away in bed or binge-eating cookies like normal people do instead of out in the 5:00 a.m. shadows. But really, it’s my mom’s fault. The fire is out of control now. Why couldn’t she have had another goal? Why couldn’t she have been one of those moms who played tennis or sat around doing crafts all day? I could have been safe at home decorating mason jars at 5:00 a.m. Or why didn’t she have a job that kept her so busy she didn’t have any dreams?


  That shouldn’t even matter, though, because my mom should still be here with or without dreams. My thoughts spiral out of control as the wildfire rages inside of me. My head swirls, and thoughts of Connor’s insistence at going to that minor league game and one red light that may or may not have saved their lives and my stupid idea to come to California crackle and snap like burning branches. I pick up a tiny rock—the only one I can find—and hurl it in the direction of the house.


  Everything is ruined.


  I had finally pieced myself together just a little. I should be excited for Ryan and planning for tonight’s game with Mari. I should be worried about things like prom and what to get Ryan for his birthday. Instead, I’m strapped to a ticking time bomb and wondering how I’m going to keep from blowing up someone’s whole world or having my own obliterated. Again.


  I take one last look at the house, and I turn around and walk back. Tick. Tick. Tick. All the way home. There’s no way I can go to the Finals and risk facing Ryan or his parents. I’ll have to think up yet another lie.


   


  Ryan isn’t very happy that I miss the Finals, especially because they won. I told him Grandma had one of her spells and I couldn’t get away. I told the same lie to Mari. She actually went by herself anyway. I think she’s started to enjoy being more involved at school.


  Ryan’s anger doesn’t last long, though, because he knows how important my grandma is to me, and he’s experienced one of her spells firsthand. All this does is make me feel worse. To atone for my lie, I resolve to pretend I don’t know anything at all, and I invite him to the movies on Sunday night, my treat. As his fingers gently interlace with mine in the darkened theater, I nearly tell him everything. But my guilt re-erects its barrier when I realize it would only be to lessen my own suffering. The night ends with an open-eyes kiss that sends me slithering out of his car.


  So I return to avoiding Ryan, and I convince myself it’s best if we go our separate ways. I’ll be back in Ohio, hopefully, next year anyway. At school, I alternate racing out of English class with lingering to clarify homework with Ms. Novak. My lunch location is equally as erratic—the library, counseling office for fake counseling, teachers’ classrooms for help I don’t need, wandering the halls. I’ve ditched Mari so much that she doesn’t even try to find me anymore. She sits at our usual spot and texts me that she’s there and I can show up if I want. It’s just as well that I’m on my own because I’ve told so many lies, I can’t even remember all of them.


  Out of school, it’s been a bit more challenging. I take on more shifts at the animal shelter during the week to avoid Ryan after school. Now that basketball is over, he has a lot more free time. I snooped around at work and found his weekend schedule, so I requested the opposite days. Last weekend when he came to work on Saturday, I suggested to Lynn that the filing really needed to get done and spent the whole day in the office. I feel awful, and I miss Ryan, but I can’t blow up his world. And I don’t know how to pretend not to know what I know.


  After two weeks of this, I’m no longer the artful dodger, and Ryan finds me in the hall at lunch on Friday.


  “Loukas!” I hear him call from behind as I lurk in the science wing. I slow to a stop but don’t turn around.


  “Hey.” He’s out of breath when he catches up to me.


  “Hey.” I plaster on a smile.


  “Finally,” he exhales. “It feels like we’ve just been texting and I haven’t seen you in forever.”


  “Yeah, I’ve gotten slammed on a few things,” I say to the ground. I don’t dare look at him.


  He lifts my chin with his fingertip. “Is everything okay?” His bright blue beautiful eyes search my face for answers I wish I could give.


  “Yeah. I’m just busy.” I shake my chin loose from his touch and broaden my fake smile.


  “Okay.” He grabs my hands and interlaces his fingers with mine. “Remember, my birthday dinner is tonight. The secret got out,” he laughs. “My mom is really excited you’re coming. Like overly excited.” He playfully rolls his eyes.


  I pull my hands back and let them dangle by my side. “Yeah, um, about that.” My heart pounds. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to go.”


  He flinches as though I’ve punched him in the gut. “What? Why not?”


  “It’s my grandma.” I give him one of the sad head tilts I despise.


  “What? You can’t come for a little while?” His voice is laced with hurt.


  I shake my head and stare off at a kid closing his locker down the hall.


  “Is something going on, Emma?” He steps into my line of sight.


  “What do you mean? No.” I dismiss his words with a wave of my hand.


  “Are you mad at me? Or...” His voice halts. “... or sick of me or something?”


  The hurt in his eyes pierces my heart. I’m anything but that. I don’t want to stop seeing him. I want to spend every minute with him. But I don’t know how. I don’t know how to see him and carry this huge secret. “No, what? That’s crazy.” I reach out and hold his arm awkwardly, trying to reassure him.


  “Well then, I don’t get it. We’ve hardly seen each other, and now you won’t come to my birthday? I really wanted my girlfriend at my birthday dinner.”


  One word. That’s all it takes for him to lasso me back in. I’m his girlfriend. My skin tingles and a cloud of glitter sparkles around me. “I know. You’re right. I’m just being stupid. Of course I’ll be there. I’ll work something out. Maybe one of my grandma’s friends can come over.”


  His eyes brighten and soften. “Thanks. I really want you there.”


  The bell rings. “I have to go. I can’t be late.” I lean in for an uneasy hug, wishing I could hold on and never let go.


   


  My shaky hand rings the doorbell at Ryan’s house later that night. I smooth out my black dress and adjust my headband. Ryan answers, and I lose my breath for a moment. He’s dressed in khakis and a plaid button-down shirt, and his hair is still wet from the shower except for the messy part on top that has started to dry. He is beautiful like one of those catalog models who don’t even seem like real people. He hugs me, and I nearly trip in my high heels because his fresh, clean boy smell jumbles my mind.


  He holds my hand and leads me inside to a cluster of adults lingering in an open space that is both the kitchen and the living room. Ryan introduces me to a slew of aunts, uncles, and cousins, and to his grandparents. I smile and answer their questions while one eye looks out for Ryan’s dad. Ryan leaves me momentarily to get us drinks, but I’m deep in conversation with his cousin who went to Xavier so I don’t mind.


  After an hour or so, I’m starting to think that Ryan’s dad isn’t even here. My muscles relax a little, and I even genuinely laugh at a childhood story Ryan’s grandmother tells me about him. But soon his dad appears in the kitchen with Ryan’s mom. He sneaks up from behind and wraps his arms around her. Both their heads fall back in laughter, and she kisses him on the cheek. I wonder if maybe this whole thing is just a figment of my imagination. Maybe I saw it wrong.


  Soon we’re seated for dinner around the large dining room table. As luck would have it, I’m placed on the corner between Ryan and his dad at the head of the table. I sit rigid in my seat and manage to swallow a few bites of beef and a few spears of asparagus. I’m forced to pass the prime rib to Ryan’s dad, and he avoids eye contact. He utters only a handful of words throughout the meal, and I’m sure now that what I saw was real. After cake and ice cream, I tell Ryan I have to get back to my grandma. I thank his mom, and she engulfs me in a hug that seems to last forever. Ryan’s dad is nowhere to be seen.


  “Thanks for coming,” Ryan says to me at the door of my car.


  “Yeah, it was fun,” I say and fumble to find my keys in my purse. I get the door unlocked and open it, sort of pushing Ryan to the side. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”


  “Sure.” Ryan leans in, but I’ve already started to get into the car. I freeze, and his kiss lands on my cheek.


  I get in the car and shut the door. It’s only when I’m halfway down his street that I realize I didn’t even wish him a happy birthday.


  Chapter 19


  No matter how hard I try, I can’t quit Ryan. My life without him is a party with no music or a beach with no sun. Okay, but not spectacular like it could be. So I force myself to pretend I know nothing. I start by apologizing for my birthday blunder and treat him to a belated birthday dinner and laser tag, his choices. I’m successful for about two days. The problem with knowing something is that you can’t un-know it. So slowly, the barrier rises, and I’m back to being a half girlfriend at best.


  Spring break has arrived, but it’s not the relief it usually is. To start, it took too long to get here. Callie has already had prom, and I’m just starting spring break. I guess it’s later out here because we get out of school in June, but it sure feels weird and I’m too exhausted to enjoy it. And I have an Ohio State application status update waiting to be checked. It’s been haunting me like a family of ghosts every moment for a week, but I can’t bring myself to log on. It’s not like getting money for Greece or running a race; there are no fallbacks or do-overs. If I don’t get in, that’s it. I’ve failed. I vow to look after I’ve achieved Mom’s goal.


  I probably should have looked because it’s just more thing to clog my mind this first Saturday of spring break as Ryan drives me to my last race. He insisted on playing chauffeur since it’s going to be Mom’s fiftieth race.


  “Are you excited?” he asks after I get in the car.


  “Yeah, I guess.” I’m trying not to create too much hype because I don’t want to psych myself out. Plus, with the eight million other things cluttering my brain, I haven’t really had space to drum up excitement about this.


  “You guess? This is it. It’s huge!” He lifts his hands off the steering wheel for a moment to show me how huge he thinks it is. Normally his exuberance lifts my spirits like the soulful voices of a church choir, but today it unnerves me like an out-of-tune guitar. I agree with him and fiddle with my watch to end the conversation.


  He hangs out with me at the start line, peppering me with questions about what I want to do afterward to celebrate and what I’m going to do with all of Mom’s medals. He bounces from one leg to another, so I know he’s just excited and nervous for me. But all he’s doing is adding to the noise in my head. I’m grateful when the emcee announces the call to start.


  “Good luck,” Ryan says. I’m in the middle of setting my watch, so my hands get trapped in front of me when he takes me in for a giant hug. I don’t even try to move them, and for some reason after he kisses me on the lips, I wipe it off.


  “Sorry. I’m stressed,” I offer a weak excuse and rise to my toes to kiss him on the cheek. He smiles, but I know I’ve hurt him. Ugh. What is wrong with me?


  Right from the start of the race, I’m baking a big batch of disaster in my mind. There’s a dose of college stress mixing with the pressure of this being Mom’s final race. Then I add a dash of Ryan’s dad, a little worry about whether Mari is still mad at me for ignoring her, and a sprinkle of guilt for all of it. Oh, I can’t forget the spoonful of worry for Grandma and her increasing forgetfulness.


  Around Mile 2 when it all blends together, I can’t even see straight and start to walk. The anxiety moves to my stomach where an empty roar kicks and punches at me. I give Ryan the thumbs-down at Mile 4, and I don’t even care that I haven’t tried to run since Mile 2.5. The disaster has baked itself into a nice solid headache, and I’m certain something inside of me is going to explode.


  At the halfway point, I have probably only run a total of two miles. Ryan’s face anxiously peers into the crowd, searching for me in every runner who passes him because I’m much later than usual.


  “You’re halfway there!” he says when I walk over to him.


  Something in his cheery urging and the “Go Emma!” sign he holds clashes with my negativity, and I crack. “I’m quitting. I can’t run.” I take out my headphones and stop my watch.


  “What? No! You can’t quit,” he insists. “You only have six more miles and you will have done it. You have to keep going.”


  “I can’t do it. I can’t even run anymore. I’m done.” I wave my hand to indicate it’s over.


  “Nooo!” He drops the sign and puts his hands on my shoulders to loosen me like I’m Rocky Balboa. “C’mon. You can do it. I know you can. You have to keep going.”


  Another crackle, and the eruption happens. “Stop telling me what to do!” I yell at him and jerk myself away. “I’m sick of people telling me what to do.”


  He flinches and steps back. “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just trying to encourage you.”


  “I don’t need your encouragement. I don’t need anyone’s help. I’m not a charity case.” The words spew out, and I don’t even know where they’re coming from.


  “C’mon, Emma.” He takes a step forward. “I know you’re going through a lot. Just let me—”


  “No, you don’t!” I snap at him. “You don’t know what I’m going through. You have no idea what I’m carrying around.” My voice is loud enough now that people are starting to notice.


  Ryan’s mouth hangs open slightly, and he stares at me. “I know I don’t,” he finally says quietly. “I’m just trying to help you keep going.”


  “I don’t want to keep going. I can’t. It’s too much. I can’t do it.” I grab my head and walk away from him. I need distance. I need to get myself under control.


  I hear his footsteps behind me. “C’mon, Emma, talk to me. What is it? I know something is bothering you. I’m not stupid. I know there’s been this thing between us. I just figured it was stuff about your family. Is that it?”


  “No,” I say without turning around.


  “Then what is it?” He and his voice follow me as I walk in a large figure eight, trying to escape him and the volcano still bubbling inside me.


  I stop. “It’s nothing. Just forget it. I want to go home, please.”


  He parks himself in front of me. “Please tell me what it is.”


  “It’s nothing.” I turn away from him.


  “C’mon, it’s not nothing.” He touches my arm, and the warmth and love in his touch mixes the wrong way with this monster inside of me.


  “Fine,” I spit out. “You want to know what it is? Here it is: I saw your dad kissing another woman. He’s cheating on your mom. There, I said it.”


  Instead of a weight disappearing, it’s as if another ton was added. Ryan’s scrambled brain shows on his face.


  “What? Are you insane? Why would you say something like that?”


  “It’s true. It was a few weeks ago down at the beach. The big gray and white trimmed house on the bike path just past Twenty-Fourth Street.”


  He steps back and shakes his head to rid it of my words. “It must have been someone else. You have it wrong.”


  The kind thing to do would be to agree that I probably was mistaken, but for some unfathomable reason, I continue arguing my case. “It was the morning of our late start. Did your dad come home around six after being out all night? Was he in grayish pants and a white dress shirt?”


  I can see the pieces come together to form a picture of hurt on his face.


  The headache, worry, and nausea have all flowed out of me, and all that’s left is a black pit of sadness. I step closer to Ryan. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you. I’ve kept it to myself, but you kept pushing.”


  “Yeah, it’s my fault,” he mutters.


  “That’s not what I meant.” The pit grows deeper.


  “Whatever. Let’s just go.” He walks off, and I follow.


  Neither of us speaks a word from that moment, and when he drops me off, he barely slows down enough to let me out. There are tears in his eyes.


   


  I trudge up the pathway, and inside, I find an empty house. A note informs me that Grandma and Cherise are out running errands, and I’m glad to head straight to the shower. A shower does nothing, though, to relax me. The water burns my skin, a stream of Ryan’s tears reminding me how much pain I’ve caused. I need to talk to someone, so I call Mari, hoping I haven’t ruined that relationship, too. I don’t say much, but she must sense something is wrong because she comes right over. When she arrives, I’ve already eaten an entire row of Golden Oreos. I tell her the whole story, and oddly, she doesn’t seem very surprised.


  “Well, I’m surprised it’s about his dad,” she says, “but not that it’s about Ryan. I could tell something was up. And you know, he could too. He came to me a couple times to ask what was going on.”


  If there’s any relief, it’s that I hadn’t told Mari so at least she didn’t have to lie to Ryan.


  “I feel terrible,” I say. “I should have broken up with him, but he called me his girlfriend, and I don’t know.” I pause and twist apart an Oreo. “It sort of felt good to belong to someone, and I didn’t want to give that up.”


  Mari nods. “I get it.”


  “I’m so selfish.” I shake my head and shove the Oreo in my mouth.


  “You’re not selfish. He really likes you. Who wouldn’t want to keep that going?”


  “Liked me. Past tense,” I say.


  “You don’t know that.”


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he never wants to see me again. I just destroyed his entire life. I wouldn’t want to see me either.”


  Mari pauses, then says, “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about what you guys will do next year.”


  I let out a tiny burst of unexpected laughter.


  “Sorry, too soon?” She gives a toothy grin.


  “No, perfect timing.” It feels good to joke about it.


  “Speaking of next year, did you...?” She seems afraid to finish the thought.


  “I don’t know.”


  “I thought acceptances already came.” She scratches the side of her head.


  “Oh yeah, they came a week ago. But I can’t bring myself to check the one from Ohio State.”


  “I’ll do it for you,” she offers. “You’re going to have to look at some point.”


  I know I have to check it, and I might as well rip off the Band-Aid. So I bring the laptop to the kitchen table and log into my account. I move away while Mari clicks a few buttons to get to my application status.


  I study her face as her eyes move up and down the page. “What?” I say. It shouldn’t take this long to read a yes or no. “What does it say?”


  She raises a finger, purses her lips, and slowly looks up. “Well it appears that you...” She pauses for what I’m sure is dramatic effect. “... have been accepted to Ohio State.”


  Her lack of expression leaves me wondering if I heard correctly. “I got in?”


  “Well, that’s what ‘accepted’ means,” she jokes. “But don’t worry, I certainly won’t tell them about your lack of vocabulary skills.” She gives me an exaggerated wink.


  I let out a half laugh that sounds more like a labored exhale. My mind instantly snaps to Connor and our first trip to campus.


  Connor dragged us to the football field the moment we arrived. The gates were locked; it was April, about this time of year, actually. But there was a crack just wide enough for middle school-sized Connor to fit through. He hesitated; I think he was scared to go in by himself, so I shimmied my way through, too.


  My eyes bulged at the size of the horseshoe-shaped stadium. We lurked at the edge of the field, scared of being seen. After a while, it seemed stupid to come all this way to stare, so I told Connor I’d take his picture by the goal post. He dashed over and gave some goofy grin. He returned, and we stared for a few more minutes. When we turned to leave, my eyes caught sight of a stray football lodged under one of the field-level seats. I picked it up and told Connor to follow me.


  “No, we could get in trouble.” His mouth said the words, but his eyes danced and a huge grin spread across his face.


  “No, we won’t.” I waved him onto the perfectly trimmed green grass field. “Go long,” I said. That’s what my dad always said when they threw the football around in the backyard.


  He forgot all about rules and raced down the field.


  “Well, not that long,” I shouted. “I’m no Troy Smith.” Connor beamed at the mention of the player whose jersey he was wearing today even though I told him it was dorky to wear the jersey to the campus.


  He came back closer to me, and I did my best impression of my dad, launching the ball into the air. Connor caught it and ran all the way down the field and scored a touchdown. He did some sort of dance, stood for a moment in the end zone, then hurried back red-faced and out of breath as someone shouted, “Hey, you can’t be here.”


  We dashed toward the gate and squeezed through. Mom and Dad were on the path a little ways ahead. Suddenly, we both realized Connor was still holding the ball.


  “Thief,” I joked to him.


  He stared at the ball and said, “Someday, I’m going to go to school here.” He tucked the ball in his arm and ran off to catch up to Mom and Dad.


  “So looks like you’re going to school there.” Mari’s voice brings me back to Grandma’s house. “Hello?” She waves her hand in front of me.


  “Sorry.” I refocus on her.


  “I thought you might need a moment to process, but you were in outer space or something.”


  “It kind of feels that way. Like I’m in outer space orbiting joy, relief, and a little sadness that I can’t tell Ryan.”


  “Well, I think you should land on Planet Joy. It’s pretty cool that you got in.”


  I smile. It is pretty cool. One dream accomplished.


   


  I don’t see or hear from Ryan for the rest of spring break. At work, I check the schedule, and his name has been removed from the whole month. I panic and ask Lynn if he’s quit. She says no, he just asked for some time off. I text him a couple of times but don’t get a response, so I let it go until we return to school.


  I don’t see him Monday, and I’m not even sure he’s at school for a few days. Finally, on Friday, I spot him in the hall after English. I make eye contact with him, but he turns away and continues walking. After one more week of this, I accept defeat.


  “He’ll come around,” Mari says while we’re doing homework at my house on Sunday morning.


  “It’s been over two weeks and I haven’t heard from him. He won’t even look at me in the halls.”


  “Give him time. Geez, I’m sure he has a lot going on at home.” She goes on, “Have you tried to talk to him?”


  “Yeah, I’ve texted him like a million times, and I’ve called him, but he doesn’t answer.”


  Mari snickers. “I mean, like really tried to talk to him.”


  “I can’t. He won’t return any of my texts or phone calls, and he avoids me when I see him.”


  “Write him a letter.”


  I pull my head back and furrow my brows.


  She rolls her eyes at my reaction. “Before you judge, hear me out. I know I’m going all old school on you, but if you write him a letter, you can tell him how you feel and he doesn’t have to face you. It’s win-win.”


  “I can’t write something that would be good enough. Plus, he wouldn’t even read it.”


  “Well, first, I read your college essay and nearly cried. So I know you can write something good enough. And,” she continues, “this is a one-time offer, but I will even personally hand-deliver it and force him to at least stare at it.”


  “Ha ha... I’d love to see that.”


  “It’s settled then.” She closes her notebook and drops it in her backpack.


  “What are you doing? We’re not done.”


  “Yes, we are. You have work to do.” She zips her backpack and puts both arms through the straps. “I’ll need that letter on my desk by Monday.” She taps the kitchen table and laughs at her own joke.


  “It’s going to take longer than that.”


  “Not too much longer,” she calls over her shoulder at the front door. “Time is money.” She holds up a finger and disappears through the door, laughing again.


  I get up and head back to my room with one of my notebooks. “I’ll be in my room,” I tell Grandma as I stick my head in the kitchen.


  “Okay, sweetheart,” she says. “Do you know where Cherise is?” she asks before I move on.


  “I think she went out to her car for something. Do you want me to get her?”


  “Oh no, I’m fine. You go on.”


  “Okay.” I continue to my room and flop down on the bed. My mind shuffles through numerous ways to start a letter to Ryan, but none seem good enough. I close my eyes and drift off.


  I don’t know how long it’s been, but I hear Cherise yelling for me. Her voice sounds panicked.


  I race out of my room. The front door is open, and I dash outside. Grandma lies face down on the ground at the base of the porch stairs.


  “Emma, call 911.”


  I freeze.


  “Now!” she barks, and I rush inside for my phone.


  Chapter 20


  We’re lucky it’s only a broken wrist. The doctor ran an X-ray and set her arm in a temporary cast, but they want to keep her overnight because of the pain she’s experiencing and to ensure that nothing else is wrong.


  “I told them I’m fine,” she complains from her hospital bed. I think this is why they want to keep her for observation. They’re afraid her stubbornness and dementia might keep her from reporting other symptoms. I think the only thing besides her wrist that is hurt is her pride. I could tell from the moment I sat with her while the ambulance was on its way that she was embarrassed more than she was hurt.


  “I know, Grandma,” I say as I unpack some of her belongings I retrieved from the house before Cherise left the hospital. “They just want to make sure nothing shows up that they didn’t see.” I finish arranging her things on the tiny desk near the TV and move my bag to the bench under the window. I’ll stay the night, and Cherise will return in the morning to help bring Grandma home.


  “Sweetheart, would you bring me the comb and a mirror, please?”


  “Of course.” I hand her the comb and hold up the mirror.


  “Oh, dear. Look at this mess.” She frowns.


  I laugh. “Grandma! You’re in the hospital. No one cares.”


  She looks up at me over her reading glasses. “Well, I certainly do!” She sets to work on combing and styling her hair with one arm, complaining about not being able to get up to fix it properly and not having her curling iron.


  When she’s finished, I return the comb and mirror and bring her powder and blush over to the bed. “I’m sure I’m not supposed to do this, but we’ll make it subtle so they won’t even know.” I take a quick glance at the door and dust a little powder on her face and give her cheeks a few strokes of blush. “Feel better?” I ask.


  “Much better.”


  I return the makeup and walk back to her bedside.


  “What’s so funny?” she asks. I hadn’t realized I’d been smiling.


  “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re okay.”


  She laughs. “I guess all those calcium pills and years at the gym must have done their job.”


  When Grandma misjudged the steps and took a tumble, she reached out to break her fall. This saved her from a broken hip and concussion probably, but it broke her wrist. Thankfully, her bones are strong enough that it wasn’t a terrible break.


  “Now, if my mind could just get with the program,” she jokes. I can tell it still bothers her that she fell.


  “Grandma, you’re fine.” I walk over to the desk. “Speaking of which, do you want to play some games?” I bring her iPad over to the bed. “We could work a puzzle or play the animal game you like?”


  She agrees, and we play games and complete puzzles on the iPad for the next couple of hours. Eventually, I can see her eyes droop and her enthusiasm wane. I also see little winces that suggest she might be in pain. I think either her adrenaline from the fall or her stubbornness is wearing off. I ask if she’s in pain. She murmurs no, but her face grimaces even as she says it.


  “I’m getting a little tired,” I say to her. “Is it okay if we just put on the TV for a little while?”


  “Of course, sweetheart.” She hands me the iPad, and I think I see relief in her eyes.


  When the nurse arrives, Grandma agrees that some pain medication would be helpful and doesn’t make one snarky comment about not needing to be here. I worry that there is something wrong, but the nurse assures me her vitals are all good. I think Grandma is just worn out.


  After the nurse finishes, I move my chair closer to the bed and give Grandma’s hand a squeeze. She doesn’t let go, so I continue holding her hand as her eyelids flutter closed.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Emma,” she says quietly. I give her hand another gentle squeeze.


  I can’t help but think back to the day of the funeral, when Grandma and I were riding home from the cemetery in an extra-long shiny black town car. Uncle Jim ordered them for the funeral. I knew Mom and Dad would hate that, but I rode in one anyway. We all couldn’t fit in one car, so Grandma and I had one to ourselves. Aunt Jules was late as usual and drove herself.


  On the way home, Grandma and I sat silently in the spacious backseat. I twisted a rose in my hand. It was already odd because the funeral was weeks after it all happened, and then there were no caskets to lay the roses on since Mom, Dad, and Connor were all cremated. So everyone placed the flowers on the ground where the urns would be buried. For some reason, I didn’t lay mine down. I kept it. I guess I wasn’t ready to accept that they were gone.


  Grandma looked down and saw me twisting the rose in my hands and said, “Me too.” She lifted the rose that was on the seat next to her. I hadn’t noticed that she kept hers. “I’m not ready either,” she said as if she read my mind.


  We rode all the way home in silence as the car seemed to fly through the streets. I knew Grandma understood the parade of regret marching through my mind: all the things I wish I’d said to them and the things I wish I hadn’t. We shared the desperate wish for one last moment with them. Every time I had a thought, she squeezed my hand or twirled her rose. It was a long, quiet ride back to a home as empty as I felt inside, but it was the first time I felt someone really understood.


  I watch Grandma now in this hospital room, and she’s dozed off. I’ve felt like an intruder, trying not to disrupt her routine, but I realize that I’ve been helping her as much as she’s been helping me. Without my dad, she’s alone in this world. Her husband is gone and now her son, and the only family she has is oceans away. Sure, she has her friends, but they have their own lives; they can’t be there for her all the time. I’m all she has. And I can’t imagine leaving her now.


  I stay overnight, eventually moving to the bench by the window. The nurse comes in every couple of hours to check on Grandma. Nothing is wrong, except Grandma complains that they keep waking her up.


  So the next morning, the doctor clears her to leave. While we’re waiting for Cherise, I text Mari to let her know where I am and why I’m not at school today. I tell Grandma that Mari wishes her a quick recovery, but she doesn’t hear me. She’s too busy getting help from the nurse with her hair. She’s definitely okay to leave.


  The doctor calls me out into the hallway. He tells me that Grandma’s dementia will only worsen. When it does, she will be at greater risk of falls like this one. She was lucky this time, but as her bones weaken, she could get a concussion or a bone break that would require surgery, and both would put her in much more danger. He tells me that Grandma really needs to consider moving into assisted living. I say there’s little chance of that, but he says I really need to help convince her. He can give us some suggestions.


  I walk back into the room, and Grandma is in the bathroom with the nurse. When she comes out, her beaming face matches her yellow pants and matching bright plaid blouse. Her hair is styled, and she’s ready to go. I don’t know how I’m supposed to convince this proud woman to relinquish her independence and the home she loves so much for assisted living. The wheelchair arrives—which annoys her because she’s perfectly fine to walk—and I gather our belongings.


  Once we’re home, Cherise takes over. She has offered to stay the whole day. I’m exhausted, so I head to my room for a nap. Before I doze off, I see the Ohio State football on the dresser. I think of Connor and his dream, but I also think of Grandma. How can I leave her here alone? She’s the one person who has really been here for me, who’s given me exactly what I needed. I owe the same to her.


   


  Other than being irritated about her cast and what an annoyance it is to have people serve her, cook for her, and write all her checks for her, Grandma is fine. It doesn’t seem like the best time to talk to her about what the doctor told me, so I hold off.


  I’ve taken a leave from work this month. I want to be here for Grandma whenever Cherise isn’t. Plus, I’ve signed up for my final half-marathon on Memorial Day weekend. I want to dedicate more time to getting ready for this race. It’s my last chance.


  I finally gave Mari something to give to Ryan, but I haven’t spoken to him or gotten any kind of response. I haven’t even gotten a glance from him in about a month.


  “It’s clear he’s moved on,” I say to Mari at lunch one day.


  “How is it ‘clear’?” She uses air quotes to show her skepticism.


  “I heard some girls in class saying he went to prom with Sarah Shaw last weekend.”


  “Well...” She brushes some potato chip crumbs into the planter behind us. “Your information is not 100 percent correct.”


  I raise my eyebrows.


  “Yes, he went to prom, but it was a group thing. He went with a bunch of guys and a few other girls. Not just Sarah Shaw.”


  “And how do you know this?”


  “It’s amazing the kind of information people spill around you when you’re practically invisible.” She shakes her head. “The things I know about people just because they don’t even notice I’m around.”


  I laugh. “You’re not invisible.”


  She swallows the rest of her Coke. “Oh no, I’m not looking for a pep talk. My point was, I know Ryan hasn’t ‘moved on,’ as you put it.”


  “Well, he certainly doesn’t seem interested in me anymore. He hasn’t responded to my letter.”


  “Cool it on the pity party for one and give him another week. Okay? Until then, why don’t you channel some of this energy into preparing for your race this weekend?”


  “Fine,” I sulk.


  “Aren’t you excited? This is it. This will complete the dream.”


  “Yeah, I’m just trying not to psych myself out.”


  Mari reaches into her backpack. “That’s smart.”


  “And you know there’s added pressure,” I go on, “because I may not be going to Ohio State or Greece, so this may be the only one of the dreams I achieve.” It settles more into a final decision once I’ve said it aloud.


  Her hand freezes inside her bag, and she looks up. “What?”


  I explain about Grandma and what the doctor said. She tells me not to quit and to give it more time. Time. I’m not sure what that will do. I see Ryan talking with a few friends across the quad. Time sure hasn’t done much to change that situation.


  Chapter 21


  The moonlight streams through the window when I hop out of bed before my alarm on Saturday morning. I’m both nervous and excited as I put on my running clothes and carry my shoes and gear out into the living room. I go into the kitchen for a banana, and I write Grandma a note, in case she forgot I have a race today. I sit for a moment at the kitchen table and check my iPod. I have Mom’s iPod for the race today. I haven’t been able to bring myself to use it before, but it feels right for today. I double-check my watch and inventory the rest of my gear twice before I leave. Everything must be right today. It’s my last shot. Mom would turn fifty on June 3.


  This race is farther away, but I arrive in plenty of time. I sit on the curb to retie my shoes and pin on my race bib. When I’m done, I scan the swarm of people of all ages. This is the biggest race I’ve run; there are people everywhere. Spectators with dogs and baby strollers and coffee linger with their loved ones. I can’t help but think about Mom and how, if she were here, we’d be lingering with her. I probably would have complained about getting up so early, and Connor would have still been half-asleep. My dad would have made a silly sign for her and would be filling her head with all sorts of motivational sayings that Connor and I would roll our eyes at. Dad was King of the Clichés. But most of all, my mom would have been wearing a giant smile. She would have insisted on a big family hug and told us all that she loved us.


  The tears bubble, so I bolt up and walk around. I even take a little jog like the serious runners are doing. I don’t go far, but I keep moving enough to free myself of those thoughts and waste time until the start. The air horn blasts, but my corral group doesn’t start yet. My nerves fray as I bounce my weight from one foot to the other. I’m tired of all the waiting. I want to get moving.


  We inch forward until finally it’s our turn. I’m careful to keep my adrenaline in check and start slowly. I do a pretty good job of reining in my thoughts as well. The surprise that comes with each song is helpful, though the music itself is not. I don’t recognize any of the songs yet, and the ’80s beats are a little slow for me. Still, even my silent complaints are a good distraction. The huge mansions along the road and the rocky seaside cliffs on the other side are also great distractions, along with the woman in the panda bear running tights in front of me. My legs hurt, and I feel a bit overheated, but I continue on and only stop to walk in brief spurts. I remind myself that this is it; there’s no chance after this. That thought seems to drive me.


  Eventually, though, the importance of the race and the emotion that comes with it oozes in through tiny pinpricks all over me. The panda tights and dream houses can only do so much to keep the thoughts out of my head. A memory of Mom in the kitchen after one of her Saturday runs pops up. It’s followed by the colorful stack of race shirts Aunt Kellie and I found when we went through her drawers, and then I see the race medal on my dresser at Grandma’s. I push away these images immediately because one more may break me totally.


  I manage it all until the middle of Mile 7. I’ve been reading the spectator signs all along the route to keep my mind off Mom. I read one here that says, “There will be a day when you can no longer do this. Today is NOT that day.” Immediately, a twisting funnel cloud drills down into my heart. Snapshots of the funeral, my mom being rushed away in the ER, Connor’s Ohio State football, the Greek flag Dad always waved around during the Olympics, the white body bags scattered after the terror attacks, Grandma’s fall, Ryan’s face—it all swirls together, and I’m dizzy and breathless. I slow to a walk.


  But even after I’m past the sign and the eye of the storm has moved on, there’s nothing but a pile of rubble in my heart. I’m here, almost at Mile 8 of this race in California, because my mom can no longer do this. I think of how she would have done this, her fiftieth race, and I force myself to admit I’m doing it all wrong; I’m not honoring her at all. My mom wanted to run the Flying Pig race in Cincinnati for her final half-marathon. I knew this, but I told myself it didn’t matter. I convinced myself that any race would do, but it’s just because I was lazy and not brave enough to return to Ohio. I should have flown there to run that race. This is her race, her dream. I should have done it the way she wanted. I let her down.


  Water swells in my eyes, and this time, with the thought of my mom and this dream moment that she’ll never have, it’s too much; it’s a raging storm I can’t hold back. Tears stream out of the sides of my eyes as I think of how I’ve not only failed my mom, but I’ve also failed Connor and my dad. I can’t leave Grandma, so they won’t see their dreams come true either. I tried and I failed and I’m so sorry.


  The tears start cracking open the doors I’ve worked so hard to keep shut. I’m all alone. Connor, my mom, my dad—they’re gone and they’re never coming back. I’ll never see them again. Not at the breakfast table, not at night watching TV, not on a random Tuesday afternoon. Never. Not one more hug or smile or even one more breath. They’re gone forever.


  I strain to wonder what those last moments were like for Connor and my dad. Did they see the man before he set off the bomb? Did they try to escape, or were they blindsided? I envision them scared and in pain in their final moments, and a wave of nausea crashes through me.


  The tears turn to sobs, and I have to stop and lean over at the side of the road because my shaky sobbing breath mixing with the strain of running nearly suffocates me. There is a lump in my throat, and it’s difficult to swallow. A few runners slow and look over in my direction, probably wondering if I’m okay. I straighten and continue walking, hiding my silent sobbing as the tears sting my eyes and burn my cheeks.


  I try to refocus and set myself right, but I can’t. Every time I start running, some image of my family flies into my mind and the shaky breathing and tears return, forcing me to walk to avoid suffocation. I can’t do it. This race, life without them, our dreams. None of it.


  I slow to a stop and let failure settle in. The stillness allows song lyrics to filter through my ears. A soulful male voice laments wounds deep in his heart, so much a part of him that time will never heal them. A beautiful female voice echoes his words and his pain as he wonders who else is out there—in this vast world—just trying to breathe. It’s out of his hands, his voice sings in a near whisper as the instruments become quiet with him. He—we—seem ready to give up, but then with the strum of a guitar and crescendo of drums, his voice surges and he cries out to free her. He sings the lyrics like a desperate plea and a triumph at the same time. The music is a bird being let go into the air or a balloon rising higher and higher. With each measure that he begs to free her, I start to feel lighter, like I am being freed. Power surges inside me as the music fills every inch of my veins. Not just the physical power to begin running but the power to make it to the finish line of my own life even if I’m all alone.


  I don’t know why it happens at this exact moment. I can only assume it’s the same magical wand I’ve wondered about since the day of the attack, that wand that waves and makes certain things happen in life. Because how else can you explain what happened to my family? Why them? Why that baseball stadium? Why that day? Why not some other girl’s family at some other place on some other day? It can’t be explained except to say there must be some sort of magical wand that deems these things will happen. And it must have waved itself again in this moment to bring this song and these lyrics and my stillness together with this fragment of resolve I still have left in me.


  I take a few deep breaths, wipe my face on my shirt, and my legs start moving. This time when the panic and fear and loneliness set in and the hyperventilating wants to return, I am able to muscle it away. I can hold their faces in my heart while the lyrics help me free myself from the rest of it.


  For five miles, I play this song on repeat. One song and the release of a year of stifled emotion carry me all the way to Mile 13. At that point, I remove my earbuds. I want to hear the cheers and feel every moment of this finish settle on me. Heads peer over the side rails as I run, feeling stronger than ever, toward the finish line. I feel my mom running beside me and more tears pour down my face. When I cross the finish line, the male voice announces, “And we have Alice Loukas of Cincinnati, Ohio.” I signed up as my mom. More tears stream as the young volunteer puts the medal around my neck. She asks me if I’m okay and I tell her I am. I really am.


  I walk forward and wipe my face with my hand. I collect my banana, chocolate milk, and bagel and nearly drop all three when I see Ryan standing right there at the end of the finishing chute. He’s got a bottle of water, the tattered “Go Emma!” sign, and a sweet smile. My grandma is right next to him.


  “Huh?” I mutter as I walk closer, wondering if I’m seeing correctly through my teary eyes.


  My grandma grabs me for a hug with one arm as soon as I reach them. “Oh, Emma. I’m so proud of you.” She’s crying too.


  “Grandma... what?” My mouth hangs open, and I cannot form any more words.


  “We’re here for the fiftieth race,” Ryan says.


  I look over at Grandma. “Oh, I know all about it, sweetheart,” she says. “It’s just so special.” She tears up and grabs me for another hug.


  Ryan motions for us to move over to the grassy area. We find a spot in some shade and Ryan sets up a portable chair for Grandma. I sit on the ground next to Ryan, and Grandma explains how Ryan came over to the house this morning to tell her everything and bring her here to the race. I ask about Cherise.


  “I told her, if seeing my granddaughter finish a race is going to kill me, well, then that’s the way I want to go out.”


  I laugh. “But how did you...” My voice trails off because I answer my own question. Mari.


  “We couldn’t let you finish the final goal alone,” Ryan says.


  I’m not sure what his presence here means or what’s going to happen with my other two dreams, but in this moment, I’m happy to lie back in the soft grass, let the sun beat down on my face, and feel the reality of this dream resting on my heart.


   


  Ryan brings over Grandma’s favorite Italian food tonight. Before we left the race, she invited him over for dinner, and since he kissed me goodbye on the cheek, I figured that we are at least friends. Grandma takes the food inside, but Ryan and I sit on the porch for a few minutes. He tells me everything. His dad moved out a couple of weeks ago. His little brother speaks to him, but Ryan won’t. His mom is doing okay. She’s sad, but Ryan says it’s almost like she’s relieved. She knew something had been going on. He says he’s sorry he distanced himself, but he was confused and trying to figure it all out. And then these past couple of weeks, he didn’t know what to say to me. He thought he’d blown his chance.


  I’m about to respond when he pulls a piece of paper from his pocket. My cheeks ignite at the sight of my note.


  “But then there was this.” He holds the letter I gave to Mari.


  My chin drops to my chest. Something about seeing it in his hands makes it seem stupid.


  A while ago in English class, Ms. Novak made us personify an emotion. It was the week of the one-year anniversary of the bombing. My family filled every space in my mind, so I chose to write about love. But as I described Love’s best friend Surprise and the parties they threw with Happiness and Comfort, I realized I was writing about Ryan as much as I was about my family.


  “It was just an English assignment. No big deal. We had to choose an emotion to personify.” I still can’t bear to look at him.


  “You chose love?” I know he’s teasing me, but I must be at least eighty shades of red by now.


  “No... I mean... yes, because of my family... and... it was...”


  “Dinner!” Thankfully Grandma’s call for dinner silences me.


  “You chose love,” he says more as a statement this time. We stand, and Ryan holds the door open. As I pass by, he leans in and whispers, “I love you, too.”


  We help Grandma set the table—I drop silverware all over the place thanks to my jumbled brain—and serve the food. When we’re seated and have filled our plates, Ryan and my grandma keep glancing in each other’s direction.


  “What’s with you guys?” I finally say.


  Grandma looks at Ryan, and he says, “Go ahead. I haven’t told her yet.”


  “Told me what?” I ask through a mouthful of garlic bread.


  “Well, Ryan and I had a little chat this morning, and it seems we’ve been planning the same thing.”


  “Planning what?”


  Grandma launches in with the news that she’s decided she wants to move back to Ohio, to Columbus specifically, to be near me at Ohio State. Cherise has helped her find a lovely assisted living home that is affordable and will still give her a lot of freedom.


  “Sure, I’ll miss my friends and this house.” She waves her hand around. “But it’s time to go home and be with my family.” She reaches out and puts a hand over mine. “I should have done that long ago.”


  “And I’m going to the Ohio State University!” Ryan blurts out.


  My eyes widen, and he explains that he applied on a whim because of me. The more he thought about it and what it had to offer, though, the more he thinks it’s a good opportunity for him.


  “I think it’ll be good to get away from here, too,” he says more quietly.


  I hear their voices and their words, but my mind jumps to a moment from the dinner table not long before that baseball game. We were all at the table—Mom, Dad, Connor, and me. Connor noticed a new hand-carved sign hanging on the wall to our right. The writing was in Greek, so I asked Dad what it said. He told us it said, “The family is the heart of the home.” Connor and I both giggled. But Mom told us it wasn’t just a cheesy cliché and that someday we’d understand.


  “If it’s not okay,” I hear Ryan’s panicked voice say, “we don’t have to see each other. I mean, I’m going to try to walk on to the basketball team, so I’ll be busy with that. And I’m not just going there because of you. They have a great veterinary program.”


  My eyes brighten. That’s something I’d discovered and gotten excited about.


  “And I won’t be in your business. I’ll keep my distance,” Grandma chimes in.


  “No, sorry.” They’ve read my silence as unhappiness. “I was just thinking about something my mom said to us once.” I smile at both of them. “I think it’s great. You guys are great.”


  Grandma’s shoulders relax, and she turns to Ryan. “Now you’re going to need a winter coat. Once Emma gets back from Greece, she’ll help you find the right one. Won’t you, sweetheart?”


  She faces me and I nod.


  “And the snow,” she continues. “The snow can be something else. But those summers. Oh, you’ll have to stay out there for a summer. The fireflies come out at night—well, her grandfather and I always called them lightning bugs—and they’re Emma’s favorite. Do you know about fireflies, Ryan?”


  He flashes a smile at me. “Yes, ma’am. I know a little bit about fireflies.”


  Grandma continues to share the wonders and secrets of Ohio as Ryan listens patiently. I lean back and touch the race medal still around my neck, feel the butterflies of Ryan’s declaration of love, and realize my family isn’t gone. They’re right here at this table and forever in my heart.


  I look upward and nod. I’m good, Mom.


  I really am good.
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